
CHAPTER 16: 

NO SUCH THING AS 
AN ARGUMENT 

“You cannot change the people around you. But 
you can change the people that you choose to be 

around.” – Anonymous 
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I spent a few years working for a large international 
branded drinks business called Grand Metropolitan. 

The CEO of the business, John, would invite five of his 
management team to have lunch with him each month. 
John was a classic 80’s company director, a true board-
room warrior. There was only one requirement. If you were 
selected, you had to have an excellent question to ask 
him (presumably, to go unarmed with a zinger of a ques-
tion was career-limiting at best). I got picked to go along 
to one of these.
I can’t, for the life of me, remember the question I asked. 
However, I do recall an interesting exchange he had with 
someone from the Legal Department. The question was 
about brand counterfeiting. At the time, we were in legal 
proceedings against a number of the big supermarket 
chains over labelling and packaging on own-label prod-
ucts that were very similar to our brand look and feel. 
The question asked was how he thought this issue would 
eventually get resolved.
John recalled a conversation while playing golf with the 
CEO of one of the companies in a dispute with us. The 
CEO asked John, “When are you going to call off the dogs 
with this whole brand thing?”. John calmly replied, “Just as 
soon as you stop ripping off my brands”. 
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Think about the different people in your life. There are 
those you love deeply and those who you wouldn’t piss 
on if they were on fire. 
In between these two extremes are all the shades of rela-
tionships. From moment to moment, the dynamics of these 
relationships are constantly shifting. Like bank accounts, 
every interaction either deposits or withdraws from the re-
serves of goodwill we have built. 
In the previous section of this book, we explored the role 
that our unique, highly complex and deeply embedded 
stories impact how we show up in any particular moment. 
Well, that is happening for every single human being. 
An argument is not an argument between two people. 
Remove the stories, and we have nothing to disagree 
about. 
An argument between two people is simply a conflict of 
maps: ways of seeing the world. 
Everyone is fighting a battle, much of it hidden from the 
view of others, to create the experience of life they want. 
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There is little to be gained from comparing ourselves with 
the visible decisions, actions, and results of others unless 
we are willing to invest in understanding what elements of 
their experience are hidden from our view. 
Our success in achieving our outcomes and experiencing 
a sense of wellbeing can be influenced in no small part 
by the people we surround ourselves with. We all want 
to be surrounded by people that willingly collaborate with 
us, support and encourage us. It doesn’t always work that 
way, though.
At Tesco, the Internal Audit department had a small team 
of secretaries. One of them, Julie, felt to most of us like the 
classic poor employee. She had lots of time off sick, would 
routinely arrive late (looking like she had been dragged 
through a hedge), and had a real attitude.
It was almost impossible to get anything done if she didn’t 
like you. The question, “how are you today” was guaran-
teed to elicit a pained and depressing response.
Then one day, she got a new job in the Human Resources 
Department. Of course, the whole team was delighted. 
The irony that HR had employed her in a supervisory role 
was not lost on any of us.
I met her a few months later. It was 7:30 in the morning, 
and I bumped into her in the head office corridor. I was 
shocked to see her at work so early, and I asked her how 
she was getting on.
She told me she loved the job but was finding the twelve-
hour day hard work! Nevertheless, she had recruited and 
set up a new team of administrators, trained them and got 
the whole department working really well together. 
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People often say things, make choices, or take actions that 
can seem surprising, confusing, or even appalling from our 
unique perspective. 
So how are we supposed to respond to these events? 
It is important to remember that whatever people think, 
say or do, the law of positive intention is always in play.
The law of positive intention suggests that behind every 
behaviour is a positive intention.
This is not to say that it is the correct or appropriate be-
haviour (for themselves or others). But it does mean that 
it is the best response they can come up with at that mo-
ment.
No matter what their choices may appear like to us, there 
is one thing that holds true. 
In the moment they said it, did it or thought it, there was 
a positive intention to their actions. If there wasn’t, they 
wouldn’t have done what they did. 
Sometimes we act out of fear, self-preservation, pride, 
confusion, panic, or simply because we have been sold 
the wrong story. 
Each of us is, at any moment, just one thought or action 
away from triumph or tragedy. 
As a personal baseline, we can all have a level of respect 
for each other that honours the battles each of us faces 
as we seek to understand ourselves and our place in the 
world. 
None of us gets it right every time, and, particularly in these 
times of intense change and turbulence, we are all making 
it up as we go along. 
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When we decide to be more tolerant, understanding and 
forgiving of ourselves and each other, we open up the po-
tential for new perspectives, possibilities and collabora-
tion to emerge.
Ultimately every conflict is settled with conversation when 
we make the connection and understanding our prime 
goal.
The level of support or compliance we get from others is 
dependent on the extent to which they believe their out-
comes or interest align with ours.
If this alignment isn’t present, we owe it to all involved 
to engage in conversations to understand what we each 
want and why we see the world in the way we do.
If an acceptable workable degree of alignment can’t be 
achieved, then the most essential thing that can be done 
for ourselves and them is to help them move in the right 
direction. In the coaching franchise, we used to call this 
idea ‘on or off the bus’.
In Julie’s case, she was on the right bus but had found 
herself in the wrong seat. I, and others, had been wrong 
to write Julie off, which she proved when given the right 
opportunity for her.
In his seminal book ‘How to win friends and influence peo-
ple’, Dale Carnegie summarised the whole book in just 
two words, “be nice”.
We are constantly moving towards and away from others 
as we try to make sense of the world around us and move 
towards our desired outcomes.
Everyone is doing their best with the resources and under-
standing available to them. However, there is no satisfac-
tion, gain, or pleasure in choosing conflict with others.
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The way we show up and the words we use can have im-
pacts, positive and negative, that we could never foresee 
on ourselves and others.
Affording people the respect they are due as sovereign 
individuals enables us to remain well-calibrated and move 
forward, knowing we always did the best we could for oth-
ers.
This is the best position from which we can be placed to 
attract and enrol the optimum people to collaborate with 
our goals.
If in doubt, we could all just remember ‘not to be a dick 
head’. 


