
Conflict – Resolution Tips 

 
Whilst our brain is very astute in identifying signals of potential danger, there is no scientific formula 
which can tell us definitively who is likely to be a threat. 
 
Sometimes it is obvious that someone is risk.  Their behaviour is palpably aggressive and threatening.  
In these instances, we know that we must proceed with caution.  
 
In other situations, we might find that signals are harder to decipher and although our instincts have 
kicked in, it is difficult to pinpoint why we feel the way we do about this person’s behaviour.  We are 
always our own best assessor of risk and have probably picked up on a complex mix of signals which 
have set our alarm bells ringing. 
 
These indicators be obvious, or incredibly subtle, and may relate to the person’s non-verbal behaviour: 
 

• Agitation or fidgeting 

• Muscle tension – hands and face including clenched hands 

• Drawing breath in sharply 

• Length and intensity of eye contact 

• Sweating and changes to skin colour 

• Over-sensitivity to what is being said 

• Rapid changes in mood  

• Invasion of your personal space 

• Lips tightening or whitening 

• Eyebrows dropping 

• Shoulders tensing 

• Pointing or intimidating hand/arm movements 

• Rapid and unpredictable arm movements 

• Prolonged eye contact 

• Standing too close 
 

Or their verbal or tonal features: 
 

• Swearing, inappropriate language or verbal abuse 

• Repeating statements or sentences over again 

• Making threats  

• Change in volume, speed or tone of voice. 
 
In isolation, each of these indicators may not be a dependable predictor of behaviour as groups or 
clusters of behaviours tend to be more reliable.  We also need to be aware that it is possible for signals 
to be mis-read.  This can happen when there is cultural diversity and someone’s tone, body-language 
or eye-contact is mis-read. 
 
 
In behavioural terms, people don’t usually become aggressive just for the sake of it; all behaviours are 
underpinned by motive, for example: 
 

Lack of confidence:   Under stress it is easy to lose confidence; some individuals will try to hide this by 
over-compensating 
 



Anxiety:   A primal response to threat is often called the “fight or flight” reaction.  Some people will 
choose to withdraw from a threat whereas others may come out fighting 
 

Aggressive role models:  Someone who has learnt aggressive behaviour from their parents or peers 
and sees this as normal behaviour 
 

Frustration:   Perfectly reasonable people can be pushed off-balance by a series of events and bottled-
up frustration can result in an explosive interaction.  Frustration can be the easy to recognise.  It can 
be heard in a person’s voice, seen in their facial expression and there may be a tendency to tell their 
story over and over again. 
 
Short-term gain:   This is when someone has learnt, on a conscious or unconscious level, which 
behaving in a certain way gets them what they want.  This poor behaviour is rewarded and so the cycle 
continues 
‘Behaviour breeds behaviour’:  Behaviour can be catching; and two people can end up mirroring each 
other’s behaviour 
 

Peer pressure:   This can range through bravado to de-individuation (loss of self-awareness in groups) 
 

Lack of opportunity to learn assertiveness:  Poor behaviour may be linked a person’s life skills or level 
of emotional intelligence.  This can be seen when someone “emotes”, ie. they act out how they feel 
rather than tell you how they feel 
 

A wide range of other motivators:  Including fear, drug use (prescribed or recreational), alcohol, 
substance abuse, tiredness, health problems or mental health conditions. 
 

Mental health is a phrase which describes our emotional, psychological and social well-being.  
Unfortunately, there are damaging stereotypes linking people who with mental health conditions to 
violence. 
 

With more of us becoming aware of mental health and the likelihood of meeting people who may be 
affected by a condition, it is recommended that you find out more.  As a good starting point, the 
charity MIND has produced an introductory guide:   
 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/mental-health-
problems-introduction/. 
 
 
Taking action 
 

It is impossible to tell you how to behave when somebody is being verbally aggressive as every 
interaction has its own characteristics.  You will be the best person to identify which approaches are 
likely to work best. 
 
In a situation where, in spite of someone’s verbal aggression, you feel safe to stay and talk, you could 
try using some calming techniques which, although they may not always pay dividends, will certainly 
not usually make a situation worse: 
 

• Letting the person have their say and listening actively 

• Showing genuine concern in your facial expression 

• Explaining what you can do – rather than what you can’t 

• Giving options and choices. 
 
  

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/mental-health-problems-introduction/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/mental-health-problems-introduction/


If someone is adrenalised, make sure that you don’t fuel the interaction, which means avoiding: 
 

• Interrupting 

• Telling them to calm down  

• Contradicting or argue back 

• Blaming them for the situation they are in 

• Telling them other people are worse off 

• Saying that there is nothing more you can do to help. 
 
Should you feel physically at risk, your primary goal is always to remove yourself as quickly and as 
elegantly as you can.   You will need to assess the best way of doing this which might involve: 
 

• Giving a reasonable reason for ending the meeting, eg. referring the case to a senior Officer 

• Making a commitment to a specific action  

• Agreeing to their request, even if only to get away safely 

• Calling for help – either very subtly or very obviously 

• Running to a place of safety. 
 
Different approaches work with different people and there are any number of strategies to adopt.  
The more skilled you are, the better equipped you will be to adapt and adjust situations.  If you feel 
that you would benefit from developing some new skills, ask your Clerk or Democratic Services 
whether there are any in-house courses on Managing Conflict or Coping with Aggression you can 
attend.   
 


