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It usually starts with something minor. A colleague cuts you off in meetings. Someone consistently sends last-minute
requests that derail your plans. A team member’s tone in emails feels sharper than necessary. None of it feels like a
big enough deal to raise. Each instance seems too small on its own. So you let it go.

At least, you let it go at first. Over time, as the same small things keep happening, the irritation doesn’t disappear; it
starts to linger. You begin to brace yourself before interactions and replay moments after the fact. What once felt
trivial now colours how you interpret everything else that person does. By the time the issue finally gets addressed,
the conversation feels heavier than it ever needed to be.

This is how many workplace problems begin. Not with open conflict, but with small, unspoken irritants that quietly
accumulate.

Why small irritants grow

Most workplace breakdowns don’t happen because people are careless or confrontational. They happen because small
issues go unaddressed for too long. When something feels off and nothing is said, people don’t simply move on.
Silence creates stories. Stories harden into assumptions. Over time, intent is replaced by interpretation and the
irritation takes on more weight than the original issue ever warranted.

Many people hesitate to raise small concerns because they don’t want to seem petty, difficult or overly sensitive. That
hesitation is understandable. But ironically, avoiding early conversations often creates bigger issues later. What could
have been a brief, low-stakes exchange becomes emotionally charged simply because it was left to accumulate.

The judgment call: address it or let it go?

That said, not every irritation needs to be addressed. Judgment matters. Before saying anything, it’s worth asking a
few practical questions. Do you have an ongoing working relationship with this person? Is the behaviour likely to
repeat? Is your irritation fading or growing?

If the interaction is rare or unlikely to happen again, letting it go may be the wisest option. Emotional energy is finite
and not everything deserves airtime. The skill lies in knowing when to speak and when to consciously move on.

Early intervention

When it is worth addressing an issue early, the goal isn’t to make it formal. This isn’t about performance
conversations, HR language or escalation. It’s about small, timely course-corrections that keep working relationships
on track.

One of the simplest ways to do that is to name the moment, not the person. Opening with something like, “Can I
check something with you?” or “I may be reading this wrong, but…” signals curiosity rather than accusation. It lowers
defensiveness and makes it easier for the other person to stay engaged.

It also helps to be specific and immediate. Refer to what actually happened, while it’s still fresh. “In today’s meeting,



when I was cut off mid-sentence…” is far more effective than broad statements such as “You always interrupt.”
Specificity keeps the conversation grounded and avoids turning it into a character judgment.

Another useful practice is to assume positive intent. Most irritants aren’t deliberate. Saying, “I don’t think this was
your intention,” or “You may not be aware of how this is landing,” opens the door to dialogue rather than debate.

Keep the scope small. Focus on one behaviour, one example and one request. You’re not trying to fix the relationship
(it isn’t broken yet). You’re adjusting the trajectory before it drifts irreversibly off course.

Why this matters more than people realize

Small irritants don’t just affect individual relationships; they affect how teams function. When friction goes
unaddressed, people become cautious, conversations narrow and trust erodes quietly. Energy gets spent managing
reactions instead of doing the work. Over time, teams slow down not because of a lack of capability but because of
unspoken tension.

Addressing small issues early helps prevent that drift. It keeps assumptions from taking hold and preserves goodwill
before it’s depleted. For leaders, this matters even more. Many conflicts that land on a manager’s desk started as
minor irritants between peers that no one felt comfortable raising.

Attentiveness as a workplace skill

This isn’t about being confrontational or raising every concern that crosses your mind. It’s about being attentive.
Knowing when something is likely to pass and when it’s quietly accumulating is a skill that improves with practice.
Sometimes the right move is to let it go. Other times, a small, well-timed conversation can prevent a much harder one
later. Most workplace problems don’t need formal intervention. They need someone willing to notice early, respond
thoughtfully and keep the relationship intact.
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