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Conflict at work comes in several forms. First, there are the people who pretend there's no problem
when there's an obvious problem. They may say something like: “| don't see an issue here.” When
you try to explain, you're hit with: “You're being illogical.” When things escalate, this becomes the
ultimate insult: “You're too emotional.” (Women, beware.) Turning the conflict around so it's about
you is a tactic—a crazy-making tactic. No matter what you do, you're seen as unreasonable or you're
labeled as the one picking a fight. In this scenario, they win and you lose.

Another common approach to conflict at work is outright aggression. People who habitually choose
this approach are bullies. They are the hyper-competitive, anything-goes, take-no-prisoners,
narcissists among us. These people prove their worth by dominating. They're especially dangerous
because they often have vicious followers who do their bidding. When these bullies get mad, watch
out.

Then there’'s my least favorite tactic of all—passive aggressiveness. Passive aggressive people
seem to be supportive, logical, and even helpful—until you read between the lines. Their attacks don't
seem like attacks because they are so good at hiding their word-weapons. Sometimes, you don't
even know you've been hit until later. Fighting with these people is like shadow boxing.

Disagreements and even true conflict are inevitable at work, for some pretty good reasons: the
constant flood of information means that we are always touching different parts of the elephant and
constant change requires constant debate. In a perfect world, we follow the textbook advice, treat
these sources of conflict logically, behave like adults, and get on with it.

The problem is, we're not working in a perfect world, and none of us is perfect. We each bring our
own baggage to work each day. And, some of our issues rear their heads again and again. At the top
of my list of sources of work conflict are: personal insecurity, the desire for power and control, and
habitual victimhood.
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The modern world looks to many like a dystopia — a version of “the darkest timeline”, to borrow a
term from the American sitcom Community. Whose dystopia, though? Which writer best imagined
this moment of turmoil and dysfunction? The greatest contributions to the tradition of dystopian
fiction are two defining masterpieces from the 20th century, both of them bestsellers at the time and
ever since: Aldous Huxley's 1932 Brave New World and George Orwell's 1949 Nineteen Eighty-Four.
The two dystopias have many details in common. Both writers saw a future shaped by weapons of
mass destruction — biological and chemical weapons in Huxley's case, nuclear war in Orwell's. They
agreed about the danger of permanent social stratification, with humanity divided into categories
determined by biological engineering and psychological conditioning (Huxley) or traditional class
combined with totalitarian loyalty systems (Orwell). Both men imagined future societies completely
obsessed with sex, though in diametrically opposite ways: state-enforced repression and celibacy in
the case of Orwell; deliberate, narcotising promiscuity in the case of Huxley. Both men thought the
future would be dominated by America.

Both men thought that future governments would spend a lot of effort permanently trying to incite
economic consumption — not that either man thought of anything as wildly fantastical as
quantitative easing. Both began their books with a short sentence designed to signal a world which
was familiar but also disconcertingly futuristic: “"A squat grey building of only thirty-four stories,”
begins Brave New World. We are supposed to gasp with amazement at the "only”. Nineteen Eighty-
Four begins: “It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.” Thirteen! The
horror! Both men were writing warnings: “the message of the book”, said Huxley, was, "This is
possible: for heaven's sake be careful about it." In his vision, humanity was facing a future world
tranquilised by pleasure and drugs and the voluntary distractions of “civilised infantilisation®. For
Orwell, humanity was facing a permanent state of war and totalitarian mind-control, summed up by
the image of "a boot stamping on a human face, for ever”. For all the overlap, though, they are
usually seen as contradictory, conflicting versions of the future.
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The best boss | ever had.” That's a phrase most of us have said or heard at some point, but what
does it mean? What sets the great boss apart from the average boss? The literature is rife with
provocative writing about the qualities of managers and leaders and whether the two differ, but little
has been said about what happens in the thousands of daily interactions and decisions that allows
managers to get the best out of their people and win their devotion. What do great managers
actually do?

In my research, beginning with a survey of 80,000 managers conducted by the Gallup Organization
and continuing during the past two years with in-depth studies of a few top performers, I've found
that while there are as many styles of management as there are managers, there is one quality that
sets truly great managers apart from the rest: They discover what is unique about each person and
then capitalize on it. Average managers play checkers, while great managers play chess. The
difference? In checkers, all the pieces are uniform and move in the same way; they are
interchangeable. You need to plan and coordinate their movements, certainly, but they all move at
the same pace, on parallel paths. In chess, each type of piece moves in a different way, and you can't
play if you don't know how each piece moves. More important, you won't win if you don’t think
carefully about how you move the pieces. Great managers know and value the unique abilities and
even the eccentricities of their employees, and they learn how best to integrate them into a
coordinated plan of attack.

This is the exact opposite of what great leaders do. Great leaders discover what is universal and
capitalize on it. Their job is to rally people toward a better future. Leaders can succeed in this only
when they can cut through differences of race, sex, age, nationality, and personality and, using
stories and celebrating heroes, tap into those very few needs we all share. The job of a manager,
meanwhile, is to turn one person’s particular talent into performance. Managers will succeed only
when they can identify and deploy the differences among people, challenging each employee to
excel in his or her own way. This doesn't mean a leader can't be a manager or vice versa. But to
excel at one or both, you must be aware of the very different skills each role requires.
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