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ABSTRACT   
Effective leadership starts with self-awareness, especially when it comes to managing conflict. As new leaders navigate 

the challenges of team dynamics, understanding their instinctive conflict style can mean the difference between tension 

and transformation. This paper introduces emerging people leaders to Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI) 

and the five conflict styles: Avoiding, Accommodating, Competing, Compromising and Collaborating. Through 

interactive self-assessment, practical frameworks and real-world examples, participants will learn how their default style 

influences communication, team trust and decision-making. We will explore the strengths and pitfalls of each style and 

how to flex between them based on context, urgency and relationship dynamics. Attendees will leave equipped with 

personalized conflict style compass, tools for adapting under pressure and strategies to guide their teams through 

conflict with empathy and clarity. This paper is ideal for managers and team leaders who want to transform conflict into 

a tool for empowerment, growth and leadership effectiveness.   

INTRODUCTION   
Conflict is inevitable, especially for those stepping into leadership. Yet for many emerging leaders, conflict feels like a 

threat rather than an opportunity. The discomfort often stems not from the conflict itself, but from the lack of tools to 

address it constructively.  

In fast-paced cross-functional environments like pharma and life sciences, where timelines are tight and stakes are 

high, how a leader manages conflict can either fracture teams or foster resilience. This paper provides essential tools 

for conflict transformation, empowering new leaders to turn friction into fuel for team growth, trust and strategic 

alignment.  

SELF-REFLECTION PROMPT: KNOWING YOUR INSTICTIVE RESPONSE  
Before leaders can effectively navigate or mediate conflict, they must first understand their own instinctive reactions 

when tension arises. This awareness forms the foundation of emotional intelligence in conflict management. When 

conflict surfaces, ask yourself:” What is my natural move? Do I lean in, back off or take charge?”  

  

Each instinct reveals a distinct leadership tendency and comes with both strengths and potential risks:  

• Leaning In: Leaders who lean in stay calm and present. They ask clarifying questions, seek to understand 

multiple perspectives, and engage with curiosity rather than judgment. This approach strengthens trust, 

transparency and psychological safety, although it requires emotional regulation and patience to sustain.  

  

• Backing Off: Some leaders instinctively withdraw or stay silent, hoping the issue resolves itself. While this 

can help de-escalate heightened emotions in the short term, it often allows misunderstandings or resentment 

to grow beneath the surface, delaying genuine resolution.  

  

• Taking Charge: Others move swiftly to assert control, mediate directly, or make a decision to end the conflict.  

This can bring immediate clarity and structure, particularly in high-pressure or time-sensitive contexts. 

However, overreliance on this style can silence differing opinions and discourage open dialogue.  
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The goal is not to label these instincts as right or wrong, but to recognize them as natural responses to tension. 

Awareness creates choice, enabling leaders to pause, assess the situation, and consciously select the response that 

best serves both the relationship and the outcome.  

   

THE THOMAS-KILMANN CONFLICT MODE INSTRUMENT (TKI)  
TKI provides a proven, practical framework to understand five distinct conflict-handling styles:  

  

Conflict Mode  Description  Falls under  

  

Strengths  Risks  

Avoiding  Sidesteps conflict  

  

Back off  

  

Buy time, reduces 

tension  

  

Delays resolution,  

breeds resentment  

Accommodating  Yields to others  

  

Back off (partly)  

  

Preserve 

relationships  

  

Neglects own 

needs,  lacks 

boundaries  

Competing  Asserts dominance  

  

Take charge  

  

Drives decisions, 

clarity  

  

Can intimidate,  

reduce collaboration  

Compromising  Seeks middle 

ground  

Lean in  

  

Faster decisions, 

fairness  

  

May sacrifice best  

outcomes  

Collaborating  Works toward 

winwin  

Lean in  

  

Build trust, 

innovation  

  

Takes time, needs  

trust  to start  

Each leader has a dominant style-but effectiveness comes from flexing between styles based on context and intention.  

CONFLICT STYLE COMPASS: A POERSONALISED TOOL FOR LEADERS  
The Conflict Style Compass is a reflective framework that helps leaders understand and manage their behavioral 

tendencies during conflict. It brings awareness to one’s default response under stress, the style they tend to avoid, and 

their adaptive potential, meaning the capacity to adjust based on context and goals.  

  

Core Components  

• Default Mode Under Pressure: Identifies whether an individual typically responds to conflict by confronting 

(fight), withdrawing (flight), or appeasing others (please).  

  

• Behavioral Triggers: Recognizes the specific situations or cues that escalate emotional reactions  

  

• Perceptual Blind Spots: Increases awareness of how one’s assumptions about others’ intentions may distort 

communication and judgment.  

  

• Adaptation Quadrant: Provides a structured way to select the most effective approach based on situational 

factors such as urgency versus importance, or relationship maintenance versus task completion.  

  

Illustrative Example  

A new team leader who naturally gravitates toward a competing style that is assertive, result-driven and decisive can 

use the Conflict Style Compass to recognize when a shift toward collaboration is more effective. During high-stakes 

project planning, adopting a collaborative approach can enhance team engagement, foster ownership and reduce 

resistance, ultimately leading to more sustainable and successful outcomes.  
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CONFLICT IN REAL-WORLD PHARMA SETTINGS   
To illustrate how conflict styles manifest in practice, we examine three anonymized case studies from clinical 

programming and statistical roles.  

  

Case 1: The Silent Saboteur  

A programmer consistently avoids giving feedback during code reviews in an effort to maintain harmony. This avoidant 

behavior leads to missed quality control errors and downstream project delays. The applied intervention involved 

coaching to increase awareness of the avoidant style, coupled with structured retrospectives. As a result, the individual 

shifted toward more constructive collaboration, improving both quality and team communication.  

  

Case 2: The Taskmaster Trap   

A statistician adopts an aggressive, competing approach to meet deadlines, creating friction with functional leads and 

lowering team morale. Through targeted coaching, the individual was guided to adopt a compromising style, supported 

by regular alignment huddles. This adjustment reduced interpersonal tension while ensuring project deadlines were still 

met.  

  

Case 3: The Over-Accommodator  

A new manager consistently agrees to all client requests without challenging scope, resulting in team burnout and 

reduced efficiency. Interventions focused on assertiveness coaching and role-play exercises to build confidence in 

setting boundaries. The outcome was a healthier workload distribution and enhanced respect from stakeholders.  

  

These cases demonstrate how awareness of conflict styles, combined with practical interventions, can improve team 

dynamics, project efficiency and leadership effectiveness in real-world pharmaceutical settings.  

  

BUILDING TEAM CULTURE AROUND HEALTHY CONFLICT   
Emerging leaders can foster a culture of healthy conflict by focusing on psychological safety and structured, constructive 

dialogue:  

• Encourage dissenting views: Create an environment where team members feel safe to voice differing 

opinions without fear of punishment or reprisal.  

• Model curiosity over certainty: Ask questions, explore alternative perspectives, and acknowledge the limits 

of one’s own knowledge to signal that debate is valued.  

• Name and normalize conflict: Treat conflict as a natural and expected part of team retrospectives and project 

evaluations.  

• Use inclusive, constructive language: Phrases like “Help me understand your perspective” or “What might 

we be missing?” guide discussions toward solutions rather than confrontation.  

• Focus on productive conflict: The objective is not to avoid conflict, but to channel it into collaboration, 

improved decision-making and stronger team cohesion.  

• Embed practices into daily interactions: Regularly applying these approaches ensures conflict becomes a 

driver of innovation and performance, rather than a source of tension.  

  

  

CONFLICT STYLE DYNAMICS UNDER CRISIS  
Stress often reduces a leader’s capacity for reflection, causing a regression to instinctive survival responses such as 

competing or avoiding. To manage conflict effectively under pressure, leaders can adopt the following resilience 

strategies:  

• Recognize your “crisis default”: Identify your typical conflict response during high-stress situations and 

counter it is using grounding techniques such as deep listening or deliberately slowing the pace of 

decisionmaking.  

• Implement team conflict protocols: Establish pre-agreed escalation paths or guidelines to manage 

disagreements systematically during crises.  

• Use de-escalation language: Employ phrases like “Let’s pause and revisit this with fresh eyes tomorrow” to 

diffuse tension and allow for more thoughtful problem-solving.  

By consciously applying these strategies, leaders can maintain perspective, reduce reactive behaviors and guide teams 

toward constructive resolution even in high-pressure scenarios.  
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EMOTIONS VS LOGIC: THE INNER BATTLE IN CONFLICT   
In moments of conflict, emotion often arrives before logic. Our brains are wired for survival, and emotional reactions are 

faster, more instinctive and more protective than rational thought. This neurological design means that when tension 

rises, leaders may react impulsively before reflection has a chance to engage.  

  

Emotion leads; logic follows.  

Emotion interprets threat and drives immediate response, while logic helps to analyze, evaluate, and choose a 

deliberate course of action. Awareness becomes the bridge between the two, transforming reaction into reason.  

  

When emotion dominates, the focus shifts from resolution to self-protection. Leaders may find themselves defending 

rather than understanding, reacting to tone rather than content, and aiming to win instead of solving. Physical signs 

such as an increased heartbeat, tense posture, or a sharper tone often signal that emotion has taken the lead.  

  

When logic regains control, the conversation slows, and clarity returns. Leaders pause before responding, listen with 

curiosity instead of judgment, and separate the person from the problem. This shift enables genuine understanding and 

more productive outcomes.  

  

A powerful practice in this balance is the “micro-pause.” Between stimulus and response lies a small but significant 

space, the moment where emotion meets awareness. As Viktor Frankl famously wrote, “Between stimulus and 

response, there is a space. In that space lies our power to choose.” Within that space, leaders can breathe, reflect and 

decide how to engage with intention rather than impulse.  

  

Ultimately, managing the balance between emotion and logic defines effective leadership in conflict. Emotion brings 

humanity and empathy; logic brings clarity and structure. When leaders integrate both, they model composure under 

pressure, build trust, and transform moments of tension into opportunities for understanding and growth.   

  

CONCLUSION   
Conflict is not a barrier to effective leadership; it is a catalyst for growth and influence. Leaders who understand their 

natural conflict tendencies, acknowledge blind spots, and consciously adapt their approach can transform tension into 

opportunity. Emerging leaders who develop these skills strengthen their credibility, expand their influence and cultivate 

a culture of collaboration and high performance.  

  

The most effective leaders are those who remain composed under pressure, convert disagreements into constructive 

dialogue, and act with deliberate intention rather than reactive impulse. When approached strategically, conflict 

becomes a powerful tool to inspire teams, drive innovation and achieve excellence.  

REFERENCES   
• Thomas, K. W., & Kilmann, R. H. (1974). Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument.  

• Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional Intelligence.  

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  
The author would like to express heartfelt gratitude to MARS Group Inc and PHUSE for the invaluable opportunity to 

contribute to this paper, as well as for their continuous support and encouragement throughout the research process.  

CONTACT INFORMATION  
Your comments and questions are valued and encouraged.    

Contact the author at:  

Author Name: Satish Shetty Company: 

MARS Group Inc.  

Address: 1408 E Empire St, Bloomington, IL 61701  

Work Phone: +91 9920896796  

Email: satishetty26@gmail.com  

Website:  www.marsgroupinc.com   

  

Brand and product names are trademarks of their respective companies.   

  


