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Just recently, I knew that a few members of 
a team were in conflict over a project. Yet each 
person assured me everything was fine. This went 
on for several weeks. I knew the conflict had to 
come out, so I called an impromptu meeting and 
triggered a discussion that quickly got heated. 
It was an emotional exchange, but ultimately 
a very healthy one as underlying issues were 
revealed. Only then could we finally explore the 
solutions. For that to happen, though, it had to 
be safe for people to tell the truth. There can be 
no repercussions for what’s said, and complaints 
must lead to solutions. 

Leaders need to be in the solutions business. I 
received this advice soon after I became CEO. At 
one of my first board meetings, I raised problem 
after problem. Someone pulled me aside afterward 
and told me, “If you want advice, fine. But come 
to the board with ideas of what to do. You need to 
be the solutions person, not the complaint guy.” 
When you’re the one who suggests a solution, it 
helps create positive momentum—even if it’s ulti-
mately not the right answer to the problem.

To get to this place, though, it takes a spark. So 
bring on those complaints—just make sure they 
come with ideas. 

Illustration by Peter Horvath

welcome complainers and the complaints that 
bring issues out into the open, with one important 
caveat: complaining needs to be constructive—
that is, accompanied by an idea, solution, or at 
least some additional insight. 

When fielding complaints, my number one rule 
for myself and others is never to complain about 
a decision or a situation you created. Own it! It’s 
the fastest way to change your karma from being 
the victim of circumstances to being empowered 
to change them. Take control and find an option—
Door A, B, or C. This shifts everyone from “help-
less and hopeless” to “helpful and happier.” 

 
Welcoming Conflict 
There’s nothing inherently wrong with complaints, 
the same way there’s nothing wrong with conflict. 
Both can spark the creative process as people own 
the problem and brainstorm with each other. In 
fact, leaders need to become comfortable sparking 
creative conflict. Otherwise, people will only say 
what they think leaders want to hear. This means 
people will nod you to death, saying “yes, yes, yes,” 
when they really mean “no, no, no.” That dynamic 
suppresses issues and blocks solutions. The only 
way to expose the truth is to trigger conflict.

LEADERS NEED TO BECOME 
COMFORTABLE SPARKING 
CREATIVE CONFLICT. 
OTHERWISE, PEOPLE WILL 
ONLY SAY WHAT THEY THINK 
LEADERS WANT TO HEAR.
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