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			Praise for I Don’t Agree

			“In an age where rage is all the rage, here’s a manual for how we can agree to disagree and move forward. A pacey read written with hope, heart and a very welcome sense of humour.”

			– Victoria Harper, Features Director, Daily Telegraph.

			“I Don’t Agree is a thought-provoking killer book that is well crafted, hugely entertaining and full of insight about how to reach agreement with people who would ordinarily disagree with you. It’s the perfect handbook for any negotiator’s toolbox.”

			– Lt. Jack Cambria (ret.) NYPD Hostage Negotiation  Team Commander (2001–2015).

			“If the art of advertising is to inform and persuade, then this book’s arrival at a point when we are beginning to reimagine how we work, and how we behave to build a better world could not be better timed. I loved this book and I’m certain you won’t need to work in advertising to feel the same.”

			– Tessa Gooding, Director of Communications,  Institute of Practitioners in Advertising.

			“This book has the potential to change the way we think about conflict – from coaching children to solve the smallest niggles to negotiating compromises that keep the peace. A practical and down-to-earth guide to getting over ourselves.”

			– Jules Chappell OBE, CEO at HUMAN London & Partners. Former ambassador to Guatemala, conflict advisor to the British Embassy in Addis Ababa, Young Global Leader at the World Economic Forum and special advisor for women’s rights to the Coalition Governance Team in Baghdad (2003–04).

			“The challenges faced by humanity require us to learn new ways to debate, negotiate and find solutions. This book is not just a great resource for diplomats, but for anyone who needs to be part of those arguments. And that is all of us.”

			– Tom Fletcher, former British ambassador to Lebanon,  Visiting Professor of International Relations at New York University and author of The Naked Diplomat.

			“In an increasingly polarised – and seemingly angry – society, it would seem eminently sensible to think hard about how we collaborate and communicate better with our fellow humans; at work, at home and in public discourse. Michael’s book takes a fresh look at positive discussion and vital negotiating skills.”

			– Danny Rogers, Editor-in-Chief, PRWeek.

		

	
		
			Preface: A Guide to This Book

			Did you know you’re likely to have had over 89,000 heated altercations with your closest relations before you reached the age of eight? By age 16, thousands more hours will have been spent by most of us in some form of disagreement with those in our extended social networks. As a species, we’re well-practised at falling out with each other. 

			We may even have a gene for it – certainly, some of us seem to be gifted. 

			When it comes to finding resolutions, however, things don’t come quite so naturally: as much as 90% of all interpersonal conflicts never reach agreement. 

			No wonder there’s so much aggro in the world. 

			Why is this problem so persistent? It turns out that disagreement often escalates when you try to sort it out: research has shown that people in dispute typically assume their own motivations are true and just – the deadlocks that prevent everyone moving forward are likely to be blamed on the other side by both sides – a phenomenon known as attribution bias.

			World leaders falling out over tariffs on steel exports are hamstrung by the same problem as kids negotiating their claim to the last fried-egg Haribo in the family-sized pack. 

			Ultimately the issue is an inability to see things from the other side. But putting yourself in your opponent’s position puts another option on the table – the possibility of reaching a meaningful and honourable compromise. 

			If only compromise were not such a dirty word. There are many in business and politics who deride those prepared to reach for the middle ground as weak – lacking in vision, goals, ambition. 

			Meanwhile those who take a tough and uncompromising position are celebrated. But only when they win. Ask yourself this: if you needed to appoint someone to best represent your interests in a negotiation, what sort of qualities would you most like to see? Chances are you’d pick a tough, uncompromising candidate. As a result, you’re likely to be disappointed by the outcome. 

			The issue with what in business terms would be called a compromise agreement, is that all the players in the drama are never completely satisfied with the final position. Contrast that with a classic winner-takes-all binary argument: some people are ecstatic with the outcome and others are left in a pit of despair. 

			But what if there’s another option? 

			What if there actually was a way for people to firmly say ‘I don’t agree’ and yet ultimately still arrive at a genuine consensus? And what if this approach to conflict also gave people a way to get things done despite being in opposition?

			Imagine a toolbox that allowed us to get on with solving problems while recognising our differences, whatever the argument, whatever the negotiation: from equality to the environment, from pay rises to promotion, from gender to geopolitics.

			Well, that’s my hope for I Don’t Agree. As a business founder, a long-term managing director and someone inside the leadership group of an organisation of around 4,000 people, I understand the difficulties of trying to get everybody inspired by a vision. A lot of collaboration needs to happen, yet there’s so much that can get in the way. It’s not just the amount of practice we’ve had at falling out. Other hurdles to harmony include our genes, biology, Darwinism, (perhaps controversially) whether we are male or female, our emotions (particularly pride), where we were born, how many siblings we have, our values, our education system, our ideologies, even our propensity to smile.

			I’m convinced, though, that harmony is achievable. And I’m going to prove it – and help your organisation get there. By the end of this book, I hope you’ll never think about organisational culture the same way again. I also want to assist anyone seeking to improve the culture inside any organised human endeavour: whether that’s a relationship with a partner, family, social group or within your community.

			It’s my belief that flawed organisational culture fucks up the world. 

			And who is it that is responsible for culture? Yep. Us. The people inside it. 

			So we’ve got to sort it out. And with your help, I reckon it’s possible.

		

	
		
			Introduction: We Can’t Go on Like This

			[image: ]

			I don’t agree. These three simple words are the cause of so much trouble. Confound the wordsmith who first strung them together. Try saying them, form your lips around the words. Whisper them. No matter how softly spoken, the phrase is a bomb thrown into any conversation.

			Collectively, we are rubbish at agreeing stuff.

			We cannot agree on which values to cherish and which to abhor; on whether an ideology should be defended with our lives or violently imposed on others. We cannot agree which religion is right or wrong. We cannot come to any middle ground between creation and evolution, or whose version of the truth is a lie. Don’t even talk about socialism and if it’s fairer than capitalism, or if life is cruel or just. We cannot agree if global warming exists or not, or whose vested interests to protect or reject: amazingly, when it comes to the climate debate, there is science that proves both sides of the argument. Global warming does exist and it doesn’t. We can’t even agree on which is better: red or white wine, rugby or football.

			Worse than all of the above, even when we agree that something needs to be done, we can’t agree on the best way to get it done. I can bring this point vividly to life and save at least 1,000 words by using just one: Brexit.

			It would seem, then, that we are not genetically predisposed to agree on anything at all.

			Humanity has driven a long way up the evolutionary trail, but if you consider the perspective from the rear-view mirror, there are a lot of dead bodies back there – a significant portion of which didn’t die of old age. Throughout the history of our species, groups of people with one world view have used violence as a way of getting other groups of people with different opinions to come around to their way of thinking. This is an approach that never converts anyone – not only is it morally bankrupt, it’s terribly inefficient; the oppressed are merely driven underground to become a seething reservoir of righteous rage, ripe to boil over in further bloodshed at some later stage.

			We can’t go on like this.

			Current United Nations (UN) projections put the world’s population at around 10bn people by the year 2050. This will have an obvious knock-on effect of scarcity of resources – creating super-heated competition for meagre parcels of food, land and energy. To add further filling to a shit sandwich of Scooby Doo proportions: the wealth gap grows ever wider, accelerated climate change threatens the poorest the most, we risk being factionalised by gender, the issue of who governs America continues to polarise the largest economy in the world and there are more instances of geopolitical sabre rattling than you can shake a stick at.

			Those of a pessimistic outlook might be entitled to think we’re standing at an apocalyptic brink. Potentially more worrying – there’s nobody to advise us to step back from the edge of this precipice but ourselves. 

			It remains to be seen whether or not the joint efforts of science and technology can counter our scarcity problems with ingenious solutions, such as growing all our food on the Moon. Regardless of whether or not the clever people in white lab coats serve up food shortage solutions on a lunar platter, world population is not going to decrease any time soon.

			Which means we are all going to be getting a lot closer to our neighbours: packed-tube-train close; close enough to smell each other’s breath. With such proximity, not only will we be competing for resources, but our ideas, our beliefs, our ideologies will be much more visible as they too – amplified by globally networked media – compete for greater airtime in a confined space. 

			It seems everywhere you look some shouty influencer is wanging on about how your world view is wrong. Not only does this increase the possibility of conflict in society, it’s demotivating – big-picture macro factor issues, over-simplified by self-appointed citizen journalists, deliberately polarised to present someone or some group as the cause of all our woes, trickle down from social media and into the fabric of our daily lives. They leave a dark stain. Even those sporting the rosiest-tinted spectacles, casting a casual glance at all the internet has to offer, will observe a marked lack of tolerance, less willingness to embrace divergent views or to take a wider perspective.

			In order to guarantee our survival as a species we are going to have to be more collaborative and nurture our relationships across gender, sexuality, belief sets and ideologies, race, community, nationality, family, business interests and all the other phenomena we come to blows over.

			Given that history is usually recorded from the vantage point of military conquest – with everything else mere filler between battles – one question worth asking is how then do we achieve more harmony?

			That’s what this book is about.

			My own experience of destructive disharmony

			I know just how bad disagreement can make things in business and in life. And no map existed to help me navigate conflict’s rugged and merciless terrain when I most needed it. 

			I had spectacularly fallen out with my fellow shareholders in a business I had run for nearly a decade as managing director. What started as minor boardroom disputes over the direction of the enterprise turned into a power struggle, culminating after 18 months in a public firework display of white-hot emotions on the office floor. 

			We could probably have sold front row seats on Ticketmaster. 

			There was no going back. The aftermath threatened the security of my young family, disrupted the highly valued team I’d put together, cost all the partners a small fortune in legal fees – and a business we’d given so much to turned to ashes in the conflagration.

			Could we have done things differently? 

			Definitely.

			Knowing how to… that’s a different matter. Of all the questions I asked myself in the period of reflection that followed, one kept coming back: did my partners have a position in the argument that was at least as valid as mine? It took me a long time to reach any kind of position on this. Only now, with the benefit of hindsight, can I confirm that yes, they probably did.

			Actually, what a dick, I’ve done it again – strike the word probably from that previous sentence. Even now, after all this time, it’s hard to work against my own attribution bias and give some credit to the other side’s position. 

			The most important lessons from this were:

			Firstly, disagreement is a powerful motivating force, capable of driving massive economic, political and social change – for good or bad. Which outcome is good and which bad is often subjective. My positive might be your negative and vice versa.

			Secondly, in the wider world of global economics and geopolitics, where most of us think we have little sway, when an outcome is recognised by almost everyone as truly terrible, it’s likely that a failure to take perspective triggered a series of escalating tensions until things got really out of hand.

			Thirdly, changing the world is a mammoth task, but, as with all big tasks, widescale change happens when people act to affect their local spheres of influence.

			We can all effect change at work, particularly given we spend increasing time there. That’s good, because research confirms it’s the single biggest cause of stress and conflict. We can all effect change among our friendship groups and at home with our families. We can all effect change in our communities and in society.

			In doing all or any of this, you will almost certainly disagree with someone else’s world view – but guess what? It’s OK to communicate that to them. It’s equally OK for someone to disagree with your beliefs. That’s normal human discourse. This is the culture I’ve tried to build in my pocket of the world, inside the enterprise I went on to launch. Thankfully, I persuaded some of my old team to help get that out of the traps – and guess what? We disagree fairly regularly. 

			But it’s how such disagreement is couched that counts, and how we work through it together. What the world needs right now is a new consciousness that recognises compromise, not as an individual loss or concession of ground, but as a collective victory that will benefit all parties on every side of an argument. 

			You can still say ‘I don’t agree’; it won’t stop you from being a successful leader. You can say ‘I don’t agree’ and get promoted, achieve great things and be a better partner. You can still disagree and be more contemplative than conquistador. You can still disagree and be more meditative than marshal, and you can still disagree and be more agreeable than aggressive.

			And if it fails… at least you can’t start a fight on an empty planet.

		

	
		
			Step one: Do the Maths

			Why we are all experts at arguing

			One of the most common observations about children without siblings is that they are worse at negotiating than children who grow up in larger families. The latter’s skills are honed by having to entice a brother or sister to share their Lego Star Wars Battle Cruiser, or swap the last green triangle in the Quality Street for one of those yellow toffee pennies that always get left in the tin (at least in my house).

			The idea that people have varying degrees of such skills may suggest to you that we possess a kind of innate propensity for collaboration and compromise. Buried somewhere in all our strands of DNA, there’s a diplomacy gene. That would be the optimists’ view.

			But for those of a less sunny outlook, it’s easy to contend that we have no instinct for conflict resolution at all. Any skills we do have are hard won – and need to be nurtured. 

			The life’s work of Laurie Kramer, Professor of Applied Psychology and Director of the University Honors Program at Northeastern University, Boston, seems to suggest that there is a need to nurture. Kramer found that conflicts1 between young siblings (the 3–7 age group) arise at the phenomenal rate of 3.5 times an hour on average. Between those ages, the NHS recommends that kids need at least ten hours sleep every night. That leaves 14 free hours to have 49 disagreements every day – definitely not recommended by any health professional anywhere. Extending the maths, 49 × 365 × 5 tops out at a whopping 89,425 opportunities to bruise a knuckle on a sibling’s face during those crucial formative years. 

			Happy families!

			Extrapolate that over a whole childhood, and you get a lot of practice at having a barney. For me, this is evidence that backs up a growing suspicion of mine that we have a species-wide inclination to fall out over stuff; it comes naturally. We might even genuinely have a gene for it (we’ll explore that later), and worse, every one of us may possess genius levels of ability at being disagreeable.

			Malcom Gladwell’s 2008 bestseller Outliers describes the factors behind the success of those people who make mortals like you and I feel inadequate: high achievers in fields like business, law, politics, science, sport and popular culture. Outliers introduced the world to the now famous 10,000-hour rule. This is the minimum benchmark level of practice ambitious individuals, hell-bent on world domination in a particular field of endeavour, need to invest in order to rise to glory.

			Gladwell famously did the maths on a broad sweep of luminaries, from Bill Gates to The Beatles, and found that they had all put in a 10,000-hour shift practising the things that later made them famous and/or rich. Annoyingly for us slackers, they had done so by the time they reached a very young age. In Gates’s case, before his 15th birthday. (Mum, if you’re reading this, I’m going to call you later to ask why the hell you didn’t drag me out of bed earlier in the day when I was a nipper!)

			Now, keep the 10k rule front of mind and let’s return to Kramer. She contends that 3.5 sibling conflicts eat up around ten minutes in every hour. If that’s true, then this means – assuming they do actually get the recommended average of ten hours sleep – kids aged three to seven achieve 2.33 hours of meaningful practice during waking hours each and every day. 

			Doing yet more maths, the product of 2.33 × 365 × 5 (beginning at age three to end of age seven) is 4,252 hours. Not too far off halfway to 10,000. While no specific research has been undertaken on the frequency of sibling conflict in middle childhood, from age eight onwards, or in early adolescence, I have a sneaky feeling we can bridge the gap, and even surpass Gladwell’s rule, before we reach the age of 15. 

			Here’s the why and how.

			While it may be hoped that sibling conflict reduces in middle childhood, and further again in adolescence, arguments will still happen – a lot. I know this because, while there’s no research on frequency, there have been many academic studies investigating the outcomes of sibling conflict at both of these life stages. This suggests to me that we, as quarrelsome kids, kept quarrelling in later childhood with enough regularity to justify expensive academic research to find out why.

			For example, ‘Young Adolescents’ Conflicts with Siblings and Friends’, by Dr Marcela Raffaelli (Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 1997), found that two-thirds of verbal rucks ended in the total submission of one party or without any kind of agreement at all. In ‘Siblings’ Reports of Conflict and the Quality of Their Relationships’, Christina M. Rinaldi, author and professor at the University of Alberta, and Professor Nina Howe found that kids in middle childhood reported conflicts involving destructive, rather than constructive, tactics. This led to unresolved disputes or submission as much as 80% of the time, a figure comparable to that found in younger siblings of the two to seven age group (Howe et al. 2003, Siddiqui and Ross 1999). 

			It may be that hoping for improvements after early childhood is to hope in vain.

			After all, there are also other people to fall out with – why would siblings be the only axis around which your arguments rotate? Parent/child conflicts abound, as do playground altercations and other disagreements with friends and associates. Many other hours will have been additionally ‘invested’ developing our conflict abilities with anyone we held close relationships with during our formative years.

			Statistically speaking, we’ve all potentially clocked in 10,000 combat hours by our mid-teens – and very possibly, a lot more. If falling out with those around us was songwriting, by Gladwell’s standards most of us are at the level of Lennon and McCartney. A shame there are no royalty cheques for being a high achiever in having an argument.

			The frequency of all this falling out has an inversely proportional effect on what should be one of our most valuable qualities – the ability to unbegrudgingly compromise. Fewer than 12% of sibling conflicts reached consensus in some of the studies cited earlier (Howe et all 2003, Siddiqui and Ross 1999). Raffaelli’s 1992 study reported similarly, with compromise being reached only 9% of the time.2

			It’s a relief that at least some children are blessed as peacemakers and diplomats. But largely it’s the falling out that comes naturally. Thankfully, there’s plenty we can do about it.

			Heading childhood conflict off at the pass

			Kramer says her life’s work leads her to conclude that leaving siblings to work it out among themselves is the absolute worst thing you can do, tempting though it may be. And it becomes especially tempting when you learn that doing nothing in the teeth of sibling conflict has a grand and scientific sounding title: passive non-intervention – a phrase almost designed to sound like good parenting!

			I remember a flare up in an Asda freezer aisle between my three kids when they were much younger. My daughter Millie had raised the urgent query: “Is Noddy a boy or a girl?” This rapidly overheated when her eldest brother, Jake, observed that Noddy was probably hermaphrodite. When frozen ice pops were cast to the ground and stomped on, we were admonished by a stern shop assistant. Our family might still have been welcome in the nation’s favourite grocer if I’d known all I needed to do was pull the assistant up on her ignorance of what constitutes good parenting. I could have pointed out I was dealing with this outrage by passively non-intervening.

			As it is, we now do our food shopping online. 

			The accepted wisdom is to back off and let children sort things out themselves, don’t be in a rush to fix your child’s problems for them, let them learn through their own mistakes. What if, as Kramer argues, that’s completely wrong? She argues for hands-on intervention if you don’t want to suffer the long-term consequences of inaction. Here’s how to get properly stuck in to all that belligerent behaviour. There are some interesting lessons here for all of us – whether we’re children or parents or CEOs.

			
					Pre-emptive strikesThe most effective strategies are pre-emptive strikes aimed at fostering positive sibling relationships. Never mind passive non-intervention or the authoritarian ‘because-I-say-so’ approach! Tie both these imposters into a large sack and beat them to death with an olive branch. You need collaborative problem solving. This demands that you work with your kids to identify the root of the conflict and a possible solution which you can then help them implement.
This means waiting until the heat of battle has subsided and getting all parties round a table. This very thing was done in a 2006 study called ‘How Siblings Resolve Their Conflicts’ by Hildy and Michael Ross – both distinguished professors emeritus at Waterloo University – and Professors Nancy Stein and the late Tom Trabasso of Chicago University. Pairs of siblings were asked to revisit an unresolved dispute and attempt to solve it through discussion. As a result, 42% of discussions ended in a compromise – a huge improvement on the swathes of research I’ve referenced here, which dealt with observed naturalistic conflict as it arose.


					Walking the walkModelling positive behaviours also helps. If you dream of sibling harmony then you need to demonstrate what harmonious relations look like with your partner and others close to you. Trying to minimise your brood’s exposure to arguments by keeping it out of the room, for instance. Getting this wrong can lead to distinctly biblical consequences according to some academics: 
“When parents lack a stable value system by which to settle sibling disputes, or when their principles are capricious, bizarre, or arbitrary, the sibling relationship can become chaotic or even murderous.” So said Stephen P. Bank and Michael D. Kahn, in The Sibling Bond (1997). You’ve been warned!


					Reward and praise

			

			Finding an appropriate way to reward your offspring for being co-operative, respectful and friendly in their sibling interactions is a further winning strategy. Well done for sharing, Tarquin, let’s all get a Cornetto – that sort of thing.

			Forensic psychologist Gina Stepp (in an article about sibling conflict for vision.org) says that reward-and-praise strategies require parents to review their behaviour: instead of brushing off bullying, aggressive altercations or heated verbal exchanges as a harmless preoccupation of growing up, parents should make it clear they expect their kids to
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probably need to read the book. Michael Brown wants to help us learn to
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