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“In this profound yet practical guide, John Kinyon and Ike Lasater show 
us that within every conflict lies the seed of transformation. From 

Conflict to Connection doesn’t just offer a better way to resolve conflict, it 
provides a means of using conflict to deepen our connection to others 
and to ourselves.”

—CHRIS KRESSER M.S., L.Ac
author of  NY Times bestseller The Paleo Cure

chriskresser.com

“From Conflict to Connection gives you the ability to develop valuable and 
effective skills for dealing with conflict in personal and work rela-
tionships. When you apply what John and Ike teach in these pages, 
you’ll move closer to the life and relationships you most want.”

—MIKE ROBBINS

author of  Nothing Changes Until You Do
Mike-Robbins.com

“Written with tender precision, this book is a complete guide to 
navigating interpersonal engagement. A happy by-product is how these 
external practices inexorably move us to a greater capacity for inner 
peace.”

—LEE GLICKSTEIN

founder of  Speaking Circles International and author of  Be Heard Now! 
Tap Into Your Inner Speaker and Communicate with Ease

speakingcirclesinternational.com

“This amazing book is like having a GPS for navigating conflict. It 
offers step-by-step, concrete tools to get you to where you want to be—
in a place of harmonious, peaceful, and meaningful relationship with 
yourself  and others. A true roadmap to happiness.”

—KRISTIN NEFF, PH.D.
author of  Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of  Being Kind to Yourself

self-compassion.org



“Kinyon, Lasater, and Stiles describe a concise and thorough path for 
anyone seeking to transform the habitual cycles of conflict that plague 
our culture, families, organizations, and selves. Walking this path 
gradually frees us up from habits that otherwise undermine our lives and 
our work; instead, we develop our capacities and abilities for greater 
freedom, clarity, creativity, and service to others. Thus, these practices 
are crucial to building a better future for us all.”

—JEFF BARNUM

Magenta
magenta.fm

“From Conflict to Connection is a beautifully and thoroughly written 
offering that can provide clear and powerful support to everyone in a 
relationship. The clear, everyday examples that illustrate the concepts 
make this an eminently practical book. I am happy to know that John 
and Ike are in the world sharing NVC in such an accessible way. I feel a 
partnership in their work and believe this book will go a long way to 
giving people a way through conflict to real communication. A wonder-
ful and important enhancement to the legacy of  Marshall Rosenberg.”

—ROBERT GONZALES

author of  Reflections on Living Compassion; CNVC certified trainer
living-compassion.org

“John and Ike offer a unique approach to responding effectively in 
difficult and crucial conversations, in personal life and at work. Their 
work  is a valuable contribution to how human beings are learning to 
create peace and resolve conflicts compassionately and collaboratively.”

—CORT WORTHINGTON 
faculty, UC Berkeley Haas School of  Business 

cortworthington.com

“They’ve done it again! Written a book that is engaging, stimulating, 
thought provoking, and potentially life-changing for those who are 
willing to do the exercises and apply the principles to their lives. From 
Conflict to Connection is a winner!”

—SYLVIA HASKVITZ, MA, RD, 
CNVC certified trainer; author of  Eat by Choice, Not by Habit



“Systems thinkers teach that in any system there is one touchpoint that 
will yield the greatest amount of influence while requiring the least 
amount of effort. In this refreshingly clear and accessible book, Ike 
Lasater and John Kinyon demonstrate that in all human systems—
family, friendships, community, business and political—that point just 
might be conflict itself. Full of learnable, practical, and doable skills, 
this book is a how-to guide for anyone who wants to be an agent of 
peace and happiness.”

—MITCH ANTHONY

idea wrangler, design and brand strategist for Clarity
clarity-first.com  

“A wonderfully satisfying evolution of John and Ike’s previous volume. 
The authors’ engagement with conflict through embodying Mediator 
Mind reminds us to cultivate our distinguishing characteristic as human 
beings: self-awareness. Awareness coupled with observation can allow 
us to successfully guide ourselves to positive, compassionate resolutions 
that can transform our individual and collective lives. John and Ike’s 
work is a true gift of  love in service!”

—SHIRA MARIN, PHD 

developer of  Intentional Life Design for Couples; 
co-founder, The Hekate Institute for Leadership Communication; 

author of  Shards of a Broken Mystery: The Restoration of  Hekate

“It is rare to find a book about human relationships that offers both 
transformative insights and well-articulated practices for applying those 
insights in real-world situations.  It is even rarer for such a book to be 
clear, compelling, and enjoyable to read. From Conflict to Connection is 
that book and is a graceful distillation of John and Ike's years of 
developing Marshall Rosenberg's work of Nonviolent Communication 
to a new level of understanding and practical application. Throughout 
the book, their commitment to peace shines through, illuminating the 
path to a world where everyone's needs can be met through com-
passionate giving.”

—JESSE WIENS AND CATHERINE CADDEN

Center for Nonviolent Communication certified trainers; 
founders of  ZENVC and Play in the Wild!

zenvc.org, playinthewild.org



“The historical complexities of the relationships within a family-owned 
business are rife with conflict. From Conflict to Connection offers step-by-
step mapping to help advisors and individuals navigate the predictable 
challenges that come with mixing family and business. Ike and John 
provide a roadmap to help us recognize what our role is within conflict 
and how to take responsibility to initiate change within ourselves to 
resolve conflict and choose peace.”

—RICCI M. VICTORIO, CSP, CPCC, ACC
managing director, Mosaic Family Business Center;

president, ICF San Francisco Bay Area Coaches
mosaicfbc.com

“How much conflict do you navigate on a daily basis with your spouse, 
children, friends, neighbors, colleagues, store clerks, etc.? It’s a major 
part of our lives, yet we spend so little time improving our skills. John 
Kinyon and Ike Lasater’s book is radiant in its ability to simplify conflict
—its symptoms and demonstrations—and clarify the road to peaceful 
resolution. They don’t offer pie-in-the-sky theory. Instead, they offer 
concrete, practical tools that you can integrate into your life today. It’s 
brilliant and easily applicable. I’m certain it will transform the way you 
perceive and navigate conflict and therefore every person with whom 
you come in contact.”

—MARY MACKENZIE, M.A.
author of  Peaceful Living: Daily Meditations for Living with 

Love, Healing and Compassion; co-founder, NVC Academy
nvctraining.com

“Being human, I am subject to conflict. It not only threatens my dreams 
and desires, but I am robbed of peace and well-being as soon as my heart 
experiences alienation from others.  I am grateful to John and Ike for 
applying their profound grasp of Nonviolent Communication principles 
in offering us a comprehensive framework to effectively move us through 
all manners of conflict. I appreciate their clear, thorough, and method-
ical guidance and the timely appearance of this manual in a world 
riddled with ruptured relationships. I’ll be keeping this book close to hand!”

—LUCY LEU

CNVC certified trainer; 
founder of  Puget Sound Network for Compassionate Communication; 

author of  Nonviolent Communication Companion Workbook



“From Conflict to Connection isn’t intended to provide ‘the answer’ to 
solve your problems. It goes beyond that. The authors offer concepts 
and principles to change your mind about what causes conflict and what 
resolves it. They make a clear case that peaceful resolution of conflict is 
not only consistently possible, it’s ‘learnable.’ Put their potent and time-
tested tools into practice and discover your own answer to the essential 
question, ‘How can I endeavor to live the life I imagine?’”

—CHRISTINE FLAHERTY

healthcare executive; CNVC certified trainer

“What I like most about John and Ike’s new book,  From Conflict to 
Connection, is it includes lots of examples and many practical ways to 
deal with power dynamics. Their tools help us do our own internal 
work, which is crucial in shifting from the power-over mentality to 
creating relationships where power is shared.”

—MARTHA LASLEY, 
author of  Coaching for Transformation 

LeadershipthatWorks.com 

“From Conflict to Connection goes step by step in offering a clear and 
doable roadmap to resolving conflict and hearing others more deeply. It 
addresses crucial skills—self-management, responding to triggers, fight 
or flight, and power differentials—from the powerful lens of Nonviolent 
Communication. This is a significant book, further developing the legacy 
and vision of  Marshall Rosenberg.”

—DIAN KILLIAN, PHD
CNVC certified trainer; co-author of  Connecting Across Differences: 

How to Connect with Anyone, Anytime, Anywhere

“John and Ike touch on most of the challenges that anyone attempting 
to mediate will encounter. Finding inspiration to keep yourself ‘on your 
toes’ is crucial as a mediator—whether  it is in a formal setting or 
informal mediations in the family or amongst friends. This book is a gift 
to everyone wanting to help people connect.”

—LIV LARSSON, 
mediator, CT NVC trainer; 

author of  A Helping Hand: Mediation with Nonviolent Communication and 

Anger, Guilt and Shame: Reclaiming Power and Choice
friareliv.se/eng



“With From Conflict to Connection, John Kinyon, Ike Lasater, and Julie 
Stiles continue to expand on their already impressive body of work in 
the fields of mediation and conflict resolution. Rooted deeply in the 
tradition of Marshall Rosenberg's Nonviolent Communication, this 
beautiful, creative book offers a roadmap for anyone interested in 
learning how to turn painful conflicts and disagreements into deeper 
connections with self and others. Easy to read, well organized, and 
based on decades of firsthand experience, this handy guide promises to 
be a dog-eared, well-worn staple in my collection of  'go to' resources.”

—OLI MITTERMAIER

mindfulness teacher; CEO of  Pollinate.life

“Yes yes yes, From Conflict to Connection is a gift to the world! With the 
visionary and radical goal of using each situation of conflict to make 
connection with ourselves and others, John and Ike have offered us 
detailed tools to help us make it so. The examples of how easily misun-
derstandings and conflicts arise (as we know so well) and how, using the 
tools and skills offered, connection can ensue, bring me hope and 
courage to keep trying. I’m done being a ‘martyr of niceness’ and on to 
being honest and considerate of my own needs and the needs of others. 
What a relief!”

—MARCIA MILLER, 
co-owner of  Yoga on High

yogaonhigh.com

“From a peace-building perspective, John and Ike’s book essentially calls 
into question the very foundation of conflict transformation. By 
understanding on the deepest level the impact of our actions upon 
another and ourselves, we come to a choice point of healing and 
connection or prolonged pain and isolation. From Conflict to Connection is 
a foundational guide to living in ‘right relationship.’”

—JEFFREY WEISBERG & HEART PHOENIX

founders of  River Phoenix Center for Peacebuilding
centerforpeacebuilding.org
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

YOU LIVE IN A WEB OF RELATIONSHIPS. THERE ARE THE PEOPLE 

closest to you—those you live with, the family you grew up in, and 

your closest friends. Then there are the people you interact with 

often, sometimes even daily, but who are not in your inner circle, 

such as people you work with, other family and friends, and people 

you encounter in living your daily life. Finally, you have the 

fleeting relationships with strangers that are not meant to last—on 

public transportation, with service folks, and with people you pass 

in going about your day.

As in a spider’s web, a disturbance in any part of this network 

of relationships can reverberate throughout the entire structure. 

How much a difficult situation with someone intrudes on your life 

and well-being depends to some extent on how close the 

relationship is to the innermost part of the web. If you have an ugly 

interaction with a stranger on a street corner, it might reverberate 

through the web and affect your day, but likely less so than if you 

have a fight with your partner one morning. The ugly  interaction 

becomes a story you tell coworkers when you get to work (“Can 

you believe what just happened to me?”), whereas you might find 

yourself ruminating on the fight for the rest of the day, upset and 

unable to focus on your work. Both situations, however, can trigger 

the stress response, the ancient fight-flight-freeze mechanism in the 

body that protects us from perceived danger. 

It’s surprising, considering the impact relationships have on 

people’s overall well-being, that more attention is not paid in edu-

cation to learning how to have relationships that work. People tend 

to learn through example (parents, siblings, teachers, and friends), 



piecing together as they grow up a way of dealing with others 

when they do not agree, often based on their particular fight-flight-

freeze response. These piecemeal methods have varying levels of 

success, and the cost across all areas of well-being—health, 

finances, overall satisfaction, and relationships—can be quite high 

when these methods don’t work. 

Yet being able to cope with the stress response, disagreements, 

judgments of others, misunderstandings, and outright conflict is 

learnable. It’s possible to create ways of being in a relationship 

with yourself and others—even in the worst of times when you 

think there’s no hope—that lead you from conflict to connection. 

The first book in the Mediate Your Life series, Choosing Peace, 

laid the foundational skills for this new way of being in a rela-

tionship. In that book we outlined the tools necessary to be able to 

respond to situations rather than react to them. We covered the 

four components of communication—Observations, Feelings, 

Needs, and Requests—from Nonviolent Communication (NVC) 

that form the basis for our work. Choosing Peace includes techniques 

that help you embody this new way of communicating so that fresh 

possibilities emerge in your relationships. We do recommend that 

you have either read Choosing Peace or are already familiar with the 

four components of NVC and the distinctions they represent before 

reading this book. We include a brief review in the following pages, 

but your ability to use the skills and tools in this book will be 

enhanced greatly if  you have the foundation already in place. 

In this second book of the Mediate Your Life series, we begin 

to introduce you to our various “maps”—specific steps you use to 

navigate conflict situations in any area of your life. Maps direct the 

focus of your mind and the actions to take in moments of uncer-

tainty, especially when you are experiencing a stress response. 

Focusing the attention of your conciousness and engaging in con-

2                   F R O M  C O N F L I C T  T O  C O N N E C T I O N



duct are, after all, the only two things you can do to affect your 

future. In these pages, we concentrate on the maps for navigating 

interpersonal conflict, meaning any situation in which you and 

another person are in disagreement.

H O W  T H I S  B O O K  I S  O R G A N I Z E D

The chapters of this book roughly follow a timeline that flows from 

maps and exercises you can do before a difficult conversation, to 

what you do during the discussion, to what we find helpful 

afterward. Following this order helps you learn how to prepare to 

have the conversation, actually have it, and then learn from it. 

Mastering these maps and skills in this order also supports you 

when you unexpectedly find yourself in a conflict with someone 

else. Similar to Choosing Peace, we use examples throughout the 

chapters of our fictional family as they handle various difficult 

situations that arise at home and at work. In addition, we link to 

videos throughout the chapters of the authors demonstrating the 

maps and exercises in this book. Use these videos to deepen your 

understanding and see concrete examples of how the steps of each 

process unfold in an actual conversation or practice session. 

CHAPTER 1 sets the stage with an exploration of what inter-

personal conflict is, how people wind up in conflict, and how to get 

out. Power is a central concept in conflict, so we investigate how 

your relationship to power affects the course of the conversation 

and the importance of shifting perspective. The three-chair media-

tion model and “mediator mind” set the stage for all the maps and 

exercises in the book, providing a powerful way to embody a part 

of you that will help you create connection between opposing 

viewpoints.
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CHAPTER 2 opens where connection begins: with yourself. The 

first map, the Self-Connection Process, is the go-to map anytime 

you begin to feel the stress response, sense yourself becoming 

disconnected, or simply want to feel more in harmony with your-

self. This process provides the jumping-off place for nearly every 

other map we offer, and practicing it regularly will help you to 

quickly  and effectively reconnect to yourself and return to feeling 

centered and grounded, hence more readily connecting with others. 

CHAPTER 3 continues the self-connection theme with an exercise 

designed to help you learn to use that process in the most difficult 

situation—when you become triggered into the fight or flight 

response. Using a safe role-playing situation and three-chair media-

tion model, you learn more about your physiological response to 

stress and practice coming back to a centered state so that you can 

choose a response you like. If you practice this exercise, you will 

find that you begin to embody “mediator mind,” a place within 

that allows you to more easily connect with yourself, even in the 

midst of stress. You will also find that you become less triggered by 

the same stimulus in your everyday life.

CHAPTER 4 introduces a powerful map to use when you notice 

judgments—or enemy images—of another person. The Enemy 

Image Process prepares you to have a difficult conversation by 

neutralizing your judgments through connecting with your needs 

and the needs underlying the other’s challenging behavior. When 

you can go into the conversation without these enemy images, you 

are more open to connecting with the other person and working 

with them to come to a resolution.
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CHAPTER 5  covers the core process of this book, the Interpersonal 

Mediation map. This map outlines the common challenges people 

encounter in conflict conversations and the steps to go through 

when you are in one, and it covers the skills that help you navigate 

the conversation successfully. Since being able to apply this map 

“in the wild” can be challenging when you are actually in a diffi-

cult conversation, we discuss various ways to practice the map and 

skills so that you are able to remember them when you need to, 

giving you access to your mediator mind even when faced with a 

conflict situation.

CHAPTER 6 focuses on making agreements with others that are 

more likely to result in your own and the other person’s needs being 

met. Agreements are more than just a crucial part of being able to 

successfully mediate your own conversations; they form the 

backbone of being in an ongoing relationship with others in a way 

that encourages mutual growth and peaceful coexistence. We 

discuss the types of agreements to make, how to handle agreements 

that are broken, and how to think about agreements so that you are 

able to be in integrity and be with “what is.” 

CHAPTER 7 acknowledges that after a difficult conversation, you 

are likely to have a variety of thoughts and feelings about it that 

may include judgments of yourself, recriminations, “should haves,” 

and analyses of the situation. The map in this chapter, The Mourn 

Celebrate Learn process, allows you to work through all that you 

feel about what happened, connecting to the needs that were met 

and not met in the situation. This helps you escape from destruc-

tive recriminations and learn from what happened so that you can 

better meet your needs.
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CHAPTER 8 expands the focus so that the whole cycle of difficult 

conversations becomes clear. Navigating the cycle is easier when 

you can identify where you are and which map is appropriate to 

use. We show you how to choose a map when you feel uncertain or 

stuck, and how to move through a spiral of conversations that 

revolve around a single conflict, always guiding you toward staying 

connected with yourself and the other person and finding strategies 

that work for both of  you. 

H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  B O O K

As in all of the series, this book asks you to do more than read it. 

You will learn a lot by reading, but you will learn even more—and 

will begin to embody what you learn—by putting it into practice. 

Throughout the book we give practice pauses that will help you 

take the concepts and apply them in your own life and in the 

relationships you find most difficult. 

We also have exercises and practices that we recommend you 

do with a partner. Practicing with a partner takes the learning out 

of your mind and allows you to try out the skills in the situation 

where you’re going to need them—when you’re actually talking to 

another human being. Though you might imagine yourself success-

fully mediating a conflict or having a difficult conversation with 

someone, until you practice out loud with another person, you’re 

likely to find you will be better in your imagination than in reality. 

Ideally, someone close to you is also interested in learning these 

skills, and you can practice with them. If not, you can visit the 

book page on our website at mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-

connection, where we have resources to help you find a practice 

partner.
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We recommend that you first read through the entire book so 

you get a picture of the landscape of difficult conversations. After 

that, you can use this book as a guide and reference that you return 

to anytime you are in conflict. The maps and exercises are 

explained in depth in the chapters, but we have also included the 

steps for each map and exercise in the appendices for easy 

reference. What’s more, you can visit the book’s website at 

mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection for printable versions 

that you can keep handy for practice sessions and as you live your 

daily life. 

We also encourage you to use what you learn in these pages “in 

the wild,” whether you feel ready to or not. Between this book and 

Choosing Peace, we have given you the foundation, tools, and skills 

you need to be able to work through situations in which you are in 

conflict with another person. We’ve also given you the tools and 

skills to deal with what comes up when you are not as successful as 

you would like to be, and how to then reconnect with yourself, 

learn from what happened, and move ahead to continue to work 

through the situation. 

So don’t merely read this book—live it. Use these skills in your 

daily life. Allow them to help you create a web of relationships so 

strong that it supports you through any challenge, and so beautiful 

that it enhances your well-being. Let every situation be the fodder 

for more learning, and allow every mistake you make to be an 

opportunity to make amends, improve your skills, build your confi-

dence, and, ultimately, create more connection with yourself and 

others.
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F R O M  A R G U M E N T  

T O  A G R E E M E N T

Conflict is the beginning of consciousness. 
—M. ESTHER HARDING

Q

ALLY RUSHES INTO THE KITCHEN AT 7:30 IN THE 
morning, giving Maggie, who is eating a bowl of cereal at 

the table, a quick kiss on the head. James smiles at her over his 

coffee. 
“Want some?” he asks as he pops a piece of bread in the 

toaster. 
“I’d love some but I’ve got to run,” Sally says, grabbing a 

container of yogurt from the refrigerator. “I have a client 
meeting first thing this morning. You’re taking the kids to 
school, right?”

“Yep, I’m on kid duty this morning,” James says, ruffling 
Maggie’s hair as he picks up the newspaper. “The train leaves in 
twenty minutes!” 

Maggie rolls her eyes. “Who’s picking me up to take me to 
soccer tryouts this afternoon?”

S

1



Sally smiles and claps her hands together. “Oh, that’s right! 
They’re today! I know how excited you’ve been about soccer 
starting up again.” She squats down to her daughter’s level. “I 
hope you won’t be disappointed, but I’m in meetings all 
afternoon so your dad will have to take you.” 

James looks up from the paper. “Whoa, wait a minute, I’m 
taking the kids to school. I can’t just leave work in the middle of 
the afternoon and stay with her through tryouts.”

Sally stands up and squares her shoulders toward James. 
Her voice comes out hard as she says, “I told you yesterday that 
I have meetings all day today. We also need a few things for 
dinner tonight—and I was hoping you could pick them up on 
your way home.” 

James throws the paper down on the table. “What? You 
want to go back to work so I have to turn into Mr. Mom and 
risk my job in the process? Remember it’s my job that’s been 
supporting this family for the past ten years!” 

“Yeah, and I’ve been raising our kids!” Sally counters. “You 
think that isn’t work? You try it for awhile.”

James stands as Sally continues.
“I’d like to contribute to supporting this family, and that 

means some of the things I usually do are now things that 
someone else is going to need to help with. We talked about 
this when we talked about me going back to work. Or maybe 
you’ve conveniently forgotten that?” 

Maggie grabs her bowl and runs out of the kitchen. She 
passes Corey in the hallway, who is headed toward the battle-
ground. “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” she whispers to 
him.

Back in the kitchen, James throws his arms up in the air and 
sits back down. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll take them to school, and 
I’ll get Maggie to her tryouts. No problem. And when I lose my 
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job, and we can no longer afford this house or activities for the 
kids, maybe you’ll come to your senses.” Fuming, he picks up 
the paper again and buries his head in it. 

Sally stands rigid for a moment staring at James as he 
pretends to read the paper, then grabs her keys and storms out 
of the house without even saying goodbye to Corey and 
Maggie. Seething, she gets in the car and slams the door. Her 
mind swirls with anger and irritation at James. “What the hell?” 
she says to herself out loud. “We talked about this. He knew he 
needed to step up more around the house and help me out. But 
when it comes down to it, can he just do it? No. I, of course, am 
supposed to be superwoman, balancing a new consulting 
business like it’s nothing and still picking up the kids and doing 
all the household chores, cheerfully greeting my husband when 
he comes home from work with dinner ready and the house 
clean, like some 1950s commercial.” With her jaw clenched and 
heart racing, she jams the key into the ignition and pulls out of 
the driveway. 

Q

Of all the conflicts you might encounter, disagreements with 

people closest to you—whether at work or at home—can be the 

most triggering and disorienting. Perhaps everything seems to be 

going along fine, then suddenly you are embroiled in an argument 

you did not see coming. Or, if the relationship is long-term, 

conflicts begin to fall into familiar patterns, and you recognize that 

you are in the same argument you’ve been having for months or 

even years. 

These interpersonal conflicts—where you are in conflict with 

someone else—are often the most difficult to solve. Why is that? 

Conflicts with those close to you can bring up old hurts from your 
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family of origin, hurts that have created patterns that dictate how 

you relate to power and control. In these situations, you can easily 

become embroiled in habitual patterns and triggers, and pulling out 

of  them can feel like a monumental, if  not impossible, task. 

Yet, it is possible to change even the most entrenched conflicts 

and well-established patterns of relationships. When you learn to 

navigate these conflicts, you can make the biggest impact in your 

life and on the people around you. 

After all, interpersonal conflict is inevitable. When two people 

try to live or work in harmony with each other—whether as co-

workers, intimate partners, or parent-child—their different agendas 

and desires will unavoidably lead to clashes. The following examples 

may sound all too familiar:

✦ You want to go to the mountains for vacation; your partner 

wants to go to the islands.

✦ Your work colleague always leaves the breakroom coffee 

pot empty; you would like it filled.

✦ Your boss makes a decision that impacts you directly, and 

even though she had promised to do so, neglected to seek 

your input. 

✦ Your child wants to play video games; you want him to do 

his homework. 

✦ One of  the people on your team at work fails yet again to 

meet the deadline for their contribution to the project.

✦ You catch your teenage daughter sneaking back in through 

her bedroom window after having been out with her 

boyfriend after curfew. 

✦ Your teenage son is rude to you and to his grandparents. 
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✦ Your sister, who blogs about her strident political views, 

insists on provoking members of  the family into 

acrimonious arguments at family holiday gatherings. 

The people you live and work with are often the focus of 

relationship difficulties, yet even people you encounter less fre-

quently, including strangers, can provoke a thorny situation: 

 
✦ The police officer stops you for what seems to you to be no 

good reason, and then is rude when he orders you out of  

your car. 

✦ You work in a retail store and one of  your customers acts 

in a way you consider completely out of  line. 

✦ Your community is debating an issue you feel strongly 

about and you would like to influence the city council’s 

decision.

✦ As part of  your job, you regularly deal with irate 

customers. 

✦ You are an elected political official and in an open meeting, 

one of  your constituents verbally attacks you.

How do you respond, both within yourself and with others, 

when people want something different from you? Do you try to get 

your way, negotiate, or give in to them? Your response can either 

enhance and strengthen your connection to others and your overall 

happiness, or it can undermine the relationship and set the stage for 

future conflict. 

This book is about you in relationship to others. Within these 

pages, we will give you the tools to become aware of your own 

patterns when you get in conflict. As you go, you will learn new 
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ways to connect with yourself and with the people around you, as 

well as understand how to use “maps” that will help you navigate 

interpersonal conflict so that it leads to connection and resolution. 

In short, we will help you go from argument to agreement. 

T H E  C O S T  O F  I N T E R P E R S O N A L  C O N F L I C T

Disagreements with others can be insidious. The cost of conflict 

may be obvious to you when it boils over into an angry fight with 

both parties yelling. You might cut that person out of your life, 

with consequences for yourself, and often, for other people. If a 

conflict causes you to lose something—a job, an opportunity, a 

marriage, a friendship—then you are likely to notice that cost, and 

probably believe there’s little that can be done about it. 

Not all disputes are so conspicuous, however. James and Sally 

are nowhere close to a divorce, yet they are caught in an ongoing 

disagreement that has to do with shifting roles as Sally takes on 

more work. For many people, these kinds of quarrels are even less 

pronounced, with one or both parties choosing to not say what 

they are really thinking, trying to smooth things over. 

Still, even less subtle arguments carry a significant cost; small 

resentments build up over time and turn into big ones. The lack of 

connection from each small disagreement can grow into a general 

feeling that you don’t even know the people with whom you live or 

work. Disconnection from others can also drastically  affect your 

connection to yourself, since you might blame yourself or wonder 

why you don’t get along as well with them as you used to. 

When people don’t have the skills and knowledge to be able to 

do something about the conflicts they find themselves in, they tend 

to downgrade the cost or ignore it completely. Since it’s painful to 
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be aware of a cost, or if you have no hope that you can create 

change, the tendency will be to pretend the cost doesn’t exist. 

Yet the cost can also provide the motivation to change, to go 

through the growth process of shifting how you are in conflict, so 

that you can begin to reap the benefits of more harmony and 

connection with yourself  and the people you are close to. 

Q

James stares at the paper, not even seeing the articles in front of 
him, aware of Sally’s glare as she grabs her keys and stomps out 
of the house. The door bangs behind her, and James feels the 
weight of the silence, as if all of the emotion and expectation 
their exchange unleashed was pressing down on him. He drops 
his pretense of reading the paper and rests his head in his 
hands. 

I really don’t need this right now, James thinks to himself. As if 
there isn’t enough pressure already at work, now suddenly I’m having 

to take time off? With all these changes in healthcare, I can’t be seen 
as “slacking off” or not up to the task, especially with my team relying 

on me. And with Dad coming down on me too about Corey … He 
rubs his head. 

As Corey comes into the room, James stands up. “We’re 
leaving in a couple minutes for school. Are you almost ready?” 

“Yeah. Mom left already?” he asks. “You guys fighting 
again?” 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E 

What is the cost of conflict for you?
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“No, everything’s fine. She just had a client meeting this 
morning.” James puts his coffee cup in the sink, missing the 
skeptical glance Corey sends his way. James feels a sinking 
sensation in the pit of his stomach as he reflects on the last 
thing he said to his wife. I shouldn’t have said that, he thinks.

Q

The problem with conflict is not that we have it. In our own life 

experience and in working with thousands of people, we have 

come to know that conflict is actually a profound opportunity to 

deepen our connection to ourselves and others, and to embrace 

what’s alive in us at each moment. 

So what is the problem? 

Most people do not know how they get into conflict, or how to 

effectively get out of it in a way that feels satisfying. As such, let’s 

take a look at the two main elements of this problem: how people 

get in conflict, and how to effectively get out. 

G E T T I N G  I N T O  C O N F L I C T

You might be thinking, Of course I know how I get in conflict! So-and-

so does such-and-such  even though  they know I don’t like it and that’s  how 

we get in conflict. Or Well, we’re in  conflict because he refuses  to listen  to 

me! When people are in conflict, they often have a litany of 

explanations for the disagreement that focus on what the other 

person did or did not do or say. 

In our work, we prefer to focus on things that we can actually 

change. We find that efforts to change other people generally don’t 

work, and that they often create more conflict when the other 

person resists our well-meaning efforts to “make them a better 
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person.” The focus we suggest, therefore, is to look at what is going 

on in you that leads to you getting into conflict (and out of it), 

rather than focusing on what someone else may or may not be 

doing. 

With that in mind, we find that people get into conflict 

because:

✦ They have habitual patterns of  thought and behavior that 

keep them disconnected from themselves and others.

✦ They are taken over by the stress response.

✦ The stress response and habitual patterns lead to behaviors 

that create and further conflict. 

When James and Sally react to each other across the kitchen 

table, both are entrenched in their own point of view. In James’s 

interpretation, Sally is being inconsiderate and unreasonable in her 

demands. Sally, too, is caught in her perspective, thinking James is 

selfish and obtuse. Remember, it is your interpretation of what has 

happened or what someone else says or does that determines your 

reaction to it. That interpretation is your point of  view. 

Most people get locked into their particular point of view, 

based on their interpretations of what has happened. It can be 

particularly difficult to escape your own point of view when 

emotions are running high—when needs of yours are not being 

met. It is likewise normal to be caught in your point of view, espe-

cially since being able to “stand in another’s shoes” is a skill most 

people are not taught. We do not want to suggest here that it’s 

somehow bad or you are wrong if you find you are stuck in your 

viewpoint about a situation. What we do suggest is that being stuck 

there is likely to cause or continue conflict. 

Why is this? 
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When people are in conflict, it is their strategies that are in 

conflict, not their needs. When you are locked into your own 

perspective, you are also locked into the strategies you think will 

meet your needs. You see the other person in opposition to you, 

instead of  as another human being who shares the same needs. 

You are also likely to be caught in your judgments of yourself 

and the other person, another habitual thought pattern that leads to 

conflict. Judgments can be insidious; they are those limiting diag-

noses and analyses of who we are or who the other person is that 

seem to arrive automatically. In conflict with someone else, you 

likely have a list of judgments of them, and you might also have 

judgments about yourself for how you handled the situation or for 

getting into it in the first place, piled on top of whatever judgments 

you have about the other person. Judgments are often based on 

interpretations, and they keep you from being able to connect with 

yourself  and the other person.

The other habitual thought pattern that leads to conflict is a 

mindset about power that assumes there are two options: power over 

and power under. We will discuss this habitual pattern in depth 

shortly. 

When any or all of these habit patterns get triggered, you 

become overtaken by the stress response, otherwise known as the 

fight-flight-freeze response. All the typical thoughts that get people 

into conflict will tend to trigger the fight-flight-freeze response, 

which is based on perceiving a threat in the environment. Evolu-

tionary history has created neurochemical and biological pathways 

to help humans adequately respond to life-threatening events. 

Unfortunately, these pathways similarly get triggered when you 

perceive threats that are actually not life-threatening. So, if you 

perceive that someone has power over you or that you must make 

someone else give way to get what you want, that can trigger the 
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stress response. Being locked into your own perspective with your 

judgments of yourself or the other person can also cause you to 

perceive danger that sets off  the fight or flight pattern. 

Once the stress response has taken over, it is as if you are no 

longer in control. More primitive parts of the brain are in charge, 

trying to protect you from the perceived threat. While in fight-

flight-freeze, you will act in ways that tend to create and sustain 

misunderstandings and quarrels.

In summary, people get into conflict because they have habitual 

thought patterns that lock them into their own viewpoint, keep 

them in judgment of themselves and others, and prompt a mindset 

about power that assumes someone must have power over. These 

patterns lead directly to triggering the danger signal internally that 

causes the physiological fight-flight-freeze response to take over. 

When this happens, people act in ways that lead to more conflict, 

not less. 

H O W  T O  G E T  O U T  O F  C O N F L I C T

So if that’s how people get into conflict, how do they get out of it? 

Better yet, how do they learn to connect so effectively that they 

don’t get into conflict in the first place? 

There is certainly no shortage of well-meaning advice about 

how to interact with others to minimize conflict. Religious tradi-

tions for eons have instructed followers to be kind and compassionate; 

self-help books advise readers to practice understanding of others; 

parenting books suggest that acceptance and approval are impor-

tant for happy children. Even research on interpersonal relation-

ships suggests that couples are more likely to stay together if they 

show respect for one another, even while arguing. 
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While we don’t disagree with any of this advice, where we find 

most of  it fails miserably is in the how. 

✦ How can you be kind and compassionate when you are 

angry and upset? 

✦ How do you show understanding when you don’t feel 

understood? 

✦ How do you give your kids acceptance and approval at the 

times you most want to throttle them? 

✦ How do you show respect to your partner in the midst of  

seemingly irreconcilable differences? 

In this book, we attempt to answer those questions, and, more 

importantly, give you the means to be able to act on that millenia-

old sage advice, to put it into practice in specific situations in your 

own life when you most struggle to follow it effectively. 

From our perspective on how people get into conflict, the 

following list outlines the keys to be able to act out of kindness, 

compassion, understanding, acceptance, and respect, even in diffi-

cult situations:

✦ Shift your mindset about power to power with.

✦ Be willing and able to take on perspectives other than your 

own, even in emotionally charged situations (embody 

“mediator mind”).

✦ Know how to connect to yourself  in any situation.

✦ Learn how to deactivate the stress response in particular 

situations.

✦ Change the habits of  interaction with yourself  and others.
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✦ Become aware of  judgments of  yourself  and others and 

learn how to shift them.

✦ Use a proven process to be in difficult conversations that 

will help you focus on being in the conversation in a way 

that leads to connection and resolution.

✦ Become adept at learning from a difficult conversation so 

that you increase your skills and capacity for the future.

This might seem like a long list, but in fact, if you practice 

what’s in this book, you will have the understanding and strategies 

to apply each of the above points in your life. We will begin by 

talking about power and perspective, and the maps and exercises in 

the rest of the book will help you embody the above-listed shifts in 

understanding so that you can find your way through sticky conflict 

situations and emerge with integrity and relationships intact.

W H O  H A S  T H E  P O W E R ?  

Power is central to interpersonal conflicts, which often boil down 

to a power struggle. Learning to be in difficult conversations means 

being able to see your current relationship to power and to be open 

to another way. Most people tend to have a particular approach 

when in conflict: is your tendency to try to overpower the other 

person, or are you the one who feels like you are being over-

powered? In ongoing relationships, it can become a predictable 

pattern whether you are the one who pushes your agenda or always 

gives in to the other person. If you tend to feel either way, you are 

approaching the conflict with a power over  or power under  mindset. 

Consider these two scenarios:
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S C E N A R I O  1 

Your partner asks you to go to the company event. You’ve 
had a busy week and long to curl up with a cup of tea and a 
book in front of the fireplace  and have a quiet evening. You 
suck it up and go anyway, telling yourself that your partner’s 

position is important, and because it’s the work that’s 
paying most of the bills, you ought to be supportive. The 
event feels like it goes on forever, and you strain to keep a 

smile on your face and be pleasant to your partner’s 
colleagues. 

S C E N A R I O  2 

Glancing into your daughter’s room, you notice she is 

playing a game on her computer instead of doing her 
homework. You feel angry as you walk into the room, 
ordering her to stop playing games and get to work. Her 
sullen  look says it all as she slowly finishes the level she’s 

on and stops the game. 

The first scenario indicates a power under relationship: you go to 

the company event because you perceive your partner has more 

power and it’s up to you to be supportive. In the second scenario, 

it’s a power over relationship, using your role to exert what you want. 

How do you know if you have a power over or power under 

mindset in relation to a conflict? Some indicators include if  you: 

✦ have already decided the outcome in your mind

✦ think that if  you give in at all, the other person will “win”

✦ are not willing to hear the other person’s needs and take 

those into account

✦ feel like the other person doesn’t care about your needs
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✦ believe that the only way to get your needs met is to extract 

what you want from the other person

✦ think the other person is trying to force something from you

✦ think you have to give in to keep the other person happy or 

to be loved

✦ aren’t sure it’s worth the energy to try to ask for what you 

want

The Mediate Your Life approach to conflict resolution focuses 

on finding the motivation behind what you want—what we call 

Needs. Needs are one of the 4 Components of Communication 

that Marshall Rosenberg delineated in creating Nonviolent Com-

munication (NVC). Using these four components in your thinking 

and speaking creates a level of clarity  that supports communicating 

and connecting with others. Here’s a quick refresher of these four 

components: 

✦ Observations are what you observe about the external or 

internal world that are the stimulus for your experience, 

and are distinguished from the judgments or interpre-

tations about what happened. 

✦ Feelings are bodily sensations that arise from your 

unconscious assessments about what has happened, 

assessments regarding whether your needs have been met 

or are being met. In addition, feelings can be, and often are, 

the direct consequence of  the thoughts that ebb and flow 

through your mind. 

✦ Needs are the fundamental qualities that all humans 

require to survive and thrive, and are separate from the 

strategies for how to meet them. 
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✦ Requests (as opposed to demands) are what you might ask 

of  yourself  or others to meet those needs.

All four components help people connect with each other, and 

Needs are particularly powerful for creating connection because 

they lie beneath the strategy—they are why people want what they 

want. Everyone shares needs; everybody wants love, respect, food, 

shelter, autonomy, meaning, and so on (see Appendices A and B 

for a list of  Feelings and Needs). 

Conflicts are over strategies, and when people focus on strate-

gies, the discussion can easily become about who gets their way, 

rather than how to work together to meet the underlying needs. 

Each person in the conflict advocates for what they think should 

happen because they believe that their strategy is better or correct. 

For example:

✦ You want to stay home (meeting needs for rest and care) 

and your partner wants you to go to the company event 

(meeting needs for companionship and support).

✦ You want your child to do her homework (meeting needs 

for care and support) while she wants to play video games 

(meeting needs for fun and play).

✦ You would like your family to rinse their dishes 

immediately instead of  leaving them in the sink (meeting 

needs for cleanliness and order), while they would prefer to 

leave them for later (meeting needs for efficiency). 

When people think, even unconsciously, that someone doesn’t 

care about their needs, they tend to dig in and not want to give 

anything up. With a power over or power under  mindset, the question 

becomes: Will I get my strategy (and therefore be the one to have 
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my needs met), or will I have to give up my strategy (and my 

needs)? When we don’t address why the other person wants what 

they want, the conflicts continue or regularly recur. The kitchen, 

the calendar, and the household to-do list become battle zones, 

resentments simmer, and conflicts threaten to erupt from ever-

smaller triggers. 

If two people in a disagreement can uncover the needs they are 

each wanting to meet with their strategy, they can find a new sense 

of understanding and commonality. Since needs are unattached to 

strategies (any number of strategies can meet a need), focusing on 

needs not only helps people connect with each other, it opens up 

the conversation to creativity and collaboration in considering new 

ideas for ways forward to meet everyone’s needs. 

E S C A P I N G  P O W E R  S T R U G G L E

You might be wondering, What about relationships where one person 

does have power over the other? Certainly there are situations in which 

power differentials play a part, especially when the power in a 

relationship follows from roles. When you and your boss have a 

disagreement, it might come with an automatic sense that he or she 

has power over you. In a conflict with a child, you might operate 

from having power over him or her. 

In other relationships with coworkers or family members, who 

is perceived to have power can simply become a pattern in the 

relationship: an overbearing husband with a quieter wife may end 

up in a consistent pattern where the husband has power over her 

and the rest of the family. Power might also shift by situation: a 

husband with expertise in accounting might wield power over his 

wife when it comes to financial decisions, but she exerts power over 

when it comes to the household or the children. 
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While interpersonal conflict might be inevitable because 

everyone has different strategies for meeting their needs, the power 

struggle of a power over/under  relationship is not. Even if you are in 

a longstanding relationship that has its set patterns around the use 

of power, you can shift these patterns. In this book, we present a 

model that shows you a way out of the power struggle that often 

ensues around each person trying to get what they want. The 

central question of  interpersonal conflict is:

Can you stand in your power in a way 
that works for everyone?

In our method, this shift is from conflict to becoming 

connected and, out of that connection, finding a way to get your 

needs as well as the other person’s met. It means co-creating 

strategies that work for everyone. It’s a shift from power over/power 

under to power with.

Q

Sally pulls into a parking spot at her potential client’s office, still 
angry and ruminating on her conversation with James. Glan-
cing at her watch, she sees that she has a few minutes to spare 
and thinks, This meeting is too important. I can’t go in there like this.

Sally relaxes the white-knuckle grip she has on the steering 
wheel and takes a deep breath, thinking back on the conver-
sation and why she is so upset. I want to make sure my family is 

cared for and that things get done there, but I also want care around 
my own dreams and desires to make a difference in the world through the 

work I’m doing. 
A wave of sadness rises from underneath the anger. Sally 

knows how powerless she had felt as a stay-at-home mom, both 
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because she wasn’t bringing in any income and because she 
wasn’t contributing to the world outside her home. Even though 
she felt that raising her kids the best way she knew how was 
making a positive impact, it was hard to stand confidently in 
that contribution when society didn’t recognize it, and when 
there was more she wanted to contribute professionally. 

But going back to work has had its own challenges, and 
Sally feels the underlying fear that has been plaguing her ever 
since she started her new consulting business. Does going back to 

work mean I’m not a good mother? The thought brings tears to her 
eyes. I’d really like to trust that it’s the best thing for all of us, and that 

it will be a positive influence on my children for them to see me doing 
what I love in the world. She takes a few deep breaths as she 
connects with her desires to be a good mom and to be fulfilled 
professionally. 

Being in touch with what is going on for her, Sally feels her 
gut clench remembering how she had reacted to James. Going 
back to work was a major change in their household routine, 
which up until then had been in a nice rhythm. Sally feels re-
sponsible and guilty for disrupting that ease, which is at war 
with her desires and at times causes her to lash out, trying to 
force her way anytime she thinks James resists. True, she feels 
disappointed by how James responds, especially when she 
thought she had his support in going back to work. She sighs, 
wondering, How can we stop being at loggerheads with each other 

over these things? It’s all push and pull between us now. I’d really like 
some consistency and predictability when I have work commitments. 

What do we do to create a shared reality and a new possibility of 
working together to manage things on the home front while I go back to 

work?
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Though Sally doesn’t know the answer to that question, 
thinking of it in terms of underlying desires and working 
together to meet them feels a lot better than the anger and hurt 
she had felt a few minutes earlier. She takes another breath 
before gathering her things and steps out of the car. Aware of 
her new perspective, she notices the crispness of the air and the 
way the sunlight plays off the windows of the building as she 
walks to the door. 

Q

T H E  P O W E R  O F  P E R S P E C T I V E

Making the shift to power with  is rarely something people can do by 

trying to make that change; however, it comes naturally if you merely 

shift your mindset. The way we suggest doing that is through broad-

ening perspective and embodying a “mediator mind.” In order to 

explain this, let’s first look at what we mean by the term mediation.

If James and Sally found over time that they were unable to 

work through their disagreements, they might ask someone to help 

them. This person would help them hear each other and work 

together to resolve their conflict—as a third party in the role of a 

mediator. 

Mediation has emerged over the past few decades as a power-

ful alternative to the court system for resolving conflicts. People 

tend to think of mediation only in the context of a professional 

setting, perhaps as an alternative to going to court and involving 

lawyers and massive expense. 

We offer instead that mediation is a part of everyday life. You 

can take the same basic idea of a mediator helping two people in 

conflict and apply it to every aspect of conflict in any area of your 

life. 
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You can approach every conflict you experience from the 
perspective of mediating connection between 

yourself and others.

Even if you think you avoid conflict, that doesn’t mean you 

don’t have any. If you are in relationships with others, you will 

experience disagreements with them, and those disagreements can 

trigger conflict within yourself. You also witness others in conflict, 

which you might react to in some way. Learning the skills we offer 

in this book and the rest of the series will enable you to be more 

effective in any interpersonal situation where there is conflict—or 

even potential conflict—which means that you can be more effec-

tive in every interpersonal situation. 

The basic model of mediation can be represented by three 

chairs. The two chairs facing each other represent the two people in 

conflict, and the third chair at a 90-degree angle represents the 

mediator. 

While these chairs represent people in a formal mediation 

scenario, they also represent perspectives. The two chairs facing each 

other are the two different perspectives in the conflict, and the third 

chair is the perspective of someone outside the conflict, one who 

has the space to be able to essentially hold both of the conflicting 

perspectives with the intention of bringing connection and colla-

boration. When thought about this way, it becomes clear that you 
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can sit in any chair, taking the perspective of either side of an 

argument, as well as sitting in the mediator’s chair where you can 

hear each side and help the other two people hear each other. 

For example, suppose you are in conflict with your mother, 

who wants more contact with you. You can easily  imagine sitting 

in your own chair—that’s your perspective, the part of you that gets 

“triggered” and reacts. You might think, She’s so annoying. She calls 

me right in the middle of  work and expects me to drop what I’m doing and 

chat, and all she wants to talk about is the dog, or her idiot neighbor who 

bugs her. Then the next day she calls  again and talks  about the same things! I 

love her, but please, she just doesn’t get it! I’m way too busy for this. 

First, you can connect to your perspective using Observations, 

Feelings, and Needs, which helps you step out of  being reactive: 

✦ Observations: “Mother calls me when I’m working. She

talks about things I don’t want to talk about. She repeats 

the same things when she calls.”

✦ Feelings: Irritation, frustration, and maybe some sadness

✦ Needs: Respect for you and your time, efficiency, and 

wanting to have a more meaningful connection while 

talking about things that you care about

Now move into the chair representing your mother’s per-

spective. Put yourself in her shoes, and see what comes up for you. 

What do you (playing her role) say about the situation? Perhaps 

something like, “I love my daughter and I’ve devoted my whole life 

to my family, and she can barely give me the time of day. When I 

call her to talk, she rushes me off the phone as fast as she can, and 

I barely get anything in! I thought I taught the kids respect for their 
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elders, but I guess not. I’m just some irritating old biddy to her and 

she can’t be bothered to pay me any attention.” 

 Again, use Observations, Feelings, and Needs to connect to 

your mother’s perspective: 

✦ Observations: “My daughter doesn’t call me. When I call 

her, within a few minutes she tells me, ‘I really have to go, 

Mom.’ I notice that I’m interpreting impatience and 

irritation in her tone and thinking that she doesn’t have 

room for me in her life.”

✦ Feelings: Sadness, anger, hurt

✦ Needs: Connection, respect, and acknowledgement for all 

that I’ve given to the family (contribution, love)

Now imagine that you move fully  into the mediator chair. 

From this place, you can see both your own perspective and your 

mother’s. Can you hold them both at once? Can you see what is 

prompting all the judgments, how those judgments are driving each 

person’s actions, and how the feelings and needs are playing out in 

the pattern of  the relationship?

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Do the above exercise with a real conflict you are 
experiencing. “Sit” in each of the chairs—first yours, 

then the other person’s—using Observations, 
Feelings, and Needs to connect to that perspective. 

Then sit in the mediator chair and hold both 
perspectives at once. What do you notice?                                                    

How does the conflict feel different to you now?
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In our trainings, we have people rotate chairs in exactly this 

way, so that even with a single scenario, each person has the 

experience of taking each perspective. When you bring a conflict 

you are experiencing to this exercise and take each of the three 

perspectives, including that of the person you are in conflict with, it 

is a particularly powerful way to gain new understanding and 

insight into the conflict, and then to take the new approach of 

embodying “mediator mind.” 

H O W  T O  B E  Y O U R  O W N  M E D I AT O R

If you are in conflict with another person, it can be helpful to have 

someone who can sit with the two of you; even a friend who can 

help you both hear each other can be a contribution. In most cases, 

however, you probably don’t have that third person. Instead, you 

can apply this template of three chairs, and in particular the idea of 

the inner mediator’s chair, or “mediator mind,” to help you shift 

how you are in a conflict so that you can facilitate getting to a 

resolution you’re comfortable with. Let’s take a closer look at how 

the mediator mind can help you in difficult conversations.

Imagine you have just been on the phone with a friend who 

said something you found hurtful. Search for a specific example if 

you can and actually close your eyes for a moment, remembering 

that time in the past, such as when a friend of yours said some-

thing painful, perhaps sounding like they were putting you down in 

some way. You’ll notice your version of the stress response gets 

triggered immediately. What happens for you? How does your body 

feel? What thoughts are running through your mind? What actions 

do you immediately want to take? Do you want to call them back 

and yell at them? Are you imagining that the next time you see 
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them you’ll make a snide comment? Or do you just write them off 

completely and decide you won’t see them again? 

Again, we encourage you to make this real for yourself, 

noticing in particular what is happening in your body as the scen-

ario plays out in your imagination. After you experience the emotions 

of  the exercise, jot down what you notice in your body and mind. 

Now imagine a different scenario, thinking about a time when 

you felt joyful and expansive and how that feels in your body. 

Perhaps you are on vacation in your favorite place, or have just 

indulged in something—a spa day, a playful outing with a close 

friend, or even curling up in front of a fire with a favorite book. 

You feel centered and grounded, connected with yourself and the 

world, and open. Notice how your body feels and what is hap-

pening in your mind. Close your eyes and do this now, then write 

down some notes on your sensations and mental state. 

Now, in that expanded state, consider how you might respond 

to the situation you imagined with your friend. 

What would it be like to have centered, grounded, expansive you 

available to you, even in the midst of reactive you? To be able to 

make choices from grounded you that compassionately respond both 

to what’s going on in reactive you and also to what the other person 

is doing? To have choices that help you emerge from the fight or 

flight response, bit by bit, that allow you—even while still in some 

reaction—to respond in a way that helps you act from your values 

instead of  your stress-response chemistry?

Would that be helpful to you? 

If so, then this book is for you. We will teach you how, in the 

midst of a conflict between yourself and another, to be able to 

embody the perspective of the mediator. We will show you how to 

step into a part of yourself that can clearly see your own needs and 

those of the other person, as if all the needs are piled up together in 
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the space between the two disputant chairs. We will teach you how 

to be your own mediator. 

When you internalize mediator mind, you:

✦ are able to resolve conflicts even when you are convinced 

they’re impossible to resolve

✦ more easily see your position and strategy instead of  being 

owned and controlled by them

✦ can get unstuck from holding onto your viewpoint and 

being against the other person’s

✦ can clearly see the needs of  both perspectives

✦ free yourself  from the polarizing me-versus-them mentality

✦ will have a powerful set of  choices that will help you 

facilitate a resolution you can feel good about

✦ can facilitate a conversation between you and the person 

you are in conflict with that helps you hear each other—

and be heard—in a way that you can become connected, 

allowing new possibilities to emerge for your relationship

Throughout this book, we will help you be both in your own 

chair and the mediator’s in the midst of a conflict; that is, to sit in 

mediator mind n.
the ability to access multiple perspectives and make 
connecting choices even while in the midst of a 
difficult conversation
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your perspective and in that of someone able to hold all per-

spectives. Learning to internalize mediator mind—as you will in 

this volume—gives you access to your grounded, expansive self, 

even when you are in the midst of a difficult or stressful con-

versation. From this expanded self, you can escape from the power 

over/power under way of  being and access a power with mindset. 

As you recall your reaction to the imagined scenario on page 

33 or to actual conflicts you experience in your life currently, you 

might think this is a tall order, doubting whether you can learn to 

embody mediator mind. By the end of this book, however, you will 

have the tools, skills, and knowledge to be able to begin inter-

nalizing your own mediator mind, with all the additional skill, 

perspective, and capacity that it promises.

You can learn to be your own mediator. 

T H E  P O W E R  O F  “ P O W E R  W I T H ”  

If you practice and use what is in this book, what is the potential? 

What’s truly possible when you can embody mediator mind? Let’s 

revisit the scenarios from earlier and explore the promise of these 

tools for living a more connected and enjoyable life. 

S C E N A R I O  1  ( N E G AT I V E  O U T C O M E ) 

Your partner asks you to go to the company event. You’ve 
had a busy week and long to curl up with a cup of tea and a 
book in front of the fireplace  and have a quiet evening. You 

suck it up and go anyway, telling yourself that your partner’s 
position is important, and because it’s the work that’s 
paying most of the bills, you ought to be supportive. The 
event feels like it goes on forever, and you strain to keep a 

smile on your face and be pleasant to your partner’s 
colleagues. 
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Have you noticed that when you are in a conflict with someone 

close to you, you tend to worry about the other person over-

whelming you, that you are going to have to give something up, or 

that they are going to extract an agreement against your will? 

People often give in even when these fears arise from the 

unconscious. When you become connected, all of those thoughts 

and feelings tend to fade away; it’s like they were never there, and 

you may even have trouble remembering that you experienced such 

discomfort. You’ve stepped into a reality  that’s on the other side of 

turmoil.

Here’s another way this scenario might proceed if you are in 

touch with your needs and willing and able to communicate them 

to your partner. 

S C E N A R I O  1  ( P O S I T I V E  O U T C O M E )

Your partner asks you to go to the company event. You’ve 
had a busy week and long to curl up with a cup of tea and a 

book in front of the fireplace for a quiet evening. You talk 
to your partner, expressing your needs for rest, quiet, and 
care. Your partner says it would really meet his needs for 

companionship and support if you came to the  event. As 
you both continue to talk about it, staying focused on your 
own and each other’s needs, you begin to feel yourself shift 

into a little  more willingness. You also notice your partner 
relaxing and expressing some desire to stay at home too, 
while also expressing a concern that not going to the  event 
would reflect poorly on him  in his boss’s eyes. It slowly 

becomes clear to both of you to go for at least a short time 
to the event, checking in regularly with  each other, and 
agreeing that either one of you can decide that it’s time to 

leave. You feel good about this decision and gladly accom-
pany your partner. You find you enjoy the event more than 
you expected, and after coming home you both relish  some 

time relaxing with each other. 
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When you can act out of an awareness of meeting your own 

needs and wanting other people’s needs met as well, you can 

bypass any sense of being anxious or combative. Being connected 

to your needs means you have awareness that before there can be 

an agreement, you have to say yes. The agreement has to meet your 

needs too. Even if your partner had a demand about going to the 

event, you can still connect with both of your needs, and continue 

to discuss it until you will both be satisfied. 

If you “know” what is right and what should happen in a 

situation, rather than giving in, you might try  to get what you want 

through a variety of  means, including manipulation and threats.

S C E N A R I O  2  ( N E G AT I V E  O U T C O M E )

Glancing into your daughter’s room, you notice she is 

playing a game on her computer instead of doing her home-
work. You feel angry as you walk into the room, ordering 
her to stop playing games and get to work. Her sullen look 

says it all as she slowly finishes the level she’s on and stops 
the game. 

When you go into a conversation with the outcome already 

decided in your mind, you are in a power over type of mindset; you 

are entering the conversation with a demand and not open to 

hearing the other person’s needs and taking those into account. It is 

easy to go into a conflict with some image of what the outcome 

should be. If the final goal is to have your daughter do her home-

work, you might meet that goal with the above approach, but at 

what cost? The willingness to be fully in the conversation and in 

connection with the other person is very powerful.
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S C E N A R I O  2  ( P O S I T I V E  O U T C O M E )

Glancing into your daughter’s room, you notice she is 
playing a game on her computer instead of doing her 
homework. You feel angry as you walk into the room, then 
remember mediator mind. Instead of yelling at her to do her 

homework, you take a breath and say you are concerned 
that if she continues to play on her computer, she may not 
complete her homework. You express some needs she 

might be  meeting by playing her computer game, to which 
she sighs and says she just wants to be able  to decide for 
herself when she does what. As the two of you talk, she 

reveals that she is having trouble in one of her classes and 
doesn’t want to do the homework because she doesn’t under-
stand it. Upon hearing her embarrassment and fear about 
this class, the two of you begin to come up with strategies 

to help her. She volunteers that she  does want to complete 
her homework and do well in her classes, and you work out 
an agreement that satisfies both of you—your desire  for her 

well-being as well as her need to make her own choices.

In this situation, being open to connection instead of forcing 

an outcome allowed more information to come forward about what 

was going on for the daughter. 

It’s a powerful experience to be in a place where you are clear 

and connected to your own inner experience and what’s true for 

you, such that you are open to the outcome. When you haven’t 

made a final decision yet, you are open to hearing the other person, 

because you want to make sure that whatever happens is in the best 

interest of both of you. You care, not just about meeting your own 

needs, but about meeting the other person’s too. There’s great 

power in this mindset, yet it is not power over; there’s no sense that 

you are going to make someone align with your decision or that 

you’re going to resist someone else’s. You are open.
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It’s important to note here that being open to the outcome does 

not mean you are open to an outcome you aren’t satisfied with; 

rather, it means being open to an outcome you cannot necessarily 

conceive of  before entering the conversation. A possible strategy may 

arise during the conversation—which is more likely since the needs 

of the other person will be on the table as well—that you would not 

think of beforehand. As a result you can assert yourself, not in a 

veto-type manner, but out of the abiding confidence that if you can 

figure out how you and the other person can have your needs met, 

you will both like that outcome better. Yes, it takes trust. If you can 

stick with it long enough to where everyone is satisfied, you will 

come to favor that unexpected strategy—and with trust you can be 

open to not knowing ahead of  time what the outcome will be.

Having a power with mindset going into a conversation does not 

necessarily mean that your needs are going to be met, or that they 

are going to matter to the other person; if you go in with this 

expectation, you would have a demand. But the power with  mindset 

gives a kind of freedom to sincerely work toward having all needs 

met—yours and the other person’s. Knowing you are not going to 

give something up, and that you might end up being willing to shift 

during the conversation when you hear the other person, creates a 

certain attitude that allows you to be present in the conversation in 

a new way. Though, as we said, it does not guarantee that your 

needs will be met, it does increase the likelihood that they will. It 

can be almost magical how things suddenly turn around once you 

connect with each other, and how new possibilities emerge that no 

one had thought of  a few moments earlier.

In sum, instead of assuming one person holds the power in a 

relationship, realize it is possible to be in a disagreement with the 

understanding that both people have power—the power to be clear 

about their own needs and to be present and connected with them-
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selves and each other. Being able to be in a power with  relationship 

is key to getting from argument to agreement. If you learn, 

practice, and apply the skills and knowledge we present in this 

volume, you will consistently increase your capacity to be in a 

difficult conversation while staying connected to yourself, willing 

to hear the other person, and open to working toward a possibly 

unfathomable yet utterly satisfying connection and resolution.

Q

“Ok, kids, have a great day at school,” James says as he pulls up 
to the curb. “Mags, I’ll pick you up this afternoon to take you to 
soccer. Corey, you’re taking the bus back later, right?” 

Maggie bounces on the back seat as she leans forward and 
gives James a quick hug from behind. “Ok, Daddy. See you 
later, alligator.” Corey merely nods as he gets out of the car, 
waving his hand behind him. 

James pulls away and drives to his office, still feeling all the 
heaviness from the morning’s conversation with Sally. Before 
heading in to start his day, he calls his buddy Shawn. Alicia and 
Shawn are close friends of his and Sally’s, and both are far more 
experienced in embodying the Mediate Your Life skills. 

James fills Shawn in on the conversation with Sally that 
morning. “I know I shouldn’t have said that maybe she’d even-
tually come to her senses, but I was just so upset. I don’t know 
how we’re going to do this with her working. I can’t see a way.” 

Shawn says, “So you were feeling hopeless about making 
this work, and now you regret what you said to her?” 

James sighs. “Yeah. But there’s so much going on at work 
right now. I’ve got a new guy starting today on my team, and we 
have so much pressure on us right now with all the healthcare 
changes … I can’t be missing work all the time for family stuff.” 
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“It sounds like you’re concerned about being able to do 
your job and being seen there as committed.” 

“Exactly. And we still have to rely on my job to pay for 
things because Sally’s still in the process of getting clients.” 

“Hmm,” Shawn says. “It sounds like you have a concern 
about sustainability in your family, with you being the primary 
breadwinner. What do you think is going on for Sally?”

“I know how important it is to her to go back to work. I 
think she was pretty antsy as a stay-at-home mom,” James says 
ruefully. “I remember times Sally said she felt unfulfilled and I’d 
tell her what she was doing was important, but I think mostly I 
was afraid of exactly what’s happening between us right now. I 
bet Sally thought I was brushing off her concerns.” 

Shawn says quietly, “That might be something to check 
with her. If she did feel that way, do you think that impacted 
your conversation this morning?” 

James sighs. “Maybe. I just keep coming back to not being 
able to see any way to work this out, though.” James rubs his 
face. “I know I should be able to come up with a solution here, 
but I’m kind of at a loss.” 

“That’s putting a lot of pressure on yourself,” Shawn says. 
“You’re not the only one in this; the two of you are in it 
together. Maybe it’s less about you coming up with a solution 
and more about the two of you being in conversation about it 
and letting the solution come out of that dialogue. What do 
you think?”

James pauses for a moment, thinking. “That makes sense. I 
guess it’s hard to remember that when we’re so alienated.” 

Shawn and James continue to talk for a few more minutes 
about James getting connected with himself and then with 
Sally. The weight James felt earlier begins to lift, and before 
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heading into the office, he dials Sally’s number to leave a 
message, knowing she will be in her meeting by then. 

“Hey, hon, I just wanted to say that I regret what I said this 
morning … and I want you to know how proud I am of you. I 
know we need to talk more about how to make this work, but 
for now, I just wanted to say how much I love you, and I hope 
your meeting goes well. Talk soon!” 

Q
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S T A R T I N G  W I T H I N

C O N N E C T I N G
W I T H  Y O U R S E L F

You can’t change what’s going on around you until you 
start changing what’s going on within you.

—UNKNOWN

Q

AMES SHUTS THE DOOR TO HIS OFFICE A LITTLE TOO 

hard. The first team meeting with Aaron present had not 
gone well at all. Irritated with Aaron’s behavior, James has to 
keep himself from throwing a stapler across the room. 

Who does he think he is? he says to himself. He’s brand new on 
the team, and he’s completely disrespectful. Downright insolent, really. 

I can’t believe Scott authorized moving him over to my team. What 
was he thinking? He should have given me more say in this. There’s no 

way I can work with someone who’s so clueless.
James paces his office. “I should call Scott right now,” he 

says out loud. “Aaron comes in and just because he’s been in 
the company a long time, he thinks he was brought in to run 
the whole show. So arrogant.” 

J

2



Continuing to pace, James reflects on the difficulties they 
are all facing. With healthcare changing all the time, every week 
brings another set of policies his team needs to disseminate to 
the clinics the company manages. James feels the pressure from 
Scott (his boss) and the rest of higher management to get the 
changes out quickly and effectively, because non-compliance 
can have serious consequences. 

I need team players who are on board with playing nice and 

getting the work done, he thinks. I don’t need someone who waits to 
speak up until we’ve practically decided on a strategy and then says 

why it won’t work. I never thought Aaron would be this way. James 
had known Aaron for a number of years, crossing paths at 
company events. Though cordial, their respective work had 
never put them close enough to know each other well. James 
had recently lost a team member, and restructuring in the 
company had caused Aaron to be reassigned. Scott had 
informed James of the assignment without consulting him first 
or allowing him to interview Aaron. 

“Amazing,” James says. “You can know someone for years 
and have no clue how insolent and disrespectful they can be.” 
He realizes at that moment that he isn’t sure whether he means 
Aaron or Scott with that statement … or both. 

Q

Think about the last time you were in the midst of a sticky 

disagreement with someone. Did you want to hear their side of the 

story? 

If you’re like most people, you probably had less interest in 

listening to them than in being heard yourself. This urge to be 

heard regardless of the consequences often leads to further hurt 

and disconnection; yet, as we said in Chapter 1, being able to listen 
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to the other person, as well as express your own viewpoint in a 

connecting manner, opens up the possibility of  resolution. 

So how can you shift from wanting to be heard to wanting to 

hear? How do you step out of not caring about what’s going on for 

the other person to being open to considering their experience, or, 

at best, to feeling a genuine concern for their well-being? 

In the next three chapters, we lay out the tools and maps that 

will help you do just that. Starting in this chapter, we’ll look at how 

to connect to yourself regardless of what’s happening around you; 

in Chapter 3, we outline an exercise that supports you in escaping 

the fight-flight-freeze response and becoming less trigger-able; then, 

in Chapter 4, we introduce a map that will assist you in reducing 

the power of judgmental thoughts, whether they are about yourself 

or the other person. 

The maps and tools in these three chapters are all internally 

focused. While it may seem strange to spend so much time on 

internal maps in a book on interpersonal  conflict, starting within is 

the key to successfully navigating conflict with other people. As 

you will see, if you are not connected to yourself, if you are unable 

to be aware of and reduce the impact of your stress response or be 

free of judgment, it is more difficult—if not impossible—to 

connect to others. If you use these tools, however, you will get to a 

point where you are sincerely curious about what the other person 

experiences, feels, and needs.

I N N E R  W O R K

Being open to hearing another person starts with doing your inner 

work. When you tend well to yourself, you can listen with interest, 

hear the other person, and understand what is going on for them. 
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Working through a conflict with someone else starts with connect-

ing to yourself. 

If you are in a conflict with someone or even thinking about a 

disagreement, you will know you’re not connected to yourself yet if 

you: 

✦ don’t want to know where they are coming from

✦ have intense emotions like anger or fear that are running 

your behavior

✦ are not sure what it is you might want as a resolution

✦ don’t ask for what you want because you figure you won’t 

get it anyway

✦ are not willing to hear anything other than yes to any 

request you make

✦ are coming from power over or power under

In the story that begins the chapter, James reacted to his 

perception of Aaron’s behavior, and his thoughts and feelings 

indicate that he is neither connected to himself nor to anyone else; 

he is instead caught in his habitual reactions. Being run by emo-

tion, he has no interest in what is going on for either Aaron or 

Scott, and in part because of his position as team lead, he is stuck 

in a power over outlook. 

Doing inner work is essential to staying connected with 

yourself and the other person, and that inner work starts with being 

able to notice and respond to the stress you experience when in 

conflict. 
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F I G H T - F L I G H T - F R E E Z E  I N  C O N F L I C T

The fight-flight-freeze response is the physiological reaction to 

stress that the evolutionary past on the savannah instilled in the 

human race. When faced with a danger, the body is designed to 

automatically  gear up in an attempt to survive, either through fight-

ing, fleeing, freezing, or fainting. When this happens, a certain 

class of hormones called catecholamines are released, which create 

a whole set of physiological reactions, including accelerated heart 

rate; paling, flushing, or alternating between them; slowing of 

digestion; constriction of blood vessels in some parts of the body; 

and dilated pupils. This is the evolutionary reaction we need when 

we face dangers in the form of a charging rhinoceros or a hungry 

mother lion. The purpose of the physiological response is to 

prepare the body for the violent muscular action needed to get us 

out of  danger.

While this stress response still serves people well when in true 

physical danger, most people are rarely challenged by the same 

types of situations in the modern world. The problem is that this 

response operates at the same level whenever you merely perceive 

danger. As such, your body goes into the same physiological 

response when you are triggered by your partner, get into a conflict 

with a coworker, or feel threatened by your boss. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

What are your best indicators that you are not 
connected to yourself? See if you can come up with 
a short list of mental, physical, and behavioral signs 

of disconnection.
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For most people, conflict with others triggers a stress response 

similar to seeing a car crash in front of them, except that it lasts 

much longer—days, weeks, or even months and years. Disputes 

with those close to you can be particularly powerful triggers, setting 

in motion a chain reaction that hijacks your ability to make con-

scious choices.

Your version of the stress response in conflict will be based on 

your own personal history and personality. Even growing up with a 

similar situation, two people may develop different fight or flight 

patterns of  response. Let’s look at two examples.

E X A M P L E  1 :  B R I A N

Brian, the middle child of three, grew up with an angry 

father who used power over to dominate him, his mother, 
and his siblings. Brian felt afraid of his father and used to 
hide when he knew his father was in a temper. Now that he 

is an adult, when Brian gets into conflict (or even thinks he 
might get into one), he tends to freeze or flee. As such, he 
is highly conflict avoidant, to the point where  his relation-
ships have become stuck. Rather than continuing to grow, he 

sidesteps any issue where he might come into disagreement. 

E X A M P L E  2 :  S A R A H

Sarah was also the  middle child of three who grew up with 
a highly critical and temperamental father. As a child she 

became angry when her father used his rage and criticism 
to control the rest of the family. She learned early on that it 
wasn’t smart to show that anger to him, but she learned 

from his example that anger and criticism were  an accept-
able way to get what she  wanted. Now that Sarah is an 
adult, she has a tendency to fight when she gets into con-
flict, using the same power over tactics she saw modeled as 
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a child. She can come across as almost looking for a fight, 
and is certainly always ready for one, even expecting it any 
time the slightest disagreement may arise. Using anger, she 
tries to force her strategies on other people—with any 

situational power she has, along with the strength of her 
personality—damaging the health and growth of her rela-
tionships. 

When faced with conflict, instead of responding in a calm, 

rational manner, you probably react the way you learned as a child 

to keep yourself safe and to help you survive in the world. This 

response became a habit, a pattern that now limits your choices 

when you’re in conflict with others. 

 As demonstrated in the last chapter, Sally tends to fight when 

in a conflict with James. Her stress response is indicated in her 

racing heart, the thoughts whirling in her mind, and the tension she 

feels in her body as she leaves the house. James has a stronger 

tendency to flee, which in a disagreement can look like giving up 

and giving in, as he does when he agrees to take Maggie. With his 

son Corey, however, James is more likely to fight, as depicted in 

Choosing Peace. He uses his power over as a parent, just as his father 

did with him. Corey tends initially  to freeze, which looks to James 

like he’s being sullen and uncooperative, but if James continues to 

push, Corey explodes and fights back. 

These patterns cause conflicts in their household to unfold in 

typical ways: Sally makes her demands, James gives in, and both 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Do you recognize yourself in either of these 
examples? What is your predominant fight-flight-

freeze response to conflict?
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are angry and upset. James gets angry with Corey and yells, Corey 

freezes, and then if James continues to push, Corey fights. Regard-

less of the situation, the pattern repeats and no one—Sally, James, 

or Corey—feels heard or understood about what is really  important 

to them. 

As we see with James, it’s possible to have a different stress 

response depending on the situation or person you are in conflict 

with. James responds in two specific ways with Sally and Corey, 

while his response to Aaron is somewhere in between. His anger 

and thoughts indicate a fight response, and yet he doesn’t confront 

Aaron directly in the meeting, instead fleeing to his office to react. 

This in-between response may be situational; it may also come as a 

result of the work James has already done to understand his typical 

stress response, and to learn new ways to work with it that are 

more effective than his habitual pattern. 

Understanding your own typical fight or flight response to 

conflict helps you be more alert to it and able to intervene using the 

tools in this and the coming chapters. Intervening can help you 

escape from your habitual responses that keep you from truly  con-

necting with others.

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Your typical fight-flight-freeze reaction may change 
based on certain people or circumstances. 

Think of three people in relationships with you: 
perhaps a parent or child, partner, boss, or friend. 

How is your fight or flight reaction the same or 
different when in a disagreement with each person?
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When caught in a stress response, your choices tend to be 

limited and driven by the biochemical response in your body: you 

lash out in anger, freeze in fear, or simply hide. So how do you 

expand the range of  choices? 

First, you have to be conscious of being in a stress reaction. 

Often, people are not aware until sometime after the fact that they 

were triggered and responded in a way they didn’t like. That’s 

natural; as long as you use the maps in this and other books of this 

series (and don’t go into blame, shame, and punishment), you will 

be able to shorten the time it takes to be cognizant of the moment 

that the fight-flight-freeze reaction is triggered in you. 

Once you are aware, you can come back to presence, to a 

centered and grounded state. Once present, you have more capacity 

to see the range of options available to you, and to choose one that 

matches what you want to create in the world. 

This simple (but not always easy) formula underlies every map 

we offer: 

1. Become aware

2. Return to presence

3. Make a choice

This formula is directly related to the three-chair model and 

mediator mind we introduced in Chapter 1. These three steps repre-

sent moving into the third chair of the mediator, either literally or 

metaphorically, shifting into mediator mind. In that third chair you 

are aware of yourself as separate from the perspectives in conflict. 

You are present and can make choices to create connection. 

Your connection with another person is an extension
of your connection with yourself. 
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The central aspect of making better choices is being able to be 

present, so how do you become present? There are numerous ways; 

in fact, you likely already have a few you use. In this book we offer 

a map we call the Self-Connection Process, and it’s a way to prac-

tice shifting into mediator mind. We ask you to try this and then 

decide for yourself  which approach you favor. 

S E L F - C O N N E C T I O N  P R O C E S S  ( S C P )

Getting out of the stress response and your habitual reaction to 

conflict gives you more space in which to see your options and 

decide how to respond. While there are many ways to become 

present when in a stress response, the map we use is the Self-

Connection Process (SCP). The three steps of  this map are:

1. Breath

2. Body

3. Needs

One of the most effective ways to intervene when in a stress 

response is to start on a physical level. This first, nonverbal part of 

the practice is inspired by similar customs from spiritual traditions 

worldwide. Spiritual and meditative traditions were where we 

started to see the value of incorporating practices with the breath 

and body that can have an immediate effect on countering the fight-

flight-freeze response. From this nonverbal, physiological interven-

self-connection n.
the ability to be aware of and present with what is 
happening within you—physiologically, 
emotionally, and mentally
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tion, you will move into the verbal part of the practice, using 

feelings and needs to name what is going on. The combination of 

these elements—the physiological and the verbal—provides a 

powerful method of reconnecting to yourself when you are trig-

gered into a fight or flight response. 

S E L F - C O N N E C T I O N  P R O C E S S  ( S C P )

1. BREATH

Focus on your breathing. Deepen the inhale as you 

breathe in, and extend the exhale longer than the inhale. Do 

this several times while being aware of  your breath. 

2. BODY 

Focus on what you are feeling. Feel the sensations and 

emotions, the aliveness and energy, by being in your body and 

experiencing that fully. At this stage you are solely being present 

with and experiencing sensations, scanning your body and 

noticing what you are feeling and where. You then shift to talking 

to yourself  about what you’re experiencing, using whatever lan-

guage you are comfortable with to describe it. Finally, name the 

feelings you are experiencing (use the list in Appendix A to help).

3. NEEDS 

Connect with the needs that are met or not met in your 

current situation. Now that you’re aware of  your feelings from 

Step 2, look into what is prompting you to feel that way. A way 

to do this is to ask yourself, “If  I’m feeling this way, what need 

is the unconscious part of  me interpreting as met or not met?” 

Connecting to needs within yourself  in this way can greatly 

help you be present when the fight or flight reaction is triggered 

in you (refer to Appendix B for a list of  needs).
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mediateyourlife.com/self-connection-process-video/

Q

James soon slows down enough to realize he is triggered. He has 
enough experience to recognize that it’s not a good idea to try 
to talk to Scott or Aaron when he’s like this, that he needs to 
become more connected with himself first and think through 
things a little more clearly. Not sure how much he can change 
in only a few minutes, he decides to try the Self-Connection 
Process. 

James begins focusing on his breath. He notices how 
shallow it is, mostly in the upper chest. For a few breaths he 
pays attention to it, then slightly deepens it on the exhale. This 
helps him move the breath lower into his belly. He can feel the 
tension in the muscles in his neck and shoulders, and he 
notices how stiff his back feels. Starting with small movements, 
he rolls his neck and shoulders, stretching slightly to ease the 
tension. James can still feel a lot of energy in his body, which he 
attributes to anger. Though it is difficult to simply be with that 
feeling, he focuses on allowing it to be there without having to 
do something with it. 

The anger prompts James to consider what needs aren’t 
met. The first one that comes to mind is respect. I would really 
like respect for my role as the leader of this team and the way I go 

about my job, he thinks. It isn’t just respect, though. I feel he was 
actively undermining me. That’s not about respect, that’s more about ...
James stops, contemplating what is motivating the thought that 
Aaron was undermining him. 

I think it’s that I’d really like support and cooperation, he 
imagines. I want a sense that our team is all working together toward 
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a common goal. And there’s something I reacted to that was more 

than wanting support. James is stumped for a moment, then 
realizes that by saying Aaron was undermining him, something 
inside him wants competence and effectiveness, or possibly 
recognition for the expertise he brings to the table. He supposes 
being seen and recognized by the team would give him the 
satisfaction of knowing he’s contributing and making a 
difference, and that he is trusting his abilities to do so.

James spends another minute “deepening into” the needs 
that are not met from the morning meeting, imagining and 
feeling on a visceral level what it would be like to have those 
needs met completely in his life. As he does this, he notices that 
his breathing feels a little easier and the anger has diminished 
slightly.

Q

P R A C T I C I N G  S C P

The Self-Connection Process is a map to use when you are 

triggered “in the wild”—when something has happened and you are 

in the stress response. Being able to do this in the moment, 

however, requires practice. If you have not practiced in a non-

stressful situation what you want to do when you realize you’re in 

fight or flight mode, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to spontaneously 

perform the steps of the map while in the intensity of your 

physiological reaction. For this reason, we suggest two ways to 

practice so that the Self-Connection Process is available to you 

when you most need it. 

First, we suggest practicing SCP during a set time in your 

routine. Perhaps you have a morning practice of some kind that 

includes meditation, prayer, yoga, ritual, or other body movement 
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disciplines. Take a few minutes at the start to connect to yourself 

using the steps above, and then continue with your morning 

practice. If you don’t have a regular meditation or similar practice, 

set aside a predictable daily  time to run through the technique. It 

doesn’t have to be long; even five minutes can suffice. The idea is to 

work on the process outside of a stimulating environment so that 

you begin to create a habit out of it, building up the neural 

pathways so that you can count on them when you need to. 

The second way to practice is to use habits you already have as 

a cue. For example, you do several simple things every day that can 

be used as reminders to connect with yourself—walking down a 

hall at work or home, going through a doorway, brushing your 

teeth, washing your hands, waiting in line, booting up your com-

puter, being on hold on the phone, taking a shower, or going to the 

bathroom. All can serve as times to remind yourself to practice. A 

similar reminder may be deciding to practice every time you switch 

from one activity to another. This can be a wonderful way to re-

center before you change tasks, and it will likely  remind you to be 

present through more of  your day. 

Using either cues or a daily meditation allows you to connect 

with yourself as a way to strengthen your awareness, presence, and 

choice when you’re not in the midst of a reaction. Use these 

feelings to help you identify what it is you like or don’t like about 

what’s happening in a given moment. Ask yourself, “What’s going 

on that is prompting me to feel this way?” or “What do I really 

need right now?” See if you can answer in a way that is not tied to 

a particular person, place, time, or thing. The idea is to identify 

what it is you are or are not getting in this situation, in a global, 

universal sense. The more you build the body memory of a self-

connected state, the more easily you can notice, remember, and 

come back to it when you lose it.
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When you practice connection with your feelings and needs 

several times a day, you will probably begin to notice patterns in 

the needs that arise in you. This self-examination fosters self-

knowledge and personal growth, and it results in expanded capa-

city to use your developing skills in new situations.

S C P  E N H A N C E M E N T S

The three steps of breath, body, and needs we’ve outlined comprise 

the basic process we recommend you use, both when triggered and 

also as part of a daily practice. However, there are a couple of 

alternative ways to go about connecting to breath, body, and needs 

that we like to mention as well. Practicing these options can help 

you deepen your connection to yourself. 

When focused on the breath in Step 1, one option is to breathe 

into particular parts of the body. Throughout history, various 

systems of thought have recognized three focal points in the body

—the belly, the heart, and the head. As you put attention on your 

breath, first breathe into your belly for a few breaths; then do the 

same with your heart area; then focus on the head. You might 

imagine your breath coming into or going out of any of these 

areas, or you may simply keep your attention on the area while 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Make a list of at least three things you do 
throughout the day that you can use as cues to 

remind yourself to practice SCP. 
When you do remember to practice, make sure you 

celebrate that you did it!
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breathing. Focusing your breath on these areas of the body helps 

you naturally flow into Step 2, Body. 

If you find it’s difficult to focus on your body in Step 2, you 

might begin with a few relaxation techniques. Relax your 

abdominal muscles by letting your belly drop forward. Let your 

tongue lie on the bottom of your mouth with its tip lightly touching 

the back of your lower teeth. Relax your jaw by opening your 

mouth slightly so you can exhale through it while inhaling through 

your nose. Let your shoulders drop and take the full weight of your 

arms. Feel any tension draining out through your feet into the 

earth. Using these types of relaxation techniques can help you get 

more in touch with the sensations in your body. 

When you then begin to inquire about your needs, a parti-

cularly powerful enhancement when performing the SCP as a daily 

meditation is to focus on three core needs—well-being, connection, 

and self-expression. As you say these needs to yourself, continue to 

be aware of your breath and feel the sensations in your body. You 

can also associate these needs with the three body centers—belly, 

heart, and head. 

For example, as you say “well-being” to yourself, put your 

attention in your belly and focus your breathing there. Then move 

to the need for connection, focusing your attention and breathing 

into the heart. Finally, focus on the need for self-expression and 

turn your attention and breathing to your head region (throat, 

forehead, and top of  head). 

It can also help to have a visual image (such as a happy 

childhood memory, a favorite place in nature, or loved ones). You 

can associate the vision with each need and body center to help 

you connect with the feelings—such as peace, love, and joy—that 

arise when those needs are met for you. In this way, you can 

experience the feeling of your needs being met internally, even if 
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they’re not currently met by what’s happening externally. It is 

likewise a way to experience peace and joy independent of the 

external situation. Through this practice, you will find that you 

have great power in every moment to focus your attention on 

meeting needs within yourself.

If you are working with a situation in which you were triggered 

into the fight or flight response, you might connect with the needs 

not met first, and then deepen your self-connection by focusing on 

the three core needs. Play around with different options and see 

what helps you return to a calm and centered state. Whichever 

version of the SCP works for you, make sure that you don’t simply 

focus on breath and body, but also get to a place where you are 

deeply connected to your needs—either those that are or are not 

met at that time—or those of well-being, connection, and self-

expression. 

Q

Feeling more space open up in him after connecting to his 
needs for respect, cooperation, and competence, James focuses 
on his belly and the need for well-being. He brings to mind his 
image for well-being, which is a scene from a place he vaca-
tioned frequently as a boy. The cabin had a dock on the lake, 
and in the early evening, after a busy day spent playing, fishing, 
and swimming, the peaceful fading light on the lake coalesced 
all the fulfillment of the day into a single image that James has 
always carried with him. As he breathes into his belly and 
senses what it’s like to have total well-being, his body feels 
infused with that feeling. 

He then moves to his heart area and the need for con-
nection, and in that moment creates a new image. He sees and 
feels his team operating seamlessly, with understanding and 
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care between them as they work toward a common goal. He 
allows that image to permeate his heart area. 

He then focuses on his head and self-expression. For James, 
work is a critical component of self-expression, giving him 
meaning and contribution to a greater whole. As he taps into 
an image of his role in people being truly cared for in the 
healthcare system, he feels the joy of knowing he is fulfilling an 
important purpose. 

Q

S E L F - C O N N E C T I O N  I N  M O M E N T S  O F  S T R E S S

The process we described above is what we suggest to practice 

connecting to yourself, but what do you do in the heat of the 

moment when you get triggered into the fight-flight-freeze response? 

First, it’s important to recognize that until you have practiced 

enough, there will be times you may not remember in the moment 

that you want to do something else, much less do it. You may be so 

caught in the emotions and habitual reactions that it is only later, 

as when James is pacing his office, you realize you know a process 

to help yourself  emerge from the stress response. 

When you do come back to awareness, see if you can 

acknowledge yourself for it. Often people tend to go into blame, 

saying, “I know this process; why couldn’t I remember it when I 

needed it? How stupid am I?” Staying in blame keeps you discon-

nected from yourself and doesn’t help you remember more quickly 

the next time. If you find you’re judging yourself harshly, go ahead 

and do the full Self-Connection Process to find some centeredness, 

searching for what needs the judging part of you is seeking to meet. 

Then, honor yourself for becoming aware. When you can give 

yourself a pat on the back for becoming aware whenever that occurs, 
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even if it’s a week later, that acknowledgement along with 

practicing the process will help you remember sooner the next time. 

Before you know it, you’ll become mindful that you have new 

options in the moment of  stress. 

 If you’re in the midst of a situation with someone else that is 

triggering your habitual reactions, and you know you want to make 

a different choice but feel unable to access it, you can take a break 

from the situation to go through the Self-Connection Process on 

your own. Or, as in the example with James at the beginning of the 

chapter, you may have a natural break soon after being stimulated 

into fight-flight-freeze when you can take a few minutes to go 

through the SCP. When you once again feel connected to yourself, 

you can return to the conversation with more presence and choice. 

Once you’re able to become aware in the midst of a situation, 

you may find it’s not feasible to do the full version of the SCP in 

that moment as laid out above. As we’ve said, in doing the practice 

while you are not triggered, you are creating a body memory of 

being self-connected. In the moment you are triggered, the idea is 

to remember to access that body memory of calm peacefulness that 

you experience in the full practice so that you can shift quickly into 

a self-connected state. 

We find it most helpful in moments when we’re triggered to 

access body memory by focusing on the breath. Changing your 

breathing not only has a clear physiological effect of calming the 

nervous system, it also has a cognitive effect. Shifting attention to 

breathing uncouples you from the thoughts that are driving the 

fight or flight response, giving a little more space to make different 

choices. At that point, you may be able to connect quickly to one 

or two needs and shift yourself completely out of being triggered. 

Experiment with what works for you. 
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Meditative traditions similarly talk about using a longer 

practice to lock in a body memory. When you practice breathing 

into your belly and heart and focusing on something you love or 

feel good about on a regular basis, it becomes a part of you, allow-

ing you to go straight to the breath and access the feeling. It 

happens in a split second, but only after you have practiced a longer 

version on a regular basis. Regular practice leads to your having 

immediate access to the feeling in your body, such that you can 

swiftly shift back into a state of coherence. This is the effect you 

want: to integrate the practice to such an extent that in the moment 

you need it—when you are triggered and in a physiological state of 

fight or flight—you have enough access to the body memory to 

regain some foothold on awareness, presence, and choice.

Another way to talk  about this is that in performing these 

practices daily, you are developing neural pathways. Once you have 

that foundation in place, you can learn other ways to stimulate 

those neural pathways without going through the entire cognitive 

process of the practice. For example, you may use body cues, or 

remember the way you felt before and stimulate the state of 

presence. Then, in the face of becoming aware that you are in fight-

flight-freeze mode, you can choose to do something about it, 

dropping into body memory in your own particular way. 

Just as you can practice the longer Self-Connection Process 

regularly, shifting quickly into self-connection is also something 

you can practice, even when you aren’t triggered. At any point in 

the day, see if you can remember to self-connect, shift focus to your 

breath, and access the body memory of that state. As you practice 

your rapid return to self-connection, you may find your own 

version of  a shortcut that will help you reconnect in the moment. 

We offer these practices in case you don’t already have the body 

memory and cues in place, but you may also have your own way of 
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creating, identifying, or remembering the body cues that bring you 

back to a centered state. If so, we encourage you to keep using 

those; perhaps through exercise, yoga, or prayer you access a calm 

and peaceful state where you feel connected to yourself and the 

world. Find the best ways for you to remember that state and bring 

it forward when you need it.

Y O U ’ R E  C O N N E C T E D  TO  Y O U R S E L F —N OW  W H AT ?

The Self-Connection Process is a fundamental one in our work be-

cause any connection with others begins with self-connection. We 

always recommend to begin here, and many, if not most, of our maps 

to navigate conflict either include it as an initial step, or prescribe 

some version of  self-empathy that serves the same purpose. 

Just as it is important to know the signs that you are dis-

connected from yourself, it’s also crucial to know when you are con-

nected and ready to make a choice about what to do next. These 

signs can act as a benchmark for you when using the SCP in your 

daily life. As you become adept at practicing self-connection, notice 

the experience in your body and mind, as well as how you’re feel-

ing or thinking about the situation once you are in a centered state. 

For example, you may notice that your body feels lighter and 

more open and expansive when you are connected. Perhaps your 

breathing feels freer and you have less tension overall. You may 

likewise experience a sense of tenderness and care toward yourself, 

where thoughts are less intrusive and more balanced and spacious. 

As you reflect on the situation that prompted your stress 

response, you may notice a shift toward the other person—from 

harboring a lot of judgment to becoming naturally curious. What is 

going on for them? Where are they coming from? 

S TA R T I N G  W I T H I N                               63



In Chapter 4, we’ll discuss what to do when you notice this 

curiosity arising, but for now, take note when you become curious 

and feel more expansive, knowing that these states indicate you are 

connected to yourself. In this calm and centered place, you have 

more freedom to choose what to do next. While what you choose 

will depend on the situation, we will give you multiple tools and 

maps in the rest of this book that will help you continue to navigate 

any challenging interpersonal situation.

Q

James continues to deepen into his needs for well-being, 
connection, and self-expression, as well as the needs of respect, 
support, and competence triggered by the meeting with Aaron. 
As he taps into his body, he notices greater spaciousness and 
ease. His breath comes more freely and deeply, and the tension 
and stiffness has lifted from his shoulders and neck. 

In this openness, it occurs to James that maybe Aaron 
wasn’t trying to undermine him. As he ponders Aaron’s be-
havior during the meeting and his own interpretation of that 
behavior, he realizes he assumed Aaron was insolent, yet when 
he recalls what Aaron actually did, it springs to James’s mind 
that Aaron might have merely been nervous. He was quiet while 
James presented an issue and the group discussed it, then when 
he put a proposal out for agreement, Aaron suddenly blurted 
out how the proposal wouldn’t work. Without holding eye 
contact, he simply glanced around at everyone. 

James realizes he thought that Aaron was trying to get 
others to see his viewpoint over James’s, and was therefore 
being disrespectful. While that may be true, James can now see 
that it also might not. Maybe he was just nervous about being the 

new guy, James reflects, so when he had something to say, it came out 
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a bit strong. I can remember times I’ve been nervous and it got mixed 

into what I was trying to say, so I didn’t communicate the way I would 
have otherwise.

James shakes his head, remembering one particularly painful 
experience in which he had spoken out of nerves and nearly 
lost a job because of it. 

As he recognizes himself in Aaron’s frustrating behavior, 
he concedes it may be worth talking to Aaron to see what was 
going on. Even though Aaron might have simply been nervous, 
however, James still resents Scott for forcing him to take 
someone onto his team. He suddenly feels a bit of irritation 
rising in him, then quickly reconnects to his body memory of 
self-connection through his breath, body, and needs. 

So what would I really like here? he asks himself. I want to be 
included, to have some say in the decision process when it affects my 

team. James then imagines what it would feel like to be included, 
tying it in with all three body centers as he takes a breath into 
each one. In the expansiveness he now experiences, he begins 
to wonder what was really happening with both Aaron and 
Scott, and he determines he will take steps to find out. 

Q

N E X T  U P

Knowing how to connect to yourself is a powerful tool, and you 

will likely run into situations where it feels impossible to actually 

do it. When someone pushes your buttons, self-connection can feel 

like a distant memory as the stress response lays claim over you 

and your behavior. In the next chapter, you’ll learn an exercise you 

can do in those moments to increase your ability to access self-

connection.
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S T A Y I N G  P O W E R

R E T U R N I N G  T O
P R E S E N C E  I N  T H E
F A C E  O F  C O N F L I C T

Freedom is the capacity to pause between 
stimulus and response. 

—ROLLO MAY

Q

E AV I N G  T H E  B U I L D I N G  A F T E R  H E R  M E E T I N G  W I T H 
potential clients, Sally feels drained. While the people 

were all pleasant and seemed to have good relationships, Sally 
isn’t confident that they are savvy in business. More than once 
in the meeting, she’d felt doubt, first about whether it was a 
good idea to accept this gig if it was offered, and then about her 
ability to step into her new work as a consultant.

Sally turns her phone back on and notices that James has 
left a message. Her heart sinks, wondering what he said. She 
clicks on the voicemail and listens: “Hey, hon, I just wanted to 
say that I regret what I said this morning … and I want you to 
know how proud I am of you. I know we need to talk more 
about how to make this work, but for now, I just wanted to say 

L

3



how much I love you, and I hope your meeting goes well. Talk 
soon!” 

By the end of the message, Sally’s anger from that morning 
comes simmering back to the surface. She jabs at the screen to 
delete the message and misses. How dare he! Seething, she 
remembers the morning conversation and imagines calling him 
back, relishing the thought of saying, “Which part exactly do 
you regret? When you said you couldn’t leave work for the kids, 
but that I should be able to? When you said you had to turn 
into Mr. Mom? Wait a minute, I know, it was when you sug-
gested the only work that counts is yours. Or maybe when you 
implied that I’m out of my mind and it’s my fault that every-
thing is screwed up.”

Sally shakes her head, wondering how to begin to unwind 
her hurt and anger toward James, as well as her own doubt and 
uncertainty about her new direction and its impact on her family. 

Q

Do you know your own triggers? Are there certain people in your 

life who say or do something in just the right way to set you off ? 

The stress response takes over and your heart pounds, you feel hot, 

your vision tunnels, and you find your jaw and hands clenched. 

In her argument with James, Sally felt this way when she heard 

her husband say he had to turn into Mr. Mom; she also felt it when 

she interpreted that he discounted her work. James, on the other 

hand, felt it when Sally said that he had to take off work to drive 

Maggie to her tryouts; he also feels it regularly with Corey when he 

doesn’t respond to things James tells him. Both James and Sally 

feel it when Maggie resists doing something they’ve asked her to do. 

We’ve already seen how difficult the stress response can make 

it to act in a centered manner in the heat of the moment. When 
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you are feeling calm, you might have the best intentions about 

acting in a way you desire; if you’re aware that a certain situation 

often leads you to act out of your habitual stress response, you may 

think, Okay, next time I’m not going to react. I’m going to stay calm and 

in control. I’m going to be kind, compassionate, and understanding. 

But how do you actually do those things? It’s easy to say, “I’m 

going to be kind and understanding next time I see my mother,” 

but then when she’s standing in front of you criticizing the way you 

look—again—those intentions fly out the window in the face of 

your hurt. You may well decide that the next time your child is 

grabbing everything in the store, you will take three deep breaths 

before responding, but in the moment, with grocery disaster looming 

and other shoppers throwing glances your way, it’s difficult to 

remember those three deep breaths, much less take them. 

G E T T I N G  T R I G G E R E D

We talked in the last chapter about the Self-Connection Process as 

a map to choose when you are triggered into the fight-flight-freeze 

response in your daily life. Practiced regularly when you’re not 

triggered, SCP helps you anchor into body memory the capacity to 

quickly  return to self-connection. But even with awareness and the 

practicing of the Self-Connection Process, you may find that this 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

When do your buttons get pushed? 
Name at least one specific, recurring situation in 

which your stress response is activated and you act 
in ways you later regret.
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body memory is not readily available to you when one of the 

people in your life pushes your buttons.

Do not feel disheartened when this happens! If you intended to 

not react, and then still became triggered and acted in ways that led 

to further hurt and disconnection, it doesn’t mean you are a bad 

person, your willpower is lacking, or you are doomed forever. In 

these cases, you simply need a combination of desensitization and 

a specific practice that puts all the following pieces together: 

✦ the trigger

✦ your particular stress response 

✦ awareness 

✦ returning to a centered state (presence) 

✦ being able to respond from that state (choice) 

In this chapter, you’ll learn the Intensity Exercise, a powerful 

practice that will allow you to not only become reconnected to 

yourself and respond in those sticky triggered moments, but it will 

also help you become less triggerable. The Intensity  Exercise is a 

way of setting up a situation where you know you get upset, and 

then consciously practicing the SCP in order to experience the 

internal shift of re-centering. When practiced regularly, the Inten-

sity Exercise will increase your capacity to handle moments when 

you are provoked; as a result, you will find you are more immune 

to becoming triggered. 

T H E  R E L AT I O N S H I P  S I M U L AT O R  

Have you ever regretted how you behaved with someone and later 

thought, Can I rewind the clock? I really wish I could have a do-over! The 
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power of the Intensity Exercise and other activities we offer is that 

they give you a chance to try again (and again). These exercises 

mimic what happens in the real world, and you get to practice, in 

safety, what you want to do in those situations. They are like a 

flight simulator for interpersonal relationships.

Pilots learning to fly a jet practice in a replicated setting of real-

life conditions to learn the skills they need, before their own and 

other people’s lives depend on it. Training in simulated situations 

has now also become cutting edge in other fields where people 

need to operate effectively while experiencing the stress response, 

such as first responders, emergency room personnel, and military 

Special Forces. 

Though conflicts and difficult conversations may not normally 

be life-or-death situations, being able to act as you wish has far-

reaching impact on your well-being and relationships. In a rela-

tionship simulator, for example, you can create artificial situations 

that model real life so you can have a do-over—in other words, you 

can screw up and then go back and practice again and again until 

you’re able to respond the way you desire in the critical moments 

of  your life.

As flight simulators also have the ability to dial the difficulty up 

and down based on your skill level, so too do the simulators we 

propose. The point is not to see how many times you can crash and 

burn or how much you can take, but rather to learn new skills and 

ways of being in intense situations. This type of learning is incre-

mental; as such, the Intensity  Exercise is designed to present some 

similarities to real life—adrenaline, your body getting amped up, 

being under stress—so that you can practice what you would like to 

do in those moments. The only way to learn is to keep some 

control over how much stress you experience so that you are safe 

and in your optimal learning zone. 
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T H E  C A PA C I T Y  T O  B E  I N  C O N F L I C T

In the Intensity Exercise, you intentionally  allow yourself to 

become triggered in a safe space, and then practice coming back to 

a state of self-connection and centeredness using the Self-

Connection Process. Three benefits come from this exercise:

1. You become highly sensitized to your physiological 

reactions in the fight-flight-freeze state. 

2. You learn to embody mediator mind.

3. You desensitize yourself  to the trigger. 

The initial part of the exercise asks you to notice the first hint of a 

stress response and stop the exercise there. These two steps create 

awareness physiologically of finer distinctions in your individual 

response. For example, you may initially be aware that your heart 

starts beating faster, but as you repeat the exercise, you may notice 

that before your heart speeds up, you feel a wave of energy through-

out your body, or you sense a brief shock in your system. These 

finer distinctions allow you to become conscious of becoming 

triggered earlier in the process so that you can intervene more 

effectively. 

The Intensity Exercise also utilizes the three-chair model of 

mediation that helps you begin to embody the mediator mind. 

Even though it is just you and your partner, we recommend you set 

up three chairs, one for each of you and one for the mediator. As 

you go through the exercise, when you are the one being triggered, 

you will physically move into the mediator’s chair to do certain 

parts of  the exercise. 

When you practice by actually setting up different chairs and 

physically moving to the mediator’s chair, it helps in the learning 
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process to distinguish these two different parts of you—the reactive 

part that holds strongly to your point of view in a conflict, and the 

mediator part who can remember a process and make choices that 

come from a more centered and grounded place. 

Moving from one chair to the other helps you shift out of the 

continuous flow of your reactive thinking and reduces the internal 

experience of the conflict. You will shift, at least a tiny bit, the 

fight-flight-freeze reaction, while accessing a part of yourself that 

can make choices based on your values instead of on your stress-

response chemistry.

Once you have practiced moving between chairs to embody 

each role enough times, you will no longer need to move to a 

separate chair. Why? Because you will have internalized the chairs, 

such that part of your brain is now associated with the mediator 

role. As a result, you will have access to this part of yourself in 

real-life situations and step into it to make choices about what to 

do. In short, you will be able to embody mediator mind.

While practicing becoming triggered and then reconnecting, 

you are likely to find that the trigger you’re working with begins to 

diminish; that is, it doesn’t trigger you at all, or to a much lesser 

extent. This seems to happen from learning to respond to the low-

level exposure to the trigger. 

Think of it like an allergy you have developed to a particular 

stimulus. When you encounter that stimulus—be it a look from 

your partner, a phrase said in a certain way by your boss, or even 

words you say to yourself—your brain and body respond imme-

diately to the danger you interpret. In this exercise, you train your 

nervous system to quickly return to a calm, relaxed state in the face 

of the verbal or nonverbal cues, and in doing so increase your 

tolerance for it. Your brain and body therefore learn that the danger 

does not exist, or is at least not as bad as you believed. With 
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practice, this tolerance extends to real-world encounters, where 

instead of becoming provoked and acting in ways you later regret, 

you are able to stay connected to yourself and choose the kind, 

compassionate, understanding response you intended. 

Taken together, these three benefits—becoming sensitized to 

your physiological stress response, embodying mediator mind, and 

achieving desensitization of the trigger—make the Intensity Exer-

cise the most effective way we’ve found to increase people’s capa-

city to be in stressful situations and act as they would like. As a 

capacity-building exercise, it helps you increase your emotional 

ability to engage with interpersonal conflicts in a way that is 

healthier than your habitual stress response. Using it on a regular 

basis holds the promise of increasing your ability to be in conflict 

situations in a way that is satisfying and brings you the results you 

desire.

Q

Sally drives back to her office. She had planned to use the time 
before her next phone meeting to prepare, but now she feels 
like her preparation ought to include how upset she is over the 
morning conversation with James. Re-triggered through 
hearing his phone message, she dials her friend Alicia, knowing 
she needs some help. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of the recurring situation in which you become 
triggered. How might your life improve if you were 
able to stay calm and centered in those times and 

choose a response that matches your values?
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Sally fills Alicia in on her morning, tears starting as she 
recounts James’s words. Alicia empathizes with her, asking her 
if she’s feeling hurt when she thinks James discounts her work. 

Sally’s voice breaks as she replies, “Yeah, but I’m also 
frustrated. I mean, we’ve talked about what it means for me to 
go back to work, but when it comes down to it, he can’t just 
step up and do it.” 

“So are you also frustrated because you’re not seeing agree-
ment between what he says when you talk and what he does in 
the moment?” 

Sally shrugs. “I guess so.”
“Hmm,” Alicia continues, “it seems like this is a recurring 

thing. I think I’ve heard you say before how angry you get when 
you hear James say some of these same things. Does that seem 
true for you?”

Sally sighs. “Yes, I know I’ve been angry, spitting mad even, 
when James has said similar things. Like I remember when he 
called my work ‘casual,’ implying that his job was serious and 
mine wasn’t.” 

“Can I make a suggestion?” Alicia asks. “Do you think it 
would help you to not be as angry when you hear words like 
that or interpret that James is diminishing your work? What I 
mean is, if you could be centered and calm, maybe you could 
find a way to respond that would help you both.” 

“I’m not sure it’s possible, but yeah, I think it would be nice 
to not react so badly, and maybe find a better response than 
leaving the room.” Sally remembers her feelings that morning. 
“I mean, leaving was probably the best response I could have 
made at that point, otherwise we would be in even more of a 
mess, but it doesn’t help us get through this, that’s for sure.”

 “It sounds like you believe you were doing the best you 
could, and it gives you some relief to have that understanding 
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for yourself. And I’m hearing how impossible it feels to you to 
have done anything different, but it sounds like you’d like to 
find another way, is that right?”

“Yeah, I would like to find another way.” 
“Is there something you want to work on that would help 

you right now?” Alicia asks.
“Maybe. Didn’t I do the Intensity Exercise with you when I 

was upset with Maggie for something? I can’t even remember 
now what it was she did, but I do remember how surprised I 
was when the next time it happened it didn’t even faze me. 
Maybe that will help me with James. Would you be willing to go 
through it with me?” 

Alicia agrees, and Sally feels a little more energy as she 
anticipates finding a way to change her reaction.

Q 

S E T T I N G  U P  T H E  I N T E N S I T Y  E X E R C I S E

In this exercise, you can work with anything you would consider 

intense in an interaction with another person or in your own mind. 

If your boss interrupts you in a meeting or if your daughter rolls 

her eyes when you say something, you can bring that into the 

Intensity Exercise. If you find you’re saying something to yourself 

that upsets you, perhaps telling yourself that you’re stupid, you can 

externalize that and work on it as well. 

The idea is to choose something that when it is delivered to 

you, it stimulates the cascade of hormones typical of the fight or 

flight response. In this way, you actually experience those feelings 

sitting in the chair across from your partner. Sometimes the 

stimulus is less in the words and more in the body language or tone 

of  voice, and we take that into account in the practice. 
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Enlist someone in your life to be your practice partner who is 

also interested in changing their relationship to the stress response. 

If you would like to find a practice partner in the Mediate Your Life 

community, you can go to the book page at mediateyourlife.com/from-

conflict-to-connection/ and find instructions there.

Divide your practice time in half so that each of you can 

experience being the partner receiving the trigger and the one 

delivering it. At the beginning of your practice time, set aside three 

chairs, two for yourself and your partner, and one representing the 

mediator. The receiving partner—the person becoming triggered 

and practicing returning to presence—will use that chair to 

physically embody moving into the mediator mind, as reflected in 

the steps of each part of the practice. (In Appendix J, we have 

included a cheat sheet of steps for the setup and debrief of the 

practice.) 

At the beginning, the receiver gives the delivery partner one 

observation of the trigger they want to work with. This is not a 

long story about the whole situation or the history of the 

relationship; it’s merely a statement such as: 

“My partner says, ‘why can’t you just do it?’  while  raising 
his voice, and he leans toward me while he’s saying it.” 

Another example might be:

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Who in your life can you make a request to practice 
with? What specific trigger would you like to be 

able to defuse in the Intensity Exercise?
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“My daughter says, ‘Geez, Mom, do you have to be so embar-
rassing?’ in a dismissive tone while she’s rolling her eyes.” 

While we encourage you to use the actual words someone says, 

if you don’t remember exactly, or if it feels more triggering to use 

what you hear (in other words, what you interpret the other person 

to be saying), then use that as your triggering statement.

Also discuss some agreements with your partner, including the 

signal you will make to stop delivery of the trigger, and anything 

else that will help the practice feel safe for you. 

Though most effective done in person, you can also do this 

exercise with a long-distance partner. If you’re on the phone, the 

nonverbal cues will be missing, but the practice still works. You can 

also use online conferencing to create an experience similar to 

being in person. Either way, both of you can set out an extra chair 

to move into during those steps of  the process. 

Because this is an exercise, we suggest you do not attempt to 

practice with the person who initially delivered the trigger to you. 

Also, it’s best to choose someone who can be in your experience 

without judging it or trying to educate you as to how you should 

have acted in the first instance—or in the future. 

T H E  I N T E N S I T Y  E X E R C I S E

When beginning this exercise, we recommend breaking it up into 

segments. These build on one another until you are performing the 

full practice. The segments are: 

1A.  Practicing without content

1B.   Practicing with content 
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2.   Responding to a first trigger

3.   Responding to a second trigger

We list the steps and some notes for each level on the following 

pages, but you can also see Appendix D for a list of the steps for 

each level, or visit our website mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-

to-connection to print out the steps and refer to them when you are 

practicing.

L E V E L  1 A :  P R A C T I C I N G  W I T H O U T  C O N T E N T

The first step to being able to intervene when you are triggered is to 

recognize your physiological patterns of fight-flight-freeze, and to 

separate the experience of being triggered from the trigger itself. In 

order to differentiate the two, we ask you to first practice without 

verbal content. In this way, you can learn the feeling experience of 

being triggered that is not about what’s being said, only the 

intensity  of it: the tone, the volume, the body language—or what 

triggers you on a nonverbal level. Since people tend to add meaning 

to others’ body language and tone of voice as much as to what they 

say, this first level separates content from nonverbal cues. In doing 

so, you find out what exactly  is triggering you and what it feels like 

when that happens. 

Here are the steps to this level of  practice:

  
1. The receiving partner performs the Self-Connection 

Process, then asks the delivery partner to present the 

trigger. 

2. The deliverer says a neutral phrase, such as “Water is wet” 

or “Snow is white” in a conversational tone, pauses, then 
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repeats it, gradually increasing the volume, intensity, and 

aggression level of  the words, amping it up slowly. 

3. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting to the 

intensity level, they raise their hand as a nonverbal way to 

ask their partner to stop delivering the trigger.

4. The receiver then physically moves into the mediator chair 

and performs the Self-Connection Process out loud until 

they feel calm, physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-

flight-freeze reaction mode. 

5. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair and asks 

the delivery partner to begin again.

6. The deliverer starts by saying the same words as before at a 

lower intensity level than what triggered their partner, and 

again incrementally amps it up in intensity. 

7. Repeat steps 3–6 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

8. Share with each other what came up for you (see feedback 

section beginning on page 89).

mediateyourlife.com/intensity-exercise-video/

You might develop your own version of self-connection, but at 

the beginning, we recommend people do the following when they 

raise their hand to stop the delivery and reconnect with themselves. 

First, perform a nonverbal component, as we described in the 

Self-Connection Process in Chapter 2. Focus on your breathing, 

maybe through the heart. Then, begin to empathize with yourself 
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out loud, naming what you’re thinking and feeling, then what 

needs are not met, and then anything you desire in that moment. 

Your request might be for your partner to support you in some way, 

perhaps by reflecting back what they heard. We ask you to do it out 

loud so your partner will be included in your experience, and so 

that she or he can support you in completing all the steps, in-

cluding identifying your needs that aren’t met.

Again, the idea here is to return to the body memory you 

develop in the Self-Connection Process, learning to tap into that 

body memory more and more quickly in the face of  being triggered. 

As you perform the self-connection part of the process, we find 

it is crucial to make sure you pinpoint your needs. Skipping over 

this step or doing it on a surface level will make it unlikely that you’ll 

be able to defuse the trigger. When you name your need, get in touch 

with it and with how it would feel to have it met. Needs are the key 

piece to shifting the intensity level at which you become triggered. 

When you feel a calmness and non-reactivity in your body, ask 

your partner to start off again at a low level of intensity and raise it 

up until you experience the trigger again. Usually, you can take 

more intensity the next time before feeling triggered. Repeat the 

process until you feel comfortable doing it.

The intention here is not for the receiving partner to prove they 

can “take it” or to withstand as much intensity as possible. The goal 

is to start at a level so low that it’s not triggering at all, and for the 

person being triggered to notice the first flicker  of when they get 

stimulated. This helps train the receiving partner to become more 

sensitive to noticing when they begin to react so they can intervene 

more effectively. 

It is much easier to come back to center from a low level of 

stimulation than it is from a higher one. If you can achieve this, 

you will defuse the trigger, before flooding your system with stress 
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response hormones, by incrementally noticing, coming back to 

center, receiving more intensity and noticing the reaction, and 

again reconnecting with yourself. 

L E V E L  1 B :  P R A C T I C I N G  W I T H  C O N T E N T  

In the next level, the exercise is the same except that instead of a 

meaningless phrase, you now practice with words that are hard for 

you to hear or tend to trigger a reaction. They could be words you 

say to yourself, such as ways you judge yourself harshly, or that 

someone else says to you that cause a reaction. For example, if you 

know you sometimes tell yourself, “That was really stupid” or “You 

totally screwed that up” or “What the hell is wrong with you?” you 

could choose one of those as the content statement you give your 

partner. Or, if you find that you react to your spouse saying, “You’re 

so insensitive and absorbed in yourself all the time,” you can work 

with that sentence in your practice. Continue to include the body 

language and nonverbal cues from previous levels that tend to trigger 

you, such as certain facial expressions, tone of  voice, and gestures. 

We ask you to do the Self-Connection Process at the beginning 

to set a baseline of connection to yourself. Why? Because it’s a 

common experience that merely thinking about the situation, or 

about telling your delivery partner what words to say and how to 

say them, will trigger you into the stress response. If this happens, 

you can take that as the delivery of the first trigger, and proceed to 

Step 4 on the next page.

Here are the steps to this level of  practice:

1. The receiver tells their partner what words they want to use 

for the practice, giving instruction on how to weave them 

together with specific tone, volume, or body language. For 

example, if  the words are from another person and often 
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come with a particular gesture and tone of  voice, the 

delivery partner can incorporate that gesture and tone 

along with saying the words. 

2. The receiver performs the Self-Connection Process, then 

asks the delivery partner to begin.

3. The deliverer begins presenting the trigger at a low level of  

intensity, gradually increasing.

4. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting, they raise 

their hand as a nonverbal way to ask their partner to stop 

delivering the trigger.

5. The receiver physically moves into the mediator chair and 

performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel calm, 

physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-freeze 

reaction mode. When they feel they have choice about how 

to respond, they are ready to continue.

6. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair and asks 

the delivery partner to begin again.

7. The deliverer presents the same trigger as before, starting at 

a lower intensity level than what triggered their partner, 

and again incrementally amps it up in intensity. 

8. Repeat steps 4–7 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

9. Share with each other what came up for you (see feedback 

section beginning on page 89).

To recap, the partner begins delivering the trigger with no 

intention of causing a negative reaction. In doing so, the receiving 

partner can feel the distinct difference between not being triggered 
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and being triggered. As in Level 1A, the receiving partner practices 

reconnecting with themselves and then re-enters the practice for 

another round.

L E V E L  2 :  R E S P O N D I N G  T O  A  F I R S T  T R I G G E R

Level 2 adds the layer of how you want to respond to the person 

delivering the trigger after you have practiced self-connection. Let’s 

walk through the steps so you can use them to practice with a partner.

1. The receiver tells their partner what words they want to use 

for the practice, giving instruction on how to weave them 

together with specific tone, volume, or body language. 

2. The receiver performs the Self-Connection Process, then 

asks the delivery partner to begin.

3. The deliverer begins presenting the trigger at a low level of  

intensity, gradually increasing.

4. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting, they raise 

their hand as a nonverbal way to ask their partner to stop 

delivering the trigger.

5. The receiver physically moves into the mediator chair and 

performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel calm, 

physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-freeze 

reaction mode. When they feel they have choice about how 

to respond, they are ready to continue.

6. The receiver says out loud (still sitting in the mediator 

chair) how they want to respond to this person now, 

choosing between empathy or self-expression. 

7. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair, responds 

accordingly, and asks the delivery partner to begin again.
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8. The deliverer then presents the same trigger as before, 

starting at a lower intensity level than what triggered their 

partner, and again incrementally amps it up in intensity. 

9. Repeat steps 4–8 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

10. Share with each other what came up for you (see feedback 

section beginning on page 89).

mediateyourlife.com/intensity-exercise-video/

If you choose empathy as your response, you will respond to 

what you hear from the delivery partner by translating what they’ve 

said into feelings and needs. If you choose expression, you will 

respond by relating your own needs and wants.

While we suggest saying your choice out loud and then re-

turning to the practice and performing it as a learning step, it’s not 

important at this point exactly how you carry out your choice. The 

primary point here is to consciously choose what you want to do 

and then do it. 

In short, either focus attention on the other person and 

empathize, or strive to express yourself in relation to your needs. 

Don’t worry too much about the technique or if you’re executing 

your empathy or expression “correctly.” This exercise is about 

developing your capacity to return to presence in the midst of 

being triggered and to consciously choose what you want to do 

next. Later we will provide exercises that focus on how to execute 

your choice. 
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L E V E L  3 :  R E S P O N D I N G  T O  A  S E C O N D  T R I G G E R  

With Level 3, we introduce a second trigger, the one that occurs as 

the delivery partner reacts to the empathy or expression of the 

receiver. Psychologist David Burns and others in cognitive therapy 

call this the “feared fantasy,”  or that which you are most afraid will 

happen. 

As the receiver, you may want to tell your partner ahead of 

time what kind of response would be most difficult for you to hear; 

otherwise, that person can merely share a spontaneous response. 

The practice of coming back into self-connection upon experi-

encing the feared fantasy, and then responding accordingly, makes 

it less scary. 

Here are the steps to follow:

1. The receiver tells their partner what words they want to use 

for the practice, giving instruction on how to weave them 

together with specific tone, volume, or body language. 

2. The receiver performs the Self-Connection Process, then 

asks the delivery partner to begin.

3. The deliverer presents the trigger at a low level of  intensity, 

gradually increasing.

4. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting, they raise 

their hand as a nonverbal way to ask their partner to stop 

delivering the trigger.

5. The receiver physically moves into the mediator chair and 

performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel calm, 

physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-freeze 
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reaction mode. When they feel they have choice about how 

to respond, they are ready to continue.

6. The receiver says out loud (still sitting in the mediator 

chair) how they want to respond to this person, choosing 

between empathy or self-expression.

7. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair and 

responds accordingly.

8. The deliverer presents another trigger by reacting to the 

choice, saying something that would be hard for the 

receiving partner to hear.

9. The receiver physically moves again into the mediator chair 

and performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel 

calm, physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-

freeze reaction mode. When they feel they have choice 

about how to respond, they are ready to continue.

10. The receiver says out loud (still sitting in the mediator 

chair) how they want to respond to this person now, 

choosing between empathy or self-expression.

11. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair, responds 

accordingly, and asks the delivery partner to begin again.

12. The deliverer presents the same trigger as before, starting at 

a lower intensity than what triggered their partner, and 

incrementally amps it up. 

13. Repeat steps 4–12 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

14. Share with each other what came up for you (see feedback 

section beginning on page 89).
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T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  D E L I V E RY  PA R T N E R

In the instructions above, it might seem like there is little for the 

delivery partner to do; however, we have found there is also 

significant learning for the person in this role. When the receiver 

gets triggered, the deliverer shifts from presenting the trigger to 

supporting the person in reconnecting. It is a considerable skill to 

know how to support someone in distress, in a way they perceive as 

helpful. As such, the person in the delivery role has an opportunity 

to increase their skill in supporting another person. 

In tandem with this, when the receiver is performing the Self-

Connection Process, we suggest they request ahead of time (if 

possible) whether they would like verbal or silent support. The 

deliverer can then be thoughtful about what type of support their 

partner wants, paying close attention to the cues their partner gives. 

For example, the deliverer can ask:

“Would you like me to reflect back what I’m hearing you 
say or would you prefer that I be silent?” 

The deliverer can also be spontaneous in their response, using 

body language and other cues to guide them on whether or not the 

receiving partner wants empathy, and how. For instance, if they 

want to stay internal for the moment, the deliverer can take the 

opportunity to practice presence and silent empathy, or to guess the 

partner’s feelings and needs based on an interpretation of their 

body language and what they say. As a result, the person in the 
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delivery role is learning a life skill of being present with and sup-

porting someone who is triggered.

 
G I V I N G  A N D  R E C E I V I N G  F E E D B A C K

Feedback is a vital factor to enhance learning. Consequently, you 

don’t want to take the last step—sharing with each other what 

came up for you—as an add-on that can be skipped. Learning is 

dependent on receiving feedback as quickly as possible after the 

exercise. When you do, you learn faster, can talk about what you 

might do differently, and are able to try out new approaches right 

then and there.

In day-to-day life, you may be able to use other people’s de-

meanor as a form of feedback, but how often do you get the oppor-

tunity to discuss with someone how your communication choices 

created connection or disconnection? This part of the practice is a 

precious opportunity to find out. 

Let’s be clear that when we talk about feedback, we do not 

mean evaluation, judgment, or analyses. People often interpret 

feedback as equating to judgment because of the way it’s often 

given in other contexts, but we’re talking about something quite 

different. We liken it to biofeedback, in that the feedback we en-

courage people to give to each other is their  physical reaction to what 

their partner did at various points in the exercise. This might sound 

like: 

✦ “My heart opened when you empathized and said to me, 

‘So is it that you really want some respect?’”

✦ “I felt my heart close when you ….”

✦ “I pulled back and felt irritation when you asked me what I 

needed.” 
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✦ “After the second trigger when you said, ‘I’m feeling scared 

because I’d like to know that you care about me,’ I felt this 

sense of  relief  and was more open after that.” 

When providing feedback, it’s important to stay specific in the 

observations (what the other person said and did) as much as 

possible, focusing on feelings, as well as if you felt more or less 

connected to your partner. 

This type of feedback is measuring the quality of connection with 

the other person. The Mediate Your Life work rests on the idea 

that when you are present, you can make choices that create con-

nection. In the Intensity Exercise, you get to measure both parts of 

that equation. First, you learn to measure for yourself if you’re 

present, reconnecting through the Self-Connection Process when you 

notice you are triggered. Second, you get feedback from the other 

person about whether your choices support creating connection with 

them. 

The simplest way to enter the feedback stage is simply  to ask 

each other, “How was it for you?” The receiving partner can share 

what it was like to go through the process of hearing the trigger, 

becoming reconnected, and striving to make a new choice. The 

delivery partner can likewise share their experience of delivering 

the trigger and being there for support. After sharing at that level, 

you can go into more specific feedback—or biofeedback—such as 

how the choices to empathize or express felt for the delivery 

partner, or how support choices made by the deliverer felt to the 

receiver. 

Though we lay out the steps for the exercise in a linear way and 

encourage you to use them for practice, we hope you take the 

opportunity to hear feedback from your partner at the end of the 

steps, then go back into the exercise to try a different option, re-
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ceiving immediate feedback again. This will allow the exercise to 

become more fluid. 

We want to add two final, and critical, recommendations for 

giving feedback. 

First, never assume your partner wants feedback of any kind. 

Even if you have the most life-changing response that you’re 

certain will contribute to your partner, ask if they want it first. In 

order for learning to take place, people need to be open to it. You 

might think your feedback is fabulous, but if your partner is still 

trying to process their own experience, they may not be able to take 

it in; even if it’s positive, it may be triggering. We recommend that 

you ask, “Would you like some feedback?” or something equivalent 

that asks if  it’s welcome, and if  so, what it might sound like. 

Second, we recommend focusing on positive feedback first, and 

sometimes exclusively. Though many tend to think that feedback 

about what doesn’t work leads to greater learning, we don’t find 

this to be true. Knowing what does work allows you to grow, and 

those successes give confidence to keep increasing your skill. 

Positive feedback is also easier to hear as people feel less resistance 

to it, so let your partner know what worked and what choices they 

made that were connecting for you. Often this feedback is all that’s 

needed, especially early in the learning process. 

Once you’ve gained some experience and built a level of trust 

with your practice partner, you will likely find that you crave more 

information about what didn’t work. Feel free to ask for it! Trust 

depends on knowing your partner is not judging or evaluating how 

“good” you were. When you’re both engaged in exploration and 

testing, willing to try something and then hear from your partner 

what physically happened for them, the best learning takes place. 

Likewise, when you both give and hear feedback, the exercise 
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becomes a communication laboratory, with both of you dis-

covering and integrating new possibilities to create connection. 

Let’s be honest: just because your partner responds in a particular 

way to what you say or do doesn’t mean that other people will do 

the same. But in terms of learning, it really doesn’t matter. It’s a gift 

to receive this kind of feedback, and it allows you to try multiple 

options and build a repertoire of choices to draw from in your daily 

life. Though you will generally rely on body language for feedback 

outside of practice, when you’ve increased your own capacity to be 

present in any intensity and have multiplied your possible responses, 

you’ll find that you can take those skills into everyday situations. 

People starting a new skill often want a formula that will work 

every time, but in communication there are no sure formulas. 

Though that may sound discouraging, it’s actually very freeing! 

Why? Because if you make a guess that doesn’t create connection 

in the way you hoped, instead of wasting time and energy being 

distressed about not getting it “right,” you simply use the most 

recent reaction as valuable information to make another, hopefully 

more informed, choice. This allows you to be at ease making your 

best guess, as you are present and responding to what is happening 

at that moment.

E X P E R I E N C I N G  I N T E N S I T Y  “ I N  T H E  W I L D ”

As you go about your daily life, you will find times when you are 

triggered into the fight-flight-freeze response. When you name it 

and relate to it from your experience of having practiced the 

Intensity Exercise, it makes your stress response in the moment less 

threatening. You can remember intentionally becoming triggered in 

your “flight simulator,”  experiencing intensity, and then doing 
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something about it through the Self-Connection Process and 

making a new choice. 

When you are “in the wild” and are triggered, framing it as the 

Intensity Exercise takes the charge away and makes it a little less 

scary. It becomes more like a game, putting your experience in the 

perspective of something you have done, survived, and maybe even 

enjoyed. You can then bring the same sense of curiosity and 

adventure to your real-world experience of  being triggered. 

While we’ve laid out the previous exercise with a partner, when 

you find yourself triggered in your daily life, you can also practice 

it—and receive benefit through doing so—on your own. By visual-

izing what the person said that you found challenging, you can 

take yourself through the Intensity Exercise in your mind. While 

it’s particularly powerful to have another person who can deliver 

the trigger to you, that may not always be practical; imagining 

going through the process still allows you to come back to self-

connection and the mediator mind, thus defusing the trigger. 

C L I M B I N G  T H E  I N T E N S I T Y  M O U N TA I N

The point of the Intensity Exercise is to eventually (perhaps not in 

one sitting but over time) not become triggered by the same 

conduct or words. If you feel like this isn’t possible for you, we 

encourage you to simply try it out. As we’ve said, the practice tends 

to build on itself—each time you’re triggered and then reconnect 

with yourself, you’re able to handle a higher level of intensity 

before becoming re-triggered. Practiced enough, you can come to a 

point where you stay grounded and centered, regardless of how 

intense the words, tone, and body language are. 

We want to stress that we offer this exercise as a way for you to 

return to choice in any situation. We’re not suggesting that if some-
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one acts toward you in a way you perceive as disrespectful that 

your best option is to learn to passively accept that behavior. The 

purpose in our work is to always have choice. If you react to 

another person’s behavior out of the stress response, you are at the 

mercy of their conduct. When you practice with the Intensity 

Exercise, you can get to the point where you are no longer at the 

mercy of their behavior. In short, this exercise is not about being a 

doormat—it’s about empowering you to be present and choose 

your response, which helps you be more effective at creating the 

change you desire. 

Q

After Sally puts another chair nearby and makes some 
agreements with Alicia, including that she will say “stop” when 
she begins to feel triggered, Alicia asks, “So what would you 
like me to say?” 

“Well, the last thing James said was basically that I was 
crazy. I think maybe that got to me the most.” 

Alicia tries to clarify the observation. “Are those the actual 
words he said: ‘You’re crazy?’” 

Sally thinks back. “No … not exactly. It was something like 
‘after we lose everything, maybe you’ll come to your senses.’ 
And he said it with anger, but he was also kind of dismissive. 
He went right back to the paper, like that was the final word on 
the subject.” 

“Would it work for you if I say, ‘maybe you’ll come to your 
senses,’ and I’ll work with the tone you just used?” Alicia asks. 

“Sure. Let’s try it.” 
Alicia starts off delivering the trigger to Sally in a con-

versational tone, barely putting any emotion into her delivery 
before Sally feels her body begin to tense, like a hard shell is 
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forming over her, and asks Alicia to stop. Sally moves to the 
mediator chair to perform the Self-Connection Process. After 
focusing on her breath first, and then how her body feels, she 
says, “I’m noticing the tension in my body and I’m feeling 
anger, but also fear. I’m angry because I think he’s saying what I 
want doesn’t matter, so I’d like to know that I matter, that 
there’s some respect for my desires. And then I’m also afraid he’s 
right, that this is all just crazy, so I guess I’d like some confi-
dence and to trust that I know what’s right for me and for our 
family.” After a few more breaths and tapping into those needs, 
Sally feels her body relax and a sense of peace come over her. 
She then considers how she wants to respond. 

“I think I’d actually like to express,” she says, moving back 
to the other chair. 

“James, when I hear you say ‘maybe you’ll come to your 
senses,’ I feel angry and scared because I’d really like to know 
that my needs matter. I’d like to feel trust that I’m making the 
right decision, even if it’s difficult for us to make the transition.” 

Sally takes a deep breath and asks Alicia to start again. As 
each round passes and it takes longer for Sally to feel herself 
becoming tense, her excitement grows. In exploring how to 
respond with both empathy and expression, she plays with dif-
ferent options and soon asks Alicia to give another trigger after 
she responds to the first one. 

By the end of their time, Sally is able to reflect to Alicia, “I 
feel so much better! I don’t know what will happen the next 
time this comes up with James, but I feel more confident that I 
can be present with it all and not just walk out angry. I think 
this will also really help me bring up with him that we need to 
talk about it.” 

After thanking Alicia and hanging up the phone, Sally 
remembers the phone message from James. She listens to it 
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again, this time hearing only the care behind his words. Smiling, 
she begins to prepare for her next meeting. 

Q 

Since people often think it is impossible for them to get to the point 

where they won’t feel triggered by a situation, we like to use the 

metaphor of climbing a mountain to understand what this exercise 

is accomplishing. This metaphor comes from the April 1996 issue 

of National Geographic about a group of climbers who scaled a sheer 

vertical face of rock in Pakistan called Trango Tower. Led by Todd 

Skinner, the climbers trained by finding the most difficult 20–40 

foot stretches of rock in the United States and elsewhere, the 

theory being that if they could climb those pitches, they could stack 

one difficult pitch on top of another until they had reached the top 

of  the 9,000-foot face of  Trango Tower. 

While it may seem like an extreme example, it’s actually 

similar to what you are doing in the Intensity Exercise. In starting 

with that first twenty feet—the lowest level of stimulus—and 

working on reconnecting with yourself from that level, you master 

it and move on to the next twenty feet, with a slightly higher level 

of intensity. As you keep working in this way, with each step 

making the next possible, eventually you will have climbed 9,000 

feet. At that point, you are able to stay connected with yourself in 

intense situations that you would have previously never believed 

possible. 

N E X T  U P

Even after you are able to defuse the most difficult triggers from 

people close to you, you may still find that you have judgments of 
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them that create disconnection. In the next chapter, you’ll learn a 

process that will help you transform your judgments so that you 

can relate to others with spaciousness, presence, and care.
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F R E E D O M  F R O M  

J U D G M E N T

T R A N S F O R M I N G  
E N E M Y  I M A G E S

As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead 
to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and 

hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.
—NELSON MANDELA

Q

AMES STARES AT HIS COMPUTER SCREEN, THE WORDS 

of the report he’s trying to write floating on the page. He 
glances at the clock in his office and sighs. Not even noon yet. 
Though he feels better after doing the Self-Connection 
Process, the lack of resolution—both at home with Sally and at 
work with Aaron and Scott—is disrupting his concentration. 
He leans back in his chair, pondering his phone call to Sally 
before the meeting and how to talk to her about his concerns of 
taking time away from work. “Then again,” he says, “I’m not 
helping matters by not being able to focus while I’m at work.” 

J

4



Shaking his head, he returns his attention to his computer just 
as the phone rings. 

Hoping it’s Sally, he picks up the receiver. “James here.” 
The rough, gravelly voice of his father, Dan, comes across 

the line. “Hey, Jimmy!” he says, as James grips the edge of the 
desk. “Just calling to see about dates for your visit. Your 
mother’s chompin’ at the bit to see you and her grandkids.” 

“Yeah, Dad,” James says, trying not to sound annoyed. “I 
told you we’d get back to you. We’ve got to figure out when 
both of us can take time off and it works with the kids’ 
schedules.” 

“Hm. Guess that’s what happens when you let your wife go 
to work,” Dan says. “You know, when you were a kid, I decided 
when we took a trip. There was none of this ‘does it work with 
everyone’s schedule’ thing.” 

James grips the phone harder as a few retorts flit through 
his mind. Holding back, he simply says, “Different times, Dad.” 

“Yeah, guess so.” Dan pauses. “How’s Corey doing? His 
grades up?” 

James thinks, Ah, now we get to the real reason for the call. He 
hesitates, reflecting on his conversation with Corey about his 
grades and school. His pause is just a moment too long. 

“I knew it,” Dan sighs, “he’s not shaping up, is he?” 
James feels the energy drain out of him as he anticipates 

what is coming and tries to head it off. “Dad, we’ve had this 
conversation before and I really need to get back to—”

“No, you listen,” Dan interrupts. “Clearly what you’re 
doin’ with him isn’t working. Kids need boundaries and rules—
they need to know who’s boss and how to act … and they need 
strong consequences if they don’t. They need to know God’s 
watching them and He doesn’t suffer fools or lazy bums. Mark 
my words, if you don’t nip this in the bud now, he’s just goin’ to 
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get worse. Next thing you know it’ll be drugs and stealing. You 
listen to me, boy, I know what I’m talking about. I raised you 
and your brother, remember?” 

Throughout this speech James feels his blood beginning to 
boil, tension increasing in his body until he is close to ex-
ploding. Hearing his father call him “boy” finally pushes him 
over the edge. 

“Yeah, and remember how that turned out? You pushed 
both of us until neither of us wanted anything to do with you. I 
left and didn’t speak to you for years, remember? And all your 
rules and consequences and ‘God is watching you’ didn’t keep 
Nathan on the right side of the law. When was the last time you 
talked to him, anyway? No thanks, Dad. Now if you’ll excuse 
me, I need to get back to work.” 

James hears only silence on the other end as he hangs up 
the phone, his hands shaking.

Q 

Have you ever monitored your thoughts to notice when you are 

judging yourself or someone else? Walking down a street, you 

might see someone and think, That person needs to clean themselves 

up. Or, after talking with your friend’s partner at a party, you reflect 

on the conversation with, She’s  a bit rude; my friend could do better. 

Or, as a coworker talks to you, you notice the thought, Wow, she 

sure is getting bossy after her promotion. I should have gotten  that position. 

I guess I wasn’t good enough.

Judgments are a part of life. Most people unknowingly go 

through their lives judging themselves and those around them—if 

not constantly, then certainly a significant amount of the time. 

Many of these thoughts are fleeting and seem inconsequential, 

while others take over your mind and undermine your well-being 

F R E E D O M  F R O M  J U D G M E N T                        101



and relationships. At worst, judgments lie at the core of inter-

personal conflicts, creating misunderstandings and prolonging 

disagreements.

 When you consistently interact with others, such as family, 

colleagues, and friends, you might have a good understanding of 

them, but your judgments can also become more insistent and 

ingrained in your thinking. For example, when your partner forgets 

to buy an item at the store, the thought runs through your mind, 

Not again. Why can’t he just read the list? It’s right there! With your 

family, judgments not only become ingrained, but often carry 

substantial “evidence” from years of experience to back them up. 

Both James and his father are caught in a web of judgments from a 

lifetime of  interaction with each other.

Judgmental thoughts, whether they are regarding someone 

you’ve never met or those closest to you, are what we call “enemy 

images.” When we talk about enemy images, we are not referring 

to a hated adversary as in a literal war; the term is far more general. 

You form an enemy image any time you have a thought or cluster 

of thoughts that create a barrier, preventing you from seeing the 

other person as they are. This barrier disconnects you from yourself 

and the other person, and it blocks you from feeling connection 

with and compassion for that person. 

 As this definition implies, anytime you feel disconnected from 

someone, you may have some image of them—perhaps a story you 

enemy image n.
any image, thought, or judgment that disconnects 
you from yourself and others, creating a barrier that 
prevents you from seeing clearly
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are telling yourself, judgments, analyses, or diagnoses—that are 

getting in the way of  connection.

 
T H E  C O S T  O F  E N E M Y  I M A G E S

Judgments are such an overlooked part of everyday thinking that 

many people discount the cost of them. They’re just thoughts, you 

may think. What impact could they possibly have? But holding enemy 

images actually creates significant impact, both within you and 

between you and other people. 

Think of someone from your past or current life for whom you 

have judgments. Notice what goes on in your body while thinking 

about that person. Do you feel open and expansive? Trusting and 

caring? Or are you closed off, shut down, tense, or tight? 

Since body and mind are connected, the state of your mind 

reflects that of your body. You may have noticed that when you 

have strong judgments, your mind goes on autopilot; the same 

thoughts run around and around like hamsters on a wheel. Perhaps 

you replay the situation over and over, always coming to the same 

conclusion about how you are correct in your analysis of what 

happened and how the other person acted. If you’re aware you are 

judging and want to shift, then perhaps you try to talk yourself out 

of your thoughts or ignore them. While this approach can some-

times shift your attention, it does nothing to reconnect you to 

yourself  or to the person you are judging. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of one person in your life you notice 
judgmental thoughts about. What are your enemy 

images of that person?
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Your physiology and thoughts then affect how you act. You 

might think, As long as I don’t tell him he’s a jerk to his face, it doesn’t 

matter how much  I think it. He’ll never know. The problem is, when-

ever you hold an enemy image, you indeed act out of it, whether 

you realize it or not. Even if you don’t say your judgment out loud, 

your nonverbal body language communicates what is going on 

within you. Your thoughts and the feelings they prompt in you leak 

out through your facial expressions, tone of voice, and gestures, 

and others pick up on these subtle cues unconsciously. 

While talking to his father, for example, James feels tension 

and anger, and his voice comes out tight and clipped. If Dan were 

there in person, he would undoubtedly pick up on physical cues 

that showed James was upset in the way he held his shoulders, his 

stance, and his facial expression. In addition, internal judgments 

can often lead to overt actions—as when James “boils over” and 

talks back to his father—that further the conflict.

When you are holding an enemy image, it obscures the shared 

humanity between you and the other person. It’s difficult, if not 

impossible, to feel care, compassion, and kindness for someone you 

judge—it’s like putting them in a box labeled “other” and shutting 

the lid. It then becomes much easier to act in ways that are experi-

enced as hurtful.

Metaphorically, enemy images are like a weight you are 

carrying. Your sense of health, well-being, peace, and happiness in 

the world suffer to the degree that you are carrying disconnecting 

images. How can you work with these images and lay down that 

weight, or even dissolve it entirely? In this chapter, we cover the 

Enemy Image Process, which is specifically designed to help us 

come out from under the weight of  our judgments. 

The term “enemy image,”  as well as how Nonviolent Com-

munication skills can shift enemy images, come directly  out of 
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Marshall Rosenberg’s work. Based on that, we have created a 

framework and map—the Enemy Image Process (EIP)—to apply 

the skills and transform these disconnecting images. 

Q

James’s first impulse upon cutting off the phone call with Dan is 
to call Sally and share his irritation and disbelief at the gall of 
his father—but he catches himself. With things unsettled 
between them, he doesn’t want to add something new. Instead, 
he lets his thoughts go back to the call. How dare he try to tell me 
how to raise my kids. He’s such a meddling busybody. He doesn’t have 

enough going on now that he’s retired from preaching, so he has to stick 
his nose in other people’s business. He’s totally out of touch with the 

realities of raising kids today, not to mention that bringing his Bible-
pounding preacher job to being a father didn’t work anyway. Yet he 

still insists it’s the only correct way to raise kids. He can’t admit he’s 
wrong, so he uses any hint of imperfection in my kids to push his 

viewpoint. He’s an old fart who couldn’t get it right the first time 
around, and now he thinks he can tell me what to do.

James continues to rant internally for a few minutes before 
he runs out of steam. In a brief moment of mental quiet, he 
recognizes how good it feels to be right about the situation, yet 
also the futility of it. Not only is it disrupting his day even 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

What is the cost of holding the enemy image of the 
person you thought of in the previous Practice 

Pause? Think both in terms of your own well-being 
and in your relationship to the other person.
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further, he can feel the tension and unease throughout his 
body and mind, the whole tirade being all too familiar. He has 
been over it before; rehashing the conversation and bringing up 
old hurt from his boyhood will change nothing. Though he 
longs to change his dad, he knows he has no control over him. 
Instead, he needs to focus his attention on what he can control, 
shifting his own thoughts, feelings, and actions. 

Q 

T H E  E N E M Y  I M A G E  P R O C E S S  ( E I P )

Everything is a strategy to meet a need, even judgmental thoughts. 

When you stay at the level of thinking judgmentally, you are 

unaware of why you are judging, and the motivation behind those 

thoughts—one or more fundamental needs that weren’t met—

remains unidentified. Simply telling yourself not to judge or to 

think differently, you turn down the opportunity to uncover the 

needs you are seeking to meet. When you can connect to those 

needs, you reconnect to yourself. 

Similarly, the actions or words of the person you’re judging are 

also strategies to meet needs. When you connect to the needs the 

other person may be seeking to meet, you can dissolve the enemy 

image, even when the person isn’t physically with you. You are 

then free to consider what to do next in relation to them, unen-

cumbered by your judgments.

Therefore, the process to get from being in judgment and 

disconnect to connection and freedom has three steps: empathy for 

self, empathy for other, and new possibilities. The steps for the 

Enemy Image Process can be laid out in brief  as follows:
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E N E M Y  I M A G E  P R O C E S S  ( E I P )

1. EMPATHY FOR SELF

a. Notice your thoughts that are judgmental or diagnostic 

about yourself  or someone else.

b. Experience your feelings and name them.

c. Ask what universal human needs those thoughts are trying 

to meet, and linger with the experience of  having identified 

those needs.

2. EMPATHY FOR OTHER

a. Consider what the other person said or did that you are 

judging.

b. Consider what they might be feeling.

c. Ask what universal human needs they are seeking to meet 

through their actions and deepen into those needs.

3. NEW POSSIBILITIES

a. Learn: What have you learned from your awareness of  the 

needs you uncovered? 

b. Plan: What would you like to do as a result of  what you 

have learned? This may include a request of  yourself  or 

someone else. The quality of  self-connection that comes 

from showing empathy helps you see new possibilities for 

ways of  thinking and of  taking action that are more likely to 

be effective.

c. Practice: If  your request of  yourself  includes taking some 

action or changing a behavior, you may want to practice it so 

you are more likely to be able to access it when you need to. 

mediateyourlife.com/enemy-image-process-video/
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When first learning the EIP, it helps to go through the process 

on the previous page in detail, using the first three of the four 

components of NVC—observations, feelings, and needs—in the 

two empathy steps. In doing so, you continue to practice the distinc-

tions related to these components (if you need a refresher on these 

distinctions, see Choosing Peace). As you become more experienced 

and at ease using the EIP, you will be able to do it more on the fly 

by focusing primarily on needs—yours and those of  the other. 

In order to perform the EIP, you must first notice that you have 

a judgment. This may take some practice as you observe your 

thoughts, the way you feel (agitated, uncomfortable, angry, frus-

trated), or interactions with people or situations in your environ-

ment. One of these is likely a common entry  point for you, tipping 

you off to look within for an image of yourself or another person 

that is creating disconnection. 

 Now let’s walk through the steps of the EIP in greater detail, 

illustrating each one using the example of judging co-workers who 

leave the kitchen area in your office a mess. You’ll also follow each 

step with James working through his judgments about his dad. 

E M PAT H Y  F O R  S E L F

In the first part of the EIP, you focus on yourself. When you notice 

a judgment of someone else, take a look internally. What is your 

observation? This could either be about your thoughts or about the 

other person, but be careful to keep judgments out of your 

observation, otherwise your efforts are less likely to lead to trans-

forming your enemy image. 

For example, the observation related to your coworkers would 

not be, “They are such slobs” or “These people are so clueless 

about cleanliness”; it would be more along the lines of, “I saw dirty 

dishes left in the sink four times this week and the counter had 
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crumbs and spilled coffee.” Notice the difference between the 

judgment and the observation—the observation relates what you saw 

without adding your intrepretation. Your observation could also 

start with your own thoughts, which might sound like, I’m having 

the thought that people are waiting for  their mom to come along and clean 

up after them. Though a judgment (“people are waiting for their 

mom to come along ...”) may be inherent in your thought, when 

phrased this way (“I’m having the thought that people are waiting 

for their mom to come along and clean up after them.”), it becomes 

an observation. This is when you may see that having that thought 

could be the stimulus of  your current feeling state. 

After clarifying your observation, check in with how you feel. 

First, simply experience the feeling in your body, and then name it. 

If you need help naming it, refer to the feelings list in Appendix A. 

As you stand in the kitchen, for example, perhaps you feel uncom-

fortable, angry, disappointed, or maybe disgusted.

Next, connect with why you feel that way. What need of yours 

is not being met? If you need some help, you can refer to the needs list 

in Appendix B. In the example with your coworkers, you may need 

consideration, kindness, respect, cleanliness, or order. When you 

name your needs, consider what it would feel like for them to be 

met. 

At this point, you may begin to feel a shift within yourself. 

Perhaps you feel a little more relaxed, less agitated, or more in touch 

with what is motivating you. If so, move on to empathizing with 

the other person. If not, determine if there is more empathy you 

desire—are there more feelings and needs you can connect with? 

Q
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James recognizes little will get done until he deals with his 
turmoil and decides to take his lunch break early. While eating, 
he pulls out a notebook to help him go through the Enemy 
Image Process. He writes “Observations,” “Feelings,” and “Needs” 
across the top of a page. As he looks at the empty Observations 
column, he considers all his judgments of his dad. Eventually 
he comes up with this list:

• I’m thinking Dad’s sticking his nose where it doesn’t 
belong, telling me how to raise my kids.

• I’m thinking he couldn’t get it right the first time and is 
still trying to prove he’s right. 

• I’m thinking he’s saying I’m a failure as a father.

• I’m thinking he’s still pushing religion on me.

James turns attention to his feelings, and the first ones that 
come to mind are anger and irritation. As he inquires further, 
he finds fear is there too—the fear he feels when a part of him 
agrees that he actually is a failure as a father. He also touches on 
his sadness at feeling disconnected from Corey but also from 
his own father. James recalls when he was young how he’d looked 
up to Dan, but that had given way long ago, replaced by fear 
and then followed by rebellion and anger. Though he has taken 
steps in recent years to re-establish some relationship with Dan, 
he is not sure whether real connection is possible.

This train of thought leads James to focus on needs, and in 
that column he writes:

• I’d like to be understood and accepted by Dad. 

• I’d like to be treated as an adult (I’d like to be called 
James, not Jimmy and “boy”).
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• I’d like acknowledgment for what I’m doing with 
Corey and how much I care.

• I’d like a sense of competence in my role as a father.

As James looks over this list, he questions whether “to be 
treated as an adult” is a need. As he taps into what he means by 
that, he realizes it is about being seen and respected as someone 
who makes his own choices and takes responsibility for them, 
and having a sense of equality with his father. He refines the list 
to focus on his genuine needs:

• Understanding, acceptance

• Respect and equality 

• Acknowledgment and appreciation

• Competence

As he reflects, he feels a bit hopeless about having these needs 
met. But wanting to find a way, he adds “empowerment” to the 
list. 

Q 

E M PAT H Y  F O R  O T H E R

When you turn your attention to empathizing with the other 

person, you will utilize the same process. 

First, note your observation, but this time be more specific 

about what the other person did. If the scene had been videotaped, 

what would the recording show? As you think back to the scene in 

the office kitchen, perhaps you’ve noticed that people leaving 

dishes in the sink are moving quickly, or that they’re talking to one 

another as they pour their coffee.
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When you turn to feelings, imagine what your coworkers may 

be feeling. Perhaps someone is feeling distracted, rushed, indif-

ferent, or even eager. Connect with those feelings within yourself—

how do you feel when you are rushed or distracted? 

Then turn to inquiring into what their needs might be. Perhaps 

one person is meeting a need for efficiency, another for connection 

in talking with colleagues, and another, anxious to fulfill work 

commitments, is meeting a need for productivity. 

As you consider all possible needs that come to mind, 

remember to not be concerned about whether your guesses are 

accurate or not—they’re not for the other person; they are for you 

to be able to shift your own internal experience and transform the 

judgments you are holding. Since the other person’s needs are 

inevitably ones you share (otherwise you are not in touch with 

universal needs), when you put attention on them, it helps you feel 

more peaceful and compassionate and less triggered and reactive.

If you would like a further challenge, ask yourself in the 

second step, “What needs of theirs  are not met by what I am doing 

in this situation?” If you find this question brings up blame or 

shame in you, return to Step 1 before continuing. The point here is 

not to make yourself wrong; it’s to connect you to what may be 

going on for the other person. This question won’t be relevant in all 

situations in which you have a disconnecting image, but it can be 

particularly powerful if you’re in a current conflict with someone 

close to you. Your insights here will lead to a deeper level of com-

passion and understanding for their reaction to your role in the 

conflict. 

Q
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James feels calmer after empathizing with himself and labels 
another sheet for his father with the same three columns. He 
thinks about the call and under “Observations” writes:

• Dad called me “Jimmy” and “boy.”

• He said what I’m doing with Corey is wrong.

• He said I let Sally go to work and that he used to decide 
our vacations. I’m thinking he was implying that I 
should be in control of my family but I’m not.

As James writes these, he feels triggered again and has to 
offer himself more empathy before continuing to think about 
where Dan is coming from. When he can continue with Step 2, 
he has more space to actually wonder what Dan is feeling. The 
first thing that comes to mind is that Dan might actually miss 
them and want to see them. He did call about the trip, James 

remembers, and though he said it was Mom chomping at the bit, I 
wonder if he is too.

James reflects on the other observations and wonders if his 
dad feels sad or embarrassed about his relationship with both of 
his sons. Maybe he wants to protect me from the same thing 

happening to me with Corey. James realizes that protection is a 
need and writes it down.

Suddenly, a new thought strikes him. Are these all ways he’s 
trying to show he cares? James experiences his world turn upside-
down with that insight, and at the same time, he wonders why 
it hadn’t occurred to him before. Though James doesn’t like 
how his dad tries to show it, he suddenly sees Dan acting out of 
care for him and Corey. With this new reflection, James adds 
“care” and then “connection” under the needs column, consi-
dering that maybe Dan uses this type of conversation as a way 
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to connect with him so that he can pass on to his son what he 
learned as a father.

 James returns again to Step 1 as he feels the hurt from his 
father’s parenting, as well as his intense desire to parent Corey 
differently. When he looks at his father’s needs now, he adds to 
the list “contribution” and “meaning.” James knows that reli-
gion has always been Dan’s North Star; as a preacher, it was 
how he contributed to people, and he still sees it as a way he 
can help others. Reviewing the list of Dan’s possible needs, he 
now sees protection, care, connection, contribution, and 
meaning. 

Q 

After empathizing with yourself and with the other person, check 

in to see how you are feeling now. If there has not been a 

significant shift in your enemy image, go back to empathizing with 

yourself and the other person before moving into the final stage. 

Most likely, in connecting with your own feelings and needs, and in 

imagining the feelings and needs of the other person, you will be 

much more open, maybe even feeling some compassion for both of 

you. 

After identifying one or more needs, we encourage you not to 

skip immediately over to figuring out what to do. Stay with the 

needs for a moment, going back and forth between the needs you 

want met as well as those the other person wants met, and see if 

you can hold them all together until you feel the enemy image 

dissolve. If it doesn’t, you may not have empathized with yourself 

or the other person as fully as you could. If you find yourself 

struggling to do so, enlist the help of someone else. An empathy 

buddy can sometimes help you deepen into empathy when you’re 

caught in an enemy image you’re unable to transform on your own. 
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N E W  P O S S I B I L I T I E S :  L E A R N ,  P L A N ,  P R A C T I C E

Once you go through the steps of self-empathy and empathy, what 

happens is not only quite complex, but also a bit magical. People 

often find that there’s a sense of “getting to the other side” when 

they deeply connect with their own and the other person’s needs. 

You begin to see them as a human being just like yourself. People 

tend to say things like:

✦ “Oh, I see it differently now!”

✦ “So that’s what was going on!”

✦ “You know, at the time it seemed like I didn’t have any 

choices, or the choices were unacceptable, but now I see 

others I can make.” 

You can often tell when you’re ready to shift out of the first 

two steps and into the last when you feel these new possibilities 

begin to emerge. That moment, when you see the world in a 

different way, is the “a-ha” moment of  learning. 

Out of that a-ha moment can come some idea of what you 

want to do next. The world looks different; possibilities exist that 

were not available to you before. You may have thought of those 

possibilities earlier but dismissed them immediately as impossible, 

or you may not have even conceived of them. Now, however, they 

seem completely possible. When you are connected to needs, there 

is more creative space for newly emerging ideas. These become the 

basis for your request.

 
After going through the first two steps, think about what you have 

learned. What new insights do you have about yourself or the other 

person? What is your a-ha? Consider whether these insights natur-

ally lead you to some new choices about what you would like to do. 
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Think for a moment about the example we’ve been using of 

your coworkers, and consider how you might act without per-

forming the EIP. Perhaps you post a sign in the kitchen that 

screams at people to clean up after themselves. When you happen 

to cross paths with them, still holding that enemy image, you might 

complain about people leaving dishes lying around, hoping they get 

the hint. Even if you don’t say anything, your body language will 

communicate your thoughts—your actions might be more abrupt, 

with your facial expression showing displeasure as you wipe the 

countertop.

When you go through the EIP, however, you will see new 

choices, and the action you take will be very different. Out of a 

connection to needs, you may decide to go ahead and clean up the 

kitchen, which you may have done anyway, but how you do it will 

be significantly different. How? By acting out of a connection to 

needs rather than a connection to an enemy image. 

Another choice may be making a request of the people in the 

office. Requests are an important part of this process; they are how 

you take the new possibility you’ve chosen and turn it into reality. 

That request is most often to yourself, but even if you decide to 

make a request of another person, you have first made a request of 

yourself  to take the action necessary. 

Once you decide what you want to do, you may find planning 

and practicing helpful. These two steps keep you focused on how 

to carry out your request while staying in alignment with your 

values. If you decide to make a request of others, you might plan 

what you want to say and practice it with a friend or willing 

coworker. 

When you are in an ongoing relationship, it’s likely  that one 

request will be to have a conversation with the person. When you 

know you’re going to have a further interaction, you might first 
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plan how that meeting will take place. This could include making 

requests of yourself, such as arranging a time to talk with the other 

person, and making requests of others, such as planning a session 

with a support team to get additional help, if  necessary. 

If you decide a future conversation is important to you, you 

will want to practice how you wish to be in that conversation. This 

could mean playing out scripts in your mind until you find one that 

helps you feel a kind of open presence or satisfaction with how it 

feels. Or, your practice could include role-playing the conversation 

with someone who is willing to support you. In role-playing, you 

can actually practice what you want to say and how you want to 

say it, as well as practice how to respond to various comments the 

person might make.

The idea behind practicing is not to use the exact words when 

you speak to that person that you used in practice; rather, it’s to 

build up a lexicon of ways you would like to communicate in 

certain situations, and to familiarize yourself with the possibilities 

of how you could respond to each other. What you may find, then, 

is that these bits and pieces will pop into your mind while in a real 

conversation, because you have primed yourself through creating 

that mental situation and practicing it.

As you consider the expanded possibilities for how you can act, 

it’s likely that multiple options will arise out of the first two steps of 

the EIP. Take each choice and weigh it against the needs you 

identified during the process. As you do this, allow your final 

decision to be a visceral one, rather than an intellectual one. Go 

with the choice that feels right in the moment—the one that has the 

most life or energy to it. When we are connected to needs, we find 

that we can implicitly trust our intuition.

Q
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James sits back in his chair and stretches, feeling more in touch 
with his father. He reflects on how he sees the situation now, 
thinking Dan might actually be coming from wanting to show 
his care and concern and to connect with him as an adult, 
despite the fact that pushing his views on his son is the only 
way he knows how to do it. I guess even the way he tried to raise me 

and Nathan was his way of showing he cared, James thinks. Feeling 
sadness as he contemplates how Dan’s attempt to show care 
had tragically resulted in the opposite—disconnection and 
estrangement—James sees that neither he nor his brother had a 
hint that care might have been at the root of Dan’s actions. 
James also mourns that it has taken him so long to come to this 
realization; at the same time, he experiences relief, as the insight 
gives him renewed hope about moving forward. “I’d really like 
to find a way to interact with him outside of what he thinks 
shows care,” he says out loud. 

James knows he will be talking to Dan again soon—he will 
have to clean up the mess he made—and ponders how to 
prepare for it, wondering who he can ask to role-play the 
conversation. As he considers what Dan may say that he will 
react to, he realizes he can use the Intensity Exercise to defuse 
the trigger of Dan calling him “boy.” He decides to ask Shawn if 
he will role-play the conversation, and ask Sally to do the 
Intensity Exercise with him.

Q

E I P  I N  P R A C T I C E

One of the best ways to practice the EIP is with judgments you 

have of people you don’t know. It’s common to walk down the 

street and see someone who automatically triggers a judgment 
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because of the way they are dressed or what they are doing, or to 

judge the teller in the bank who was “rude,” the cashier in the store 

who took too long, or the other driver who was too slow or too 

fast. You can carry these enemy images with you even after leaving 

the situation, and using the EIP with strangers is often easier than 

with someone you know and will interact with again later. 

It’s one thing to lay out the basic structure of this process, and 

another to actually experience it. As such, we always recommend 

setting aside time to practice when you’re first learning a map, 

closely following the steps and noticing how it shifts your exper-

ience. As you do this, you become familiar with the linear steps; 

however, using the map with a real enemy image is often not as 

linear. In the next segment, we attempt to give a more experiential 

view of  going through the process and how it might unfold.

Here’s the EIP map again for reference:

1. SELF-EMPATHY

a. Notice your thoughts that are judgmental or diagnostic 

about yourself  or someone else.

b. Experience your feelings and name them.

c. Ask what universal human needs those thoughts are 

trying to meet, and linger with the experience of  

having identified those needs.

2. EMPATHY FOR OTHER

a. Consider what the other person said or did that you are 

judging.

b. Consider what they might be feeling.

c. Ask what universal human needs they are seeking to 

meet through their actions and deepen into those needs.
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3. NEW POSSIBILITIES

a. Learn: What have you learned from your awareness of  

the needs you uncovered? 

b. Plan: What would you like to do as a result of  what you 

have learned? This may include a request of  yourself  or 

someone else. The quality of  self-connection that comes 

from showing empathy helps you see new possibilities 

for ways of  thinking and of  taking action that are more 

likely to be effective.

c. Practice: If  your request of  yourself  includes taking 

some action or changing a behavior, you may want to 

practice it so you are more likely to be able to access it 

when you need to. 

In the first part of the EIP (self-empathy), use the components 

of NVC—observations, feelings, and needs—to deepen into self-

connection. Observe your thoughts, keeping some distance from 

them so you are not completely identified with believing you are 

right and the other person is wrong. When you step back and 

witness your thinking, it helps you begin to shift. 

Then, drop into your body, solely experiencing the sensations 

of feeling and emotion that occur when you’re present with your 

body. The thoughts you observe and the feelings you have are 

telling you about your needs. This is when you’ll determine the 

needs that aren’t being met. Your goal here is to get a sense of needs 

that exist apart from this particular person or strategy, focusing on 

the need itself. 

 For example, let’s say in the situation you’re reflecting on that 

another person is nagging you. Once you notice you have the 

enemy image of “he’s a nag” or “he’s pushy,” you look for the obser-
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vation of what he does that you’re calling “nagging”—perhaps he’s 

reminded you three times this week to schedule the gardener to 

come clean up the yard. You also consider how you feel when you 

think of him as pushy or nagging, or when he reminds you to take 

care of this chore. Maybe you’re frustrated or irritated. Either the 

observation or the feeling (or both) can be the doorway to your 

underlying need that is not met—such as the need to be self-

sufficient and to make your own choices.

 As you go through this process, more thoughts may come up 

to observe and more feelings to experience. That’s normal. After-

ward, when you return to needs, you may notice new ones that 

have surfaced, or that you refocus on those you were already aware 

of. Eventually, you will find your reactive thinking subsides a bit. 

Now, as you enter the second part of the EIP, try to empathize 

with the other person’s observations, feelings, and needs. Some-

times, simply shifting to consider their point of view can trigger 

you again and raise more judgments. If so, return to observing 

your thoughts, experiencing your feelings, and then inquiring into 

needs. In this way, you can advance to connecting with what might 

be going on for the other person (Step 2). Moving into Step 3 and 

considering requests can also trigger more reactions, in which case 

you’ll want to return again to Steps 1 and 2. 

The EIP is an iterative process—you’ll often alternate in your 

mind between you and the other person as you try to stay con-

nected to your needs, and as you then try to imagine the needs of 

the other person. Imagine loosening a boulder with a crowbar 

using movement, rocking back and forth until enough momentum 

is built up to topple it. The Enemy Image Process has this same 

sense of movement to it—a sense of rocking back and forth 

between connecting to your own needs and the other person’s until 

the enemy image topples over. 
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P O S I T I V E  “ E N E M Y ”  I M A G E S

So far we’ve used examples of enemy images that are negative, and 

this is the most common use for the EIP. Nonetheless, it’s worth 

noting that judgments can also be positive. 

But wait a minute, you may be thinking, what would be the 

problem of thinking that my boss is incredible or a local celebrity is a 

beautiful person? Acknowledging the gift and contribution of people 

in your life is, of course, a wonderful way to meet both yours and 

their needs. Where it can become a problem, however, is when it 

disconnects you from them or from yourself. 

Let’s take a look at how that might happen, using the examples 

of  the incredible boss and the local celebrity. 

Here are two different ways a person might think about his boss:

“Charles is amazing—he’s the perfect boss! I can’t imagine 
ever being able to do what he does. He’s so nice to 
everyone, and he  always seems to have time for us while 

still getting things done. I’m just in awe watching him. I 
wish I could be like that.” 

 Or

“I have so much respect for Charles. He seems to really 
listen to all of us, taking into account what we need when 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Use the Enemy Image Process with someone you 
have judgments about. How do you feel after
doing the process, and what new possibilities

have emerged? 
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he makes decisions. I enjoy working with him, and I feel 
acknowledged and respected for my contribution at work. I 
learn a lot from watching how he is with people.” 

While both of these statements express a positive view of the 

the boss, notice which one feels to you like the speaker is more 

connected to themselves and to Charles. In the first statement, the 

speaker has Charles on a pedestal, expressing a subtle, negative 

view of himself in saying he can’t be similar. Here, the speaker is 

likely to feel disconnected from both Charles and himself. 

In the second statement, the speaker states his feelings and the 

needs that are met, while still acknowledging the positive things he 

notices Charles does. He hasn’t placed Charles so high above him 

that he is disconnected from Charles, but instead sees how he can 

learn from Charles’s example.

Meeting a celebrity can also bring up positive images that put 

people in a box that diminishes their shared humanity:

“Oh my gosh, I just love your work. I feel so tongue-tied 
right now. I think you’re amazing. You must have such an 

awesome life, being able to travel around the world, 
working and partying with all those  other rich and famous 
people.” 

Or

“It’s so nice to meet you! I have long been an admirer of 
your work. I  was really moved by your portrait of 
___________ in the movie ___________. It helped me 
understand in a new way how I relate to the world. Would 

you be willing to tell me what prompted you to take on that 
role?” 
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People often idolize and worship celebrities, projecting onto 

them their own dreams about what it would be like to be rich or 

famous—or how it would solve all their problems. If you do this, 

the contrast between how you view the celebrity in your idealized 

picture and how you see yourself causes you to disconnect from 

yourself and from them. You make the celebrity superior to you, 

instead of recognizing that they’re merely a human being who 

shares the same needs. While you may not realize you’re doing it, 

you disconnect from compassion for their humanity as well as your 

own. 

The second statement still acknowledges admiration but ties it 

to a specific observation (the role and movie) and need (under-

standing). The speaker is self-connected, expressing themselves in a 

way that is more likely to foster connection with the celebrity.

If you notice positive “enemy” images that disconnect you 

from yourself and the other person, you can use the EIP in the 

same way you would with a negative judgment. Transforming 

positive images will lead you to a deeper level of connection and 

compassion for yourself and the other person, and allow you to 

interact from that connection. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Who do you have a positive image of that in some 
way disconnects you from yourself or from them? 

Use the EIP to shift your judgments of yourself and 
the other person. 

124                   F R O M  C O N F L I C T  T O  C O N N E C T I O N



E I P  A S  B L U E P R I N T  

In our view, the EIP provides nature’s blueprint for how human 

beings move from conflict to connection. To explain, we’ll use two 

metaphors: Russian nesting dolls and holons. A holon, as defined 

by Ken Wilber, is a whole that is part of a larger whole. The entire 

universe is made up of holons: atoms to molecules to cells to 

organs to creatures; letters to words to sentences to paragraphs to 

books. At each level, there is a greater wholeness, a new level of 

organization that transcends what came before, and in which more 

is synthesized. 

When you use the EIP, you can re-enact this movement from 

one whole to a larger, more complex level of organization, within 

your own mind. You start from a sense of otherness, split internally 

with some part of yourself being “other” and the person you are 

judging as “other.” Here, you are the smallest of the Russian 

nesting dolls, or the lowest level of  a holon. 

In the first part of the EIP, you practice self-empathy, which 

can heal the split within so you are no longer in judgment. When 

you become whole within yourself, you’re able to move to the next 

larger Russian doll, yet you still feel completely separate from the 

other person. They are still the “enemy” in some sense, in oppo-

sition or against you in some way. 

In performing the second part of the EIP and empathizing with 

the other person, you again sense that you are still individuals but 

part of a greater whole. This is when you transcend to the next 

level of the holon, where your sense of self now includes the other. 

When you work to find a strategy at this point, new possibilities are 

available to you because you are no longer separate. Your needs 

include the other person’s. 
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F R E E D O M  T O  A C T ,  F R E E D O M  T O  S H I F T

So far, we’ve covered three internally focused processes. The Self-

Connection Process in Chapter 2 allows you to reconnect with 

yourself quickly when you are triggered into the fight or flight 

response; the Intensity  Exercise in Chapter 3 helps you defuse strong 

triggers and practice reconnecting quickly and making new choices; 

and the Enemy Image Process in this chapter allows you to relieve 

yourself  of  the burden of  judgment you have been carrying. 

All of these inner-work processes cause you to feel more com-

passionate and peaceful in thinking about the situation or person. 

This in and of itself is a powerful incentive to use these processes 

in your life, but it’s not the only benefit, as the way you feel 

inevitably affects the way you act. 

A consequential benefit of doing your inner work and feeling 

better is acting in the world in a way that is more in alignment with 

your values—one you are less likely to regret later on. Getting to 

the other side of empathy shifts you to an internal guidance system. 

Though people tend to think that using internal guidance to direct 

actions will lead people to always act in selfish ways, we do not agree. 

In fact, people are more likely to act in ways that are selfish when 

they are disassociated from themselves, trying to act from an align-

ment with some absolute “truth,” not when they are actually con-

nected with their inner selves in an ongoing process. Doing the inner 

work of  Chapters 2–4 increases the likelihood of  using skillful means.

How do you know when the inner work is “done” and you are 

ready to engage again with the other person? Well, in one sense 

inner work is never finished. Living and interacting with others 

commands an ongoing process of becoming disconnected and 

reconnected over and over again. Nonetheless, we have found a few 

indicators that let you know when you have connected with your-

self  and are more likely to be able to connect with others.
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T H E Y  A R E  N O  L O N G E R  T H E  “ E N E M Y ”

A crucial indicator that you are self-connected is when you can be 

with another person and not see them as your enemy. If you still 

have a lot of judgmental thoughts, analyses, and diagnoses of them, 

you may find that these will leak out in your words or actions 

unless you do more internal work first. In this case, you’ll return to 

the Enemy Image Process, either on your own or with the help of a 

supporter, and shift those judgments. 

B E I N G  H E A R D  I S  L E S S  U R G E N T

Another indicator that you are connected is you will not feel urgent 

about your need to be heard. Often when people have difficulties 

with someone else, they mostly want to be heard instead of being 

willing to listen. Have you noticed when you are in conflict how 

imperative it feels to let the other person know how you see the 

situation and how it’s affecting you? With enough empathy and 

connection to yourself, feeling hurt and the urgency to be heard 

dissipate. You experience more spaciousness and can more easily 

live out of  wanting to understand before being understood.

As Marshall Rosenberg said on a Peace Talks radio show: 

When somebody says something, especially if what they’re saying is 

something we don’t believe  or agree with, we want to jump in and 

correct them, or, we  want to defend ourselves, all of which is not the 

best way to connect with that person. We show, as hard as it is, how to 

take a deep breath and, if you’re  not able  to do this right away, at 

least see what’s going on inside you. Give yourself enough empathy 

to see  what is triggered in you. Learn how to do that to yourself, so 

that you can, then, put your full attention on the other person.

To listen to the full show, visit:

goodradioshows.org/peaceTalksL36.html
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B E I N G  H E A R D  I S  A  R E Q U E S T

Even if you really do want to be heard—maybe even first—if 

you’ve done your inner work, you will less likely hold it as a 

demand. You can hear the other person, then move into expression 

of what you want to say, all while staying present, fluidly moving 

between listening to and reflecting what the other person says and 

expressing yourself. 

You might find that when you have this kind of spaciousness 

inside you and can sincerely hear the other person, you may not 

have a lot to be “heard about.” Even if you do, if you can intently 

listen to the other person, it tends to make them much more 

receptive to hearing what you have to say, allowing a shift and 

opening up a space where you can talk. In doing this, you are much 

more likely to be satisfied with what happens between you than 

simply pushing to be heard without hearing the other person. 

H O L D I N G  P E R S P E C T I V E S  L I G H T LY

When you use these inner processes over time, there is a subtle shift 

that takes place in holding a point of view. You obtain more clarity 

of perspective and are willing to take responsibility for it, but also 

to change it. Hearing and truly striving to understand other 

people’s points of view brings an openness to shifting your own 

perspective. You become not only willing to change your point of 

view, but to seek out the possibility that it can be changed, that you 

can broaden it and see in new ways. 

When you learn over and over again that your own view is not 

the only one, you begin to assume that if there is disconnection, it 

likely comes from not perceiving something the way the other 

person does. If you want to get back to connection, you must open 

up to expanding your own perspective through considering the 
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other person’s, knowing that understanding one another does not 

necessarily mean agreeing with each other. Understanding another’s 

perspective can be deeply enriching even if you continue to see 

things differently. There is then space and appreciation for diversity 

and uniqueness, as well as underlying commonality and connection 

in the experience of  being human. 

Your intention  when entering into conversations with others where 

there is disagreement or conflict affects the manner in which you 

engage with them. If your intention is truly to reach resolution, this 

means being open to hearing another person’s perspective. You 

cannot assume that others have the same skills you do; in fact, it is 

best to assume they don’t and take the responsibility. 

This is why we highly suggest using the internal skills, espe-

cially EIP, before going into a difficult conversation. If you have an 

ongoing relationship and find yourself in conflict with the person, 

doing the EIP before any interaction with them, and certainly 

before a conversation regarding the issue you have a dispute over, 

can drastically  affect how you proceed in the conversation. With 

any conversation you think might be difficult, try to prepare fully 

for it by getting your own need for empathy met, guessing what the 

other person’s needs are, and then planning and practicing how you 

would like to interact with them. 

It is when you enter into an interaction with someone that you 

see the difference in your behavior—that which results from your 

intention and connection with yourself. If you have truly done your 

inner work, you can be with the other person in a totally new way. 

Your body language will be different—you will hold your body in a 

softer, more open way; if the conversation happens over the phone, 

the way you speak and the words you choose will be different. The 

other person will pick up on these cues, even if unconsciously, and 
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your conversation is more likely to flow toward connection and 

resolution. 

Q

James looks at the clock and notices he still has time for a walk 
before getting back to work. His step buoyant, he leaves the 
building to walk through the park next to the office, the sun 
and breeze mirroring his lighter mood. Feeling his body 
respond to being outdoors with a surge of energy, he contem-
plates how he has shifted in only about thirty minutes of the 
Enemy Image Process. His feeling of hopelessness is even gone, 
and he actually looks forward to putting his plan in place and 
seeing where it might lead. He wonders whether his guesses 
about what is going on with his father are accurate, and he 
anticipates a conversation in which he might be able to ask, or 
at least be able to hear what Dan says through the lens of needs, 
instead of merely reacting from pain and hurt. 

Q 

N E X T  U P

Now that you are connected with yourself and have transformed 

any enemy images you have of the person you’re in conflict with, 

you are ready to have that difficult conversation. Going into that 

conversation with a process—the Interpersonal Mediation map—

will help you fulfill your intentions to connect with them and 

resolve the issue. In the next chapter, you’ll learn this map and the 

skills that will help you navigate difficult conversations with ease.
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R O A D M A P  T O

R E S O L U T I O N

B E I N G  I N  A  D I F F I C U L T 
C O N V E R S A T I O N

Whenever you’re in conflict with someone, there is one 
factor that can make the difference between damaging 

your relationship and deepening it. That factor is attitude.
—WILLIAM JAMES

Q 

AMES TIDIES HIS DESK, PREFERRING TO LEAVE EVERY-
thing cleared off and put away at the end of the day. The 

clock shows 7 p.m.—later than he’d like, but since he left work 
to take Maggie to her tryouts this afternoon, he has stayed late 
to finish things up for the day. 

He smiles, remembering seeing Maggie on the soccer field. 
It had been fun to see her doing her thing again. Watching her 
games always brings back memories and reawakens his compe-
titive spirit from his own soccer-playing days. It hadn’t been 
that bad to leave work, especially since Sally’s sister, Peg, was 
willing to pick Maggie up from tryouts. He wasn’t gone long, he 
was able to enjoy seeing Maggie nab a spot on the team she 
wanted, and Maggie got to spend a little time with her aunt and 
grandmother afterward. All in all, it worked out. 

J

5



As James heads out of the building, he crosses paths with 
his boss, Scott. 

“So, must be nice to have Aaron on your team now!” Scott 
says, giving James a friendly slap on the shoulder. 

James feels a little taken aback. “Actually,” he says, “I 
wanted to talk to you about that. It didn’t go that well today.” 

Scott looks surprised. “Really? That’s odd. Seems to me 
he’s perfect. He already knows the company and you don’t need 
to bring someone totally new up to speed. What could possibly 
be the problem?”

James goes cold. His tongue feels like it’s tied in knots. He 
tries to clear his throat, which is suddenly constricted. “Ah, 
well, he just seemed, I don’t know, maybe not okay with the 
move to my team.” 

Scott shrugs. “Well, James, it’s your job to bring your team 
together. That’s what management is about. See you tomorrow!” 

James feels his face flush as he watches Scott walk away. All 
the way home he alternates between feeling anger at Scott, 
wanting to hide, and harboring irritation with himself. 

Q 

Navigating a difficult conversation can feel like being in the rapids 

in a raft. You feel out of control, rocks suddenly appear in your 

path, the raft spins, and you end up disoriented. At best, you 

manage somehow to stay afloat and make it down the river, 

battered and exhausted; at worst you capsize along the way. Your 

ability to navigate successfully depends on the sturdiness of your 

raft and your own skills and capacity to stay present in the face of 

conflict. This chapter provides the tools to build that strong raft, 

giving you the adeptness to carry you successfully through a 

difficult conversation. 
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This work is not for the faint of heart; the willingness to stand 

in the fire of conflict requires courage and determination. You need 

courage to be open to another’s point of view, to be present with 

your fight or flight reaction and choose a new response, and to say 

what’s true for you. You need determination to maintain your 

intention to be in conflict in a new way when it’s easier to go with 

your habitual response, and to learn from whatever happens during 

the conversation, taking it back into practice so that your skills and 

capacity continue to grow. 

If this sounds more difficult than it’s worth, let us assure you 

that it’s not. Numerous rewards follow when you can be present in 

a conversation and ensure that you and the other person are heard. 

We hear touching stories all the time from people in our trainings 

about long-standing conflicts resolved, reconciliations between 

estranged family members, and people enjoying a deep level of 

connection and communion between themselves and those closest 

to them. But don’t take our word for it. Try it for yourself. 

Using the maps and exercises in the preceding three chapters—

the Self-Connection Process, the Intensity Exercise, and the Enemy 

Image Process—you have what you need to prepare to be in a 

difficult conversation. This chapter will outline the primary 

challenges you tend to face in a conflict and how to get through 

them, then give you the roadmap to being in the conversation, 

along with some helpful skills. Later in the chapter, we discuss 

using this map “in the wild” and how to practice so that it’s 

available to you when you need it. 

W H AT  I S  A  D I F F I C U L T  C O N V E R S AT I O N ?

Some difficult conversations are obvious. You want to talk to your 

boss about giving a key opportunity  to someone else. Your mother 
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said something you found hurtful and you want to let her know 

how you feel. Your partner says he wants to talk  to you about 

moving to a new city to pursue a job opportunity, and you love 

where you live. At times, it’s clear you have a tricky conversation 

coming up; when that happens, you can easily  use the skills and 

maps in this book. 

Some situations, however, are not so clear. Think about the ex-

ample we used in the last chapter of your coworker leaving dishes 

in the sink. If you decided after performing the EIP to make a request 

of the person to clean their dishes, you might not see that as a 

challenging conversation, yet still feel nervous about talking to them. 

For clarity’s sake, a difficult conversation is any conversation 

that feels difficult for you. The topic may be weighty and life 

changing or merely a small matter that would make a difference in 

your world. You may know you will be talking to the person ahead 

of time, or someone else may come to you with a request or a 

demand, throwing you headlong into the rapids unexpectedly. 

But whether it’s a planned conversation or one that happens in 

the moment, you can only use the tools in this chapter when you 

recognize the situation as one in which to use them. How can you 

help yourself  know this? 

Think back to a few recent difficult conversations of which 

you’ve been a part. No conversation is too small to be included in 

your list; what’s important is your thoughts and feelings about the 

person and the talk you had. What did you feel both beforehand and 

while in the conversation? What were you thinking? Your thoughts 

and feelings can provide landmarks in the future, alerting you that 

you are now navigating the territory of  a challenging exchange. 

For example, before speaking with someone about a problem-

atic topic, you might feel trepidation or anxiety. You might rumi-

nate about what to say or what happened in the past that you want 
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to discuss. The stress response you’ve become more aware of through 

the past few chapters is also likely to arise, letting you know that 

some part of you perceives danger. Identify and name the specific 

physical, emotional, and mental reactions you have in a difficult 

conversation so that you can notice when they occur, prompting 

you to apply the maps and skills while you’re in the midst of  it. 

C H A L L E N G E S

The primary challenges of a difficult conversation—the rocks, if 

you will—are as follows:

✦ Disorientation and not knowing how to get where you 

want to go

✦ Managing your stress response 

✦ Believing “I’m right!” and being unwilling to hear 

another’s perspective

✦ Fear that hearing another’s perspective is “death” or giving up

✦ Fear of  the other person’s reaction if  you speak your truth

✦ Focusing on problems, strategies, and solutions without 

first establishing connection

Let’s look at each of these difficulties and how to overcome 

them so you can bring ease to a difficult conversation. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

What will alert you that you are in (or will be in) a 
difficult conversation? Identify at least one 

“landmark” in each of these areas: your physical 
sensations, your emotions, and your thoughts.
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D I S O R I E N TAT I O N

Some conflicts come on suddenly, triggered by current or past 

hurts, and you are thrown into the stress response and embroiled in 

an argument. All your own perceptions and interpretations vie for 

your attention with your sense of what’s going on with the other 

person and how they are responding, leaving you feeling inundated 

and overwhelmed. Disorientation can come through confusion 

about what direction the conversation is going, not remembering 

why you are agitated, or not sure how the whole thing started, 

much less how to resolve it in a way you feel good about.

It helps immensely to manage disorientation if you have a 

framework that orients you and a set of steps that guide you in the 

choices you make during the conversation. Mediator mind and the 

Interpersonal Mediation (IPM) map in this chapter give you this 

framework and these steps. The IPM map, as with our other maps, 

is a particular sequence of skills that can be used in a checklist 

fashion; it is the roadmap to use when you’re in the heat of a 

difficult conversation, making it more likely you’ll end up at the 

destination you desire. When you feel confident about being able to 

create what you want in the conversation, you can keep the disorien-

tation at bay. Having the map allows you to achieve this by giving 

you a limited set of choices at each point in the conversation that 

are likely to lead to connection. With connection, you and the other 

person will be more likely to create a mutually satisfying outcome. 

M A N A G I N G  Y O U R  S T R E S S  R E S P O N S E

We have already talked quite a bit about the stress response. Your 

habitual triggers may have gotten you into the conflict in the first 

place, and if you are in an ongoing relationship with the person, 

it’s likely that during your conversation you will become triggered, 
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probably multiple times. Expect this, and guard against assigning 

meaning to it when it happens. When you are triggered, it is simply 

“what is”  in that current moment, and you have various tools you 

can choose from to manage it. 

Doing the inner work of the previous three chapters before a 

conversation (if possible)  will go a long way toward helping you be 

more centered throughout the conversation. It will also continue to 

solidify the body memory of self-connection and your ability to 

come back quickly to presence and make a choice. The IPM map 

also includes a step to help you remember to tap into your body 

memory of self-connection. If you discover that your fight or flight 

reaction keeps you from being able to continue in the process the 

way you wish, you can always request a time-out so that you can 

do more inner work, then return to the conversation.

B E L I E V I N G  “ I ’ M  R I G H T ! ”  A N D  U N W I L L I N G N E S S  T O  

H E A R  A N O T H E R  P E R S P E C T I V E

When you are in a conflict, do you think you’re right and the other 

person is simply not seeing the way things are, that they aren’t 

getting it? If so, you’re not alone, but when you believe you’re 

right, by implication the other person is wrong. Fixed in this 

viewpoint and desperately wanting your reality to be heard and 

understood by the other person, you have no space to hear the 

other person’s reality. This is the paradox of conflict: both parties 

have their own realities they want the other person to not only 

understand, but also to agree with. It’s no wonder conflicts often 

become entrenched!

Mediator mind and the three-chair model are key to stepping 

out of being right and becoming willing to hear the other person. 

You’ll recall that when you frame an interpersonal conflict in terms 

of mediation, you are playing two roles. Since you don’t have 
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someone to act in the role of a mediator to help you resolve the 

dispute, you are your own mediator—you are playing the role of 

yourself in conflict with the other person, as well as the role of the 

mediator trying to facilitate empathic connection and collaborative 

resolution.

This is where the three-chair model applies. Because you are 

playing two roles, you can imagine there’s a third chair present and 

you are moving between two of them. At times you are in the 

“self ” chair across from the other person—the place where you 

have your thoughts, perspective, and emotions about the conflict, 

including becoming triggered into judgments, emotional reactions, 

and conflict patterns. When you move to the inner mediator’s 

chair, you access mediator mind, use the mediation skills, track 

where in the process you are, and make choices about what to do 

next. From the mediator’s chair you move back into the “self ” 

chair to carry out the choices you made, empathize with the other 

person, and express your own point of view. The more you have 

practiced the SCP, Intensity Exercise, and EIP, the more com-

fortable you will be bringing mediator mind back to the “self ” 

chair and interacting with the other person from that expanded 

perspective.

When you can keep the three-chair model and the role of the 

mediator in mind, it reminds you that the other person is probably 

thinking exactly the same thing as you: they know they’re right and 

you’re just not getting it! The physicality of moving between chairs 

during practice helps you to embody the perspective of the 

mediator, which is a view that understands the importance of you 

both being heard. It helps you step out of your own “rightness” to 

be able to support the two of you becoming connected and 

resolving the issue at hand.
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F E A R  T H AT  H E A R I N G  A  D I F F E R E N T  P E R S P E C T I V E  I S 
G I V I N G  U P  O R  D E AT H  

Think of a recent conflict you were in, and name the viewpoint 

that was at the core of the conflict. For example, perhaps you and 

your partner were at odds over a decision affecting one of your chil-

dren, or you differed with a coworker about the best way to proceed 

on a project. If nothing comes to mind, think instead about a strong 

viewpoint you hold, perhaps a political or ethical idea. Tap into your 

perspective and really stand in it. Now, what happens for you when 

you imagine being open to sincerely hearing the other person in the 

conflict, or someone who has a very different political/ethical view-

point from yours? What happens in your body? Is there any sense 

of  gripping, a kind of  hitch in you, or resistance even to the idea? 

One of the reasons it’s difficult to be willing to hear another 

person’s viewpoint is that most people have a deep fear of having to 

give something up if they are open to another perspective. When 

you really listen and try to see the world as another person sees it, 

you have to let go of your own perspective a little bit, holding your 

beliefs about what’s true and the way the world is a bit more lightly 

in order to step into their world. 

Identity and perspective are intimately intertwined. Your views 

and beliefs form a large part of your identity, and loosening your 

hold on them, or perhaps their hold on you, can feel like a threat to 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Are you willing to step out of your rigidly held 
beliefs enough to be able to at least attempt to 
understand and see the perspective of the other 

person? Do you trust in yourself to learn to do that?
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your very identity. When you confront expanding your perspective, 

it can easily feel like you might lose yourself and disappear. In 

short, it can feel like a death. 

In his book, On Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s View of 

Psychotherapy, psychologist Carl Rogers talks about how frightening 

it can be for people to empathize with someone with whom they 

disagree because they may be changed in some way. They’ll have to 

let go of something they’ve been holding onto, which can threaten 

an inner sense of safety and security. In discussing why empathic 

understanding is not more widely used, Rogers said: 

In the first place it takes courage … If you really understand 
another person in this way, if you are willing to enter his 

private world and see the way life appears to him, without any 
attempt to make evaluative judgments, you run the risk of 
being changed yourself. You might see it his way; you might 
find yourself influenced in your attitudes or your personality. 

This risk of being changed is one of the most frightening 
prospects most of  us can face.

It takes courage and trust to know that if you are willing to see 

from another’s perspective, your existence is not going to terminate. 

Being able to develop the mediator mind creates a space of willing-

ness and curiosity, a desire to understand the other person without 

its being a violation of your existence or truth. Reading this section 

will probably not convince you of this, but the truth is, you will not 

be obliterated if you hear their perspective. The fear of losing 

identity is so deeply ingrained in most people that it takes experi-

ence to develop the courage and trust that hearing another person’s 

truth is not a threat to your own truth and identity. 

If you notice the reaction you experienced in the prior exercise 

coming up during a conversation, you can remind yourself that this 

is a fear of having to give something up to hear the other person. 
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Tell yourself that just because you are listening doesn’t mean 

you’ve conceded or let go of your truth—you are simply listening. 

If you stay present, pay attention, and use the tools, you can find 

your way forward.

If it comes up before a conversation, this fear can be a 

significant form of resistance that is often helpful to work on ahead 

of time. The Enemy Image Process is one tool you can use; in 

doing so, you may find this fear arising when you start to 

empathize with the other person. If this happens, go back to the 

first step of EIP and empathize more with yourself. Through 

experience and practice, you will build the capacity to stay present 

with your own reactions without acting them out, and to accept the 

other person for where they are. Even when you don’t agree with 

their strategies, you can accept what’s true for them without losing 

yourself  in the process.

F E A R  O F  S P E A K I N G  Y O U R  T R U T H

We want to stress that even though a lot of focus in mediating 

conflict conversations goes to empathizing with the other person, 

you also need to be able to speak your truth. Many people find honesty 

difficult in a conflict; it may be scary to say some things because of 

fear about how the other person will react, especially if they become 

upset or angry. You may even be afraid of physical or verbal vio-

lence being directed at you if you speak your truth. We want to 

acknowledge that these fears might well be real. 

Having your needs met, however, requires your honesty. It 

requires the courage to speak what’s true for you even though, no 

matter how you say it, the other person could still hear it in a way 

that triggers a reaction. Despite that risk, creating connection demands 

having the courage to speak. If the other person reacts in a negative 

way, you can empathize with their truth, strive to hear how reality 
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looks to them, and understand their feelings and needs. At the 

same time, you can stay connected to yourself and your own truth. 

Connection is equally about being able to empathize and be honest. 

It’s important here to note that we’re not talking about the 

courage to blurt out your judgments about the other person. All too 

often, people perceive speaking their “truth” as letting out all the 

mean, spiteful, or judgmental thoughts they’ve been holding back. 

Hurling these at the other person causes a kind of cathartic release, 

which is a fleeting satisfaction. It may feel good in the moment to 

speak freely and tell someone what you think about them, but it 

generally  doesn’t create what you want in the relationship, in your 

life, or in the world. In fact, it usually creates exactly the opposite 

of  what you truly want and value. 

The courage to be honest we are referring to requires building 

both skills and capacity: skill to be honest in a way that does not 

make you right and the other person wrong; capacity to hear and 

respond to the other person—regardless of what they do in 

reaction to your honesty—with understanding. 

 
F O C U S I N G  O N  P R O B L E M S ,  S T R AT E G I E S ,  A N D  
S O L U T I O N S

“Well, of course I want to focus on the solution!” you say. “I want 

out of the conflict!” This common approach to conflict comes from 

the belief that if you can adequately define the problem and find 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of a specific situation in which you find 
expressing your truth scary or difficult. Give yourself 

empathy by naming your feelings and needs.
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the strategy or solution through it, all will be well. You and the 

other person can each happily ride off into the sunset because you 

have the answer to the problem.

This may work in the sense that you get to some kind of 

solution; however, we don’t find focusing on the solution to be the 

most effective way through a conflict, nor to be the most likely to 

result in healing or lead to the best solutions. Why? 

First, because your definition of the problem may be quite 

different from the other person’s, hence your answer to it will also 

be different. For example, James sees the problem as Scott not 

respecting his role as team lead or considering his view on whether 

a particular person will work well on the team. Scott may not see 

any problem at all, or he may see a different problem, such as that 

James is only considering his work and not the whole of the 

company. Without understanding how each person sees the con-

flict, it is likely to stay entrenched. 

Second, reconciliation does not necessarily occur out of a good 

solution. If the underlying disconnect is not addressed, the conflict 

may not actually  be over. The solution is merely a temporary fix, 

and you’ll find that the conflict erupts again later. When you focus 

on connection first, reconciliation has a greater chance to occur 

and the solution that you arrive at more likely to stick. 

Third, when people arrive at solutions through the typical 

means in a conflict—compromise—they may not have reached the 

ideal solution. Why? Because compromise means that each person 

has to give something up and give in. When that’s how people 

approach a resolution, the level of investment in making it work 

may not be very high. But when people are connected, they colla-

borate toward a solution, motivated to contribute to each other’s 

needs in a way that optimizes what’s possible for everyone. 
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Connection lends to reaching solutions that people feel pleased 

about, and therefore more invested in following through. Plus, the 

solutions people come up with when working together tend to be 

better, meaning they are more creative and usually meet people’s 

needs more effectively. Collaborating toward a solution is a com-

pletely different framework from everyone having to give something up. 

A primary difference between mediation based on the tools of 

Nonviolent Communication and other forms of conflict resolution 

is this: the place to focus when in conflict is on connection, not 

resolution. When you focus on connection first and foremost, a 

strategy will emerge. To be clear, strategies and solutions are not 

eliminated when you seek connection; it’s merely a different path 

to achieve the desired outcome. This shift to connection serves two 

purposes—it repairs relationships, and it tends to create better 

solutions because people collaborate rather than compromise. 

Ultimately, this works because when the focus is on needs—the 

underlying motivations behind different perspectives—there is no 

separation. Each point of view rests on a foundation of what is 

fulfilling and life-enhancing for all of us, and can exist without being 

criticized because each is valid for someone. The connection phase is 

intended to take you to this level of  understanding and commonality. 

When that goal is reached and opposing perspectives connect 

with each other, the solution typically appears quite readily. We see 

again and again that within the chaos of conflict, there’s a natural 

kind of emergent order—the strategies and solutions arise and syn-

thesize once you create connection.

Q

Sally comes downstairs and curls up next to James on the couch, 
smiling with relief. “Finished the story and Maggie’s asleep.” 
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“And I said good night to Corey,” James says. “He was still 
reading but said he’d turn off the light in a few minutes.” James 
reaches for Sally’s hand. “I’m really glad we talked earlier about 
this morning, at least a little bit. I know we need to have a 
longer conversation about it, and I really want to tell you about 
this conversation with my dad today, but would you be willing 
right now to help me with this situation I have at work?” 

“Sure. What’s going on?”
James fills Sally in on his meeting with Aaron and the team, 

and his anger at Scott’s assigning Aaron without letting James 
have a say in the decision. Then he tells her about his brief 
conversation with Scott before leaving.

“I got clammed up. I realized I’d started all wrong in the first 
place, and then he said Aaron was perfect for the team, and it 
was like I had no right then to have another opinion.” James 
shakes his head. “Now I’m just stuck.” 

Sally nods as she shifts her position toward James. “It 
sounds like you were confused about what to say, especially 
since his words didn’t match your experience of the situation. 
Is that right?” 

James stands up and starts pacing. “Yeah, I mean he’s my 
boss, so I’m torn. I want to stand up for myself—he’s wrong to 
do something like that without considering the effect on me 
and the rest of the team. But now if I talk about it, I think he’s 
going to see it as I can’t manage my team. I already feel like he’s 
not respecting me, and that will just add to it.” 

“So is it respect that you’re really wanting?” Sally asks. 
James nods. “It is, and that came up too when I was think-

ing about Aaron. But also just, I don’t know, consideration? That 
Scott would have the decency to know that adding a new 
person to the team is going to shift things … talking to me 
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about it before making the decision would have been nice. Is 
that too much to ask?” 

 “So you would have liked him to ask you, is that right?” 
Sally says. 

“Yeah, exactly!” James exclaims.
“And for you, being asked is really about consideration for 

your role and respect for your position as the team lead?” Sally 
asks, clarifying what she’s heard.

“Yes, I’d like to know that he understands the impact and is 
supporting me.” 

Sally nods. “Are you afraid when you think of talking to 
him about this?” 

“I guess so. I’d like to be able to stand firm in what’s going 
on for me, to talk to him about it and trust that he’ll hear me.” 

James sits back on the couch. Connecting with his needs, 
he feels a little more grounded. He then asks Sally to use the 
Enemy Image Process with him to help him empathize with 
Scott. In doing this, James guesses that Scott wants things to go 
well in his department and that he’d appreciate the support of 
the people who work for him. He also thinks that perhaps Scott 
would like to be trusted for his decisions and the wisdom of his 
experience. 

In the third stage of the EIP, James reflects on how he feels 
about the situation after empathizing, and then he asks Sally to 
role-play a conversation with Scott. By the time they are finished, 
James knows he has a good plan for how to approach his boss.

Q 
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M E D I AT I N G  Y O U R  O W N  C O N F L I C T

With the many challenges we’ve outlined for being in a difficult 

conversation, how do you learn to navigate one with any sense of 

ease or success? We suggest focusing on three primary tools:

✦ a framework to orient yourself  in the conversation

✦ a map to follow

✦ a set of  mediation skills

The framework that will help you orient yourself is the mediator 

mind. We’ve discussed it already in each of the previous chapters—

it is the place of awareness within yourself where you can step out 

of your perspective enough to see both viewpoints and mediate 

between them, even when you are part of the conflict. It helps you 

shift out of being in a face-off with the other person—me against 

you—and into that broader perspective in which you can be 

present, step outside your habitual reactions, and be in the world in 

the way you desire. In short, it orients you to what you can do and 

the choices you have available. 

The map we provide is the Interpersonal Mediation map, which is a 

set of  five steps we will detail shortly to navigate the conversation. 

There are two mediation  skills integral to using the IPM map, 

and seven additional skills that, once you are familiar with the 

map, can help you choose from all possible options in mediating a 

conflict between yourself and another person. Though we will 

outline all the skills in this chapter, we encourage you to focus first 

on learning the two skills that are included in the steps of  the map. 

You already know from the mediator mind orienting framework 

that the basic premise in mediating a conflict is that there are at 

least two perspectives—or two conflicting points of view—and the 

mediation process reconciles those points of view. Reconciliation 
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happens by uncovering the needs that the points of view represent; 

once the needs of each perspective are known and understood, they 

are connected through shared needs and a strategy can be found to 

reconcile the points of view. Another way to regard this is through 

the thesis/antithesis/synthesis model. The two points of view—

thesis and antithesis—resolve into a synthesis when the perspec-

tives reach understanding and connection. 

Though this may sound like a complex set of steps, you’ll soon 

see that the process is quite simple and follows a natural pro-

gression. Once you’re familiar with it, you’ll inherently fall into the 

prescribed pattern, becoming a master at diffusing and resolving 

conflict. All it takes is awareness and practice.

There are two phases involved in mediating a conflict: Con-

nection and Resolution. In the connection phase, you surface and 

understand the needs of each perspective. In the resolution stage, 

you reach a synthesis, a strategy that will meet the needs of each 

point of view. In the table that follows, you can see how the phases 

of connection and resolution are linked to the process and steps of 

the Interpersonal Mediation map and the nine mediation skills.

I N T E R P E R S O N A L  M E D I AT I O N  ( I P M )  M A P 

1. PERFORM THE SELF-CONNECTION PROCESS (move into 

mediator mind)

2. ASK YOURSELF,  “CAN I  HEAR THE MESSAGE AS A 

‘PLEASE’?”  

3. EMPATHIZE WITH THE OTHER,  IF  YOU CAN

4. SELF-EXPRESS

5. MAKE SOLUTION REQUESTS AND AGREEMENTS
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CONNEECTION RESOLUTION

Mediating 
Between Yourself 

and Another

A’s Needs B’s Needs Synthesis/
Strategy to 

meet all Needs

Process

Empathize 
with other 
person: 
surface other 
person’s 
needs 
through 
guessing and 
reflection

Connect with 
yourself, 
express your 
own needs, 
ask other 
person to 
reflect your 
needs

Engage in dia-
logue regarding 
how both of you 
can get needs 
met. What do 
you want to give 
to them? What 
do they want to 
give to you?

mediateyourlife.com/interpersonal-mediation-map-video/
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IPM Steps

1. Perform the Self-
Connection Process

2. Ask Yourself, “Can I hear 
the message as a 
‘please’?” 

3. Empathize with the Other, 
if you can

4. Self-Express

5. Make 
Solution 
Requests and 
Agreements

Nine Mediation 
Skills

1. Empathy

2. Connection Requests

3. Pulling by the Ears

4. Emergency Empathy

5. Tracking

6. Interrupting

7. Self-Empathy

8. Self-Expression

9. Solution 
Requests



To put the following steps into a context for you, we’ve created a 

scenario that will progress through each one. The setup is as follows:

Janet and Donna have been close friends for fifteen years, 
frequently reaching out to each other to share positive 

news and to seek support in difficult times. Lunching 
together one day, Janet brings up a challenge she’s having 
with her teenage daughter Rae. “Every time I try to talk to 
her, she just gives a ‘humph’ back and stays buried in her 

cell phone or iPad, texting or who knows what with her 
friends. It’s really driving me up the wall.” 

Donna replies, “Oh, well, she’s a teenager. She probably 

just thinks you’re going to complain  about something or 
tell her what to do. Leave her be.” 

Janet notices her body become tense  on hearing 

Donna’s response. All the signs of her stress response  show 
up: her neck and spine feel rigid, her breath  is shallow, and 
her shoulders creep up toward her ears. Realizing her 
strong desire to leave or change the subject indicates that 

she has interpreted Donna’s words as judgmental, flippant, 
and discounting her concerns, Janet immediately recog-
nizes that she is in a difficult conversation and begins to 

use the IPM map.

S T E P  1 :  

P E R F O R M  T H E  S E L F - C O N N E C T I O N  P R O C E S S

The first step of the Interpersonal Mediation (IPM) map is to 

perform the Self-Connection Process we discussed in Chapter 2. 

SCP is first because people often find they are easily triggered 

when in conflict with others. Even if you are going into a difficult 

conversation having prepared ahead of time and feeling centered, a 

difficult conversation can easily throw you off.

Performing SCP has two main purposes: 
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1. It helps to connect you to yourself  in the present moment 

by anchoring you in your body and with your needs. 

2. It reminds you of  the mediator mind perspective. 

 We mentioned in Chapter 2 that SCP is a way to step into medi-

ator mind, and in practicing it as part of the Intensity Exercise, 

you’ll recall that we ask you to move into the mediator chair. By 

actually switching chairs, you learn to associate the SCP with being 

in mediator mind, sitting at a ninety-degree angle to the conflict. 

The mediator perspective reminds you that you and the other 

person have different perspectives; it also reminds you that you are 

more likely to be satistied with the outcome if you include the 

other person’s needs, not just yours, in the resolution you seek. 

From Chapter 2, you’ll recall that the steps of  the SCP are:

1. BREATH

Focus on your breath, increasing the length of  the exhale to 

be longer than than your inhale.

2. BODY

Focus on feeling your body sensations, then name what 

you’re feeling.

3. NEEDS

Identify one or more needs.

Janet performs the Self-Connection Process by first taking a 

deep breath. She feels the sensations in her body and iden-
tifies emotions of anger and sadness. Reminding herself of 
the feeling of being centered, she quickly finds it, having 

practiced SCP daily. What needs are not met here? she asks 
herself, and notices she’d like care and understanding.
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S T E P  2 :  

A S K  Y O U R S E L F :  “ C A N  I  H E A R  T H E  M E S S A G E  

A S  A  ‘ P L E A S E ’ ? ”

The second step of the IPM map is to ask yourself, “Can I hear the 

other person saying ‘please’?” This comes from the idea that when 

someone is speaking, they are either asking “please” or saying 

“thank you.” When you can listen underneath the person’s words 

to hear whether they are asking for unmet needs to be met or ex-

pressing gratitude for needs that are being met, you can respond by 

connecting with them at a deeper level than when you stay with the 

surface thoughts they are expressing.

For instance, a father says in exasperation to his teenager, “If 

you don’t learn this lesson now, it’s going to get in your way for the 

rest of your life!” Can you hear that he is asking for his son to 

please learn the lesson? Or, when a motorist yells out his window, 

“You crazy fool, watch where you’re going!”  can you hear the 

driver saying, “Please drive more carefully. I was frightened by the 

wreck you nearly caused.”

In a conflict, expressions of appreciation are unlikely. If the 

person you are in conflict with is expressing their frustration or 

telling you what they think is wrong with you, you might be 

inclined to take what they say personally and react defensively, 

either submitting or counter-attacking. Asking yourself if you can 

hear a “please”  prompts you to shift perspective and step into 

mediator mind for a moment. It serves to remind you that some-

thing is going on in that person that they are saying “please” about

—in other words, they have some needs they desire to have met, 

and what they are saying is an attempt to meet those needs.

Similar to the first step, this one is also entirely internal. You 

don’t ask the other person out loud if they are saying “please,” but 
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rather infer it to be able to hear them with less reactivity, and to 

look for the needs they might be trying to meet.

Choice is key in the IPM map—these first two steps are 

designed to raise your awareness if you are in any way triggered by 

what’s going on. If so, you will be able to be present with yourself 

and choose a response that is in harmony with your values, instead 

of  one stemming from feelings and habitual reactions. 

Reminding herself of the second step, Janet thinks, Can I 
hear what Donna has said as a “please”? Is there some-

thing she wants from our conversation or from me? 

S T E P  3 :  

E M PAT H I Z E  W I T H  T H E  O T H E R ,  I F  Y O U  C A N

As a mediator, one of the primary choices to make is where you 

want to focus the empathy—toward yourself or the other person. 

When the attention is focused away from you, you are using the 

skill of empathy to help the other person be heard in the way they 

desire. This is the step in which you are being courageous about 

releasing any fixation on your own beliefs and being willing to hear 

the other person’s perspective. As such, we suggest you choose to 

empathize with the other person, if you are able to. If you are in 

too much pain to do so, move ahead to Step 4.

We identify four elements of  empathy:

✦ Presence

✦ Silent Empathy

✦ Understanding

✦ Need Language
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P R E S E N C E

The first element of empathy is to be able to be present with 

someone. To do this, simply bring your attention to that person, 

focusing on your perceptions of their tone, body language, facial 

expressions, and all the information that’s coming from them, 

verbal or nonverbal. Presence is about taking all of this in without 

thinking about it or trying to understand it, but simply being with 

them in a holistic way. Another way to say this is that presence is 

about directly connecting to what is “alive” in the other person, 

listening from the heart rather than the head. 

S I L E N T  E M PAT H Y

In the second element, you shift into thinking about what this 

person is trying to say—what’s going on in them, what’s important 

to them, what they are thinking, wanting, or needing—but doing it 

all silently. You might choose this option when you don’t predict 

that saying something to the other person will help or is what they 

want, so you silently connect with their feelings and needs as they 

are speaking.

U N D E R S TA N D I N G

In the first two elements of empathy, you are with the person 

silently, either only in your presence or in connecting with their 

feelings and needs. In the third element of understanding, you 

respond verbally to what you are hearing from them. The intention 

of understanding is to let the person know you are hearing them 

the way they want to be heard. To do this, you repeat their words—

guessing what’s deeper or inserting your own interpretation—by 

simply reflecting the essence of what you’ve heard, either using 

some of  their words or paraphrasing with your own, or both.
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N E E D  L A N G U A G E

In the fourth element of empathy, you use the language of needs to 

reflect what you’re hearing the person say. You can reflect 

observations, feelings, needs, or what the person wants, but the 

most helpful component to focus on is needs. Needs not only help 

connect you to what is alive in the person, but they also help the 

other person clarify their deeper motivations. Strive to hear the 

needs behind their thoughts, feelings, desires—and even their 

enemy images of  you. 

When you reflect any of the other components of observations, 

feelings, or requests, you can also tie it back to needs, making the 

relationship between them clear. In other words, instead of simply 

reflecting that someone is upset, you might say, “Are you upset 

because you would like to be cared about?” Or rather than only 

reflecting a strategy, you can tie that to a need by saying, “It sounds 

like you really want Jane to apologize because that would give you 

a sense that you matter.” 

NEEDS

Observation/
Evaluation

Feelings/
Thoughts

Strategies Requests/
Demands

When you use the elements of empathy, you might start in the 

sequential order we offer, from presence to silent empathy to under-

standing to need language. Once you are more used to each 

element, you can sense moment to moment which one you predict 

is going to be most connecting. There is not a right or wrong 

choice; it’s simply about making a choice and seeing what happens, 
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and then possibly making another choice, always learning from 

whatever is happening. 

The element of presence is first because it is largely the 

foundation from which the others emerge. If you can always be in 

presence, choosing one of the other three becomes easier; in pre-

sence there’s no anxiety to choose correctly  or have the right 

answer, and no being stuck or muted by fear that you don’t have the 

answer. You are simply present at every point in time with the 

other person as you choose one of the other three elements, being 

in tune with what happens from there. How does that work? When 

you are present, you can trust and rely on your intention, and 

there’s a level of intuition that emerges that lets you know what to 

try next. When you have the calmness that comes with presence, 

you can listen for the next choice that would contribute to what 

you want to create. 

Why do we recommend beginning with empathy for the other 

person? Marshall Rosenberg used to say, “Empathy before 

education.”  Before you try to educate the other person about what 

you would like them to hear from you about the situation, first hear 

their perspective and strive to discern their needs. In this way, you 

help them meet their need for empathy. 

 For example, James would like Scott to hear his point of view 

about adding someone to the team without consulting him. If 

James simply tries to tell Scott his perspective, Scott may not be 

able to hear it since he has a different point of view. James can 

increase the chance that Scott will hear him by first understanding 

where Scott is coming from, and letting Scott know that he 

understands. When Scott knows that James has heard what matters 

to him—when his need for empathy is met—he will be open to 

hearing what matters to James. 
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While you don’t have to take this approach, we have found that 

it’s more likely to lead to your being heard for what you desire, and 

more quickly. As Steven Covey’s maxim states: “Seek first to 

understand, then to be understood.” Yes, it can be difficult to listen 

and empathize when you want to express your perspective. Yet, if 

you can hear the other person to the point where they are satisfied 

that you have understood them, it opens up a whole set of possi-

bilities for moving forward in the conversation. 

In times when you don’t feel you have the capacity to 

empathize first, because it’s difficult to be willing or able to hear 

the other person or to guess their feelings and needs, move ahead to 

Step 4. If you can speak your truth in a way that provides you 

some empathy, it can also sometimes help the other person hear 

you in a new way.

Though she doesn’t have an immediate answer, just asking 
herself the questions, Can I hear what Donna has said as a 
“please”? and Is there something she wants from our 

conversation or from me? makes Janet curious. Though still 
feeling a bit hurt, she has enough space to wonder what is 
going on  for Donna and decides to empathize. Feeling like 

it’s a stab in the dark, she says, “Did you tell me to leave 
her be, hoping it would help me?” 

Donna shrugs. “Yeah, you two have been at odds for a 
long time. Maybe you could lay off a little.”

S T E P  4 :  S E L F - E X P R E S S

In the fourth step, you shift the spotlight back to yourself. You may 

have empathized with the other person for awhile, and they may be 

feeling more heard, but you still need to be heard. And you still 

need empathy for what’s going on in you. 
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Courage resides within Step 4 in speaking your truth, even if 

it’s hard for the other person to hear, as well as expressing yourself 

in a way that does not blame or make yourself right and the other 

person wrong. In short, you simply say how you see things (obser-

vations), what you are feeling, what your needs are, and what you 

would like as a result.

Since you are facilitating your own conversation, at times it can 

be difficult to discern when to move from empathizing to express-

ing yourself. As such, you can always ask yourself the question, 

“What do I predict will create connection between us right now?”

One way you might know the other person is ready to hear you 

is through their body language and tone of voice. They may be 

more relaxed than they were initially, with softer facial muscles and 

shoulders dropped, and their voice lower and quieter. 

Another way to tell that they are ready to hear you is when 

they start asking you questions. They may say, “Why did you do 

that?” or “What’s going on with you?” or “What do you have to 

say about that?” When you make the choice to move into 

expression, you remain in the mediator perspective but shift the 

focus to yourself, essentially asking the other person to listen and 

empathize with you. You’re expressing your own truth and honesty. 

To begin, ask yourself if there is anything you now want the 

other person to hear. What observations, feelings, needs, and re-

quests are you aware of at this moment? Which of those do you 

want to reveal to meet your needs in the conversation? 

Here are some possibilities for how you might express yourself: 

✦ Tell the other person how you feel having heard what they 

just said, tying it to your needs, such as “When I hear you 

say that, I feel sad because I care about you and would like 

to contribute to your well-being.” 
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✦ Connect first with the needs you want met in the situation 

with this person, and then express by letting what you say 

to them flow naturally from your attention on those needs. 

Do your best to own your perceptions and thoughts, and to 

connect your thoughts, feelings, and what you’d like from 

this person to meet your needs.

✦ You might use the “training wheel” sentence, which 

incorporates all four of  the components, or focus in on 

only one or two, such as feelings and needs. As you may 

recall from Choosing Peace, the basic format of  the training 

wheel sentence is: “When I see/hear ... [Observation], I 

feel ... [Feeling], because I need ... [Need]. Would you be 

willing to ... [Request]? Note: Generally, letting them know 

your needs will be the most connecting. 

Reacting anew to Donna’s words, Janet does SCP again, 
taking a deeper breath, feeling her anguish, and connect-

ing to her needs for respect, consideration for all she’s 
done with her daughter, and understanding for how difficult 
it’s been. She then does Step 2 again, asking herself, Can I 

hear a “please” in what Donna is saying? Though she does 
get that Donna cares, Janet feels stirred up by the whole 
situation and frustrated about not getting the support she 
wants. She doesn’t feel like she has the capacity to 

empathize, so she  decides instead to express what she 
does want. 

“Donna, I really get that you’re  trying to help, and I do 

want help, but what you’re saying to me isn’t helping right 
now. I’m frustrated … I’ve put so much into trying to 
support my daughter and be in  a good relationship with 

her. Can you just, for right now, tell me what you’re  hearing 
me say? I want to make sure I’m being understood.” 

Donna looks surprised. “Well, I hear that you’re frustrated 
about what’s happening with Rae. I guess with Roy I’m just 
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more hands-off.” Donna pauses, sighing. “Maybe I already 
gave up because I haven’t felt like I can get through to him.”

C O N N E C T I O N  A S  A N  I T E R AT I V E  P R O C E S S

These first four steps form the connection phase of the IPM map. 

During this phase, mediator mind and the IPM map give you 

something to hold onto in the disorienting rapids: What are your 

needs? What are the other’s needs? and Are you hearing each 

other’s needs? 

Remember that while the five steps of the IPM map are 

intended to give you a navigation aid in the turbulent waters of a 

difficult conversation, it is always your choice what to do at each point 

in the conversation. We have found these steps to be simple enough 

to remember in those times we have the least capacity to do so, and 

to keep us on track with our goal: to act out of our values instead 

of our conflict habits, creating connection with the other person to 

find a mutually satisfying resolution. 

Connection most often emerges out of alternating between 

empathizing with the other person and expressing yourself. The 

steps of the IPM map are an attempt to give some guidelines about 

when to choose either one, and to help you remember to stay 

connected to yourself  on the way to connection with the other person. 

The Connection phase is rarely a simple process whereby you 

empathize with the other person, express yourself, and you’re 

finished. Instead, think of it as a progression through these steps 

multiple times on the way to connection with the other person. 

Here’s a short outline of  how the process unfolds:

✦ Perform Steps 1 and 2 internally, grounding yourself  and 

becoming curious about the other.
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✦ Go to Step 3 and empathize if  you can. 

• If  you can empathize with the other person, do so. 

• If  you can’t empathize, go to Step 4 and express 

yourself.

✦ Listen for the other person’s response to your empathy or 

expression.

✦ Begin again at Steps 1 and 2, grounding yourself  and 

asking if  you can hear a “please.”

Each time the person responds, it’s like a reset point where you 

connect again to what’s going on in you, remind yourself to look for 

the “please” in what the other person has said, and then move to 

Step 3. 

At some point, if you’ve been able to empathize, you may 

become aware that the other person’s need for empathy has been 

met, and you may choose then to express yourself instead of em-

pathizing further. Though the focus is often on empathy to create 

connection, telling the other person what’s going on for you can 

also achieve that result.

In other words, becoming connected is an iterative process, one 

that requires repetition. When starting out, it’s helpful to create a 

guideline for yourself going into the conversation, such as deciding 

you will always at least make one empathic guess when the other 

person says something, no matter how much you want to respond 

immediately. 

Equally  important in the connection phase, of course, is 

staying connected with yourself. Being able to express yourself in a 

way that is more likely to lead to connection is dependent on your 

self-connection. Having said that, however, it is also a good idea to 

give yourself a break. When first learning, you may find that 

staying connected with your own feelings and needs while in a 
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difficult conversation is impossible. If so, you may want to practice 

taking breaks or time-outs from the conversation, reconnecting to 

yourself, then coming back to it. As you practice more and more 

on your own to get reconnected with your feelings and needs, you 

will be able to find your own shortcuts that will help you stay 

connected within a conversation. 

As a conflict conversation evolves, the needs often change; as 

much as possible, strive to stay connected with yourself and your 

needs at each  moment. Knowing your needs, you can then express 

them to help the other person better connect with you. At the same 

time, you want to stay in touch with what the other person’s needs 

are, since they are also likely to shift throughout the conversation.

Let’s see how Janet and Donna’s needs continue to shift in 

their conversation.

Janet quickly connects to herself again using SCP, noticing 

that she still doesn’t quite  feel heard. When she considers 
whether she can  hear a “please,” she realizes that Donna may 
want empathy for her relationship with her teenage son, 

which is the same thing that Janet would really like from 
Donna. Choosing to empathize, she says, “Oh, so you’re 
feeling hopeless about improving your relationship with 

Roy and are trying a more hands-off approach? And when 
you heard me express my frustration, did you want to show 
your care by offering that as a possible way forward?” 

Donna looks thoughtful. “Yeah, I guess so, I’ve been 

thinking it’s impossible to change things with Roy. But then 
I feel bad about that when I see how much  you still try with 
Rae. I know how much you care for her and I’ve seen  you go 

the extra mile so many times. I guess I just spoke out of my 
hopelessness when you started talking about Rae. I don’t 
feel good about what I’m doing either.”
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Janet’s needs start out as care and understanding, and quickly 

shift to respect and consideration after Donna responds to Janet’s 

empathy. Janet’s guesses of Donna’s needs also shift, from a desire 

to help to wanting empathy for her relationship to her son.

Most interpersonal conflict situations are complex to a degree; as 

such, when there is any intensity in the conversation, the process of 

becoming connected will be extended. You can still use the basic 

model as a guide, but be aware that the connection phase will likely 

be significantly longer, with a lot of back and forth, striving to hear 

the other person and to be heard and understood yourself. It’s 

normal to be triggered multiple times and to have to stop to give 

some self-empathy, or to get angry and judge the other person, then 

catch it and go back to empathy and expressing needs. In the actual 

doing, the process is rarely elegant! Nonetheless, by using these 

steps and sticking with it, you can both become connected and 

understand what is going on for each other. When that is achieved, 

it’s then time to move into the resolution phase and talk about 

requests and agreements. 

R E S O L U T I O N  P H A S E  

In the connection stage, the focus is on striving to understand and 

connect with each other; when you move into the fifth and final 

step of the IPM map—the resolution stage—you shift to focus on 

the concrete actions, solutions, agreements, and strategies that will 

resolve the issue between you and the other person. The goal is to 

come to a resolution that emerges out of being connected, and that 

is about contributing to one another’s well-being. This goal arises 

out of the practical insight that in order to arrive at a resolution by 

mutual agreement, both of you must be sufficiently satisfied to say 
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“yes.” For this to happen, at least one of you must understand that 

in order for your needs to be met, so must the other’s. 

In those interpersonal conflicts where there has been a misunder-

standing, all that’s commonly needed is the connection phase. The 

misunderstanding is cleared up, the conflict peters out, both of you 

move on, and neither one of  you has any requests of  the other.

In many cases, however, you or the other person may have 

some requests, and the resolution phase is where you work together 

to reach a strategy that will meet the needs of both of you. The 

transition between the connection and resolution phases is often 

quite fluid; both you and the other person feel heard and naturally 

move into resolution. If, however, either of you needs to be heard 

again, you may move back into the connection phase before 

returning again to requests. 

S T E P  5 :  

M A K E  S O L U T I O N  R E Q U E S T S  A N D  A G R E E M E N T S

The fifth step of the IPM map is also one of the mediation skills: 

making solution requests and agreements. From the mediator mind 

perspective, in this step you are taking all the needs that you and 

the other person have surfaced, and facilitating the process of 

making requests that will meet those needs. 

There are three aspects of making solution requests, each of 

which supports the intention to create resolution that meets every-

one’s needs. 

First is the nuts and bolts, meaning that when we talk  about 

requests, we signify they are present, positive, and in action language.

 
✦ Present means you are clear that you’re asking for a 

present-time agreement; even if  you are making an 

agreement about something in the future, you’re clear that 
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you’re simply asking for the person’s present intention to 

do something in the future. 

✦ Positive means you ask for what you want instead of  what 

you don’t want. 

✦ Action language indicates something doable, specific, and 

concrete. 

A second aspect of solution requests is to make a request and 

not a demand. If your true intention is to request, you are open to 

hearing a “no” from the other person; in fact, you want to hear a 

“no” if that is the truth. You are also willing to empathize with 

anything less than a full “yes,” sincere in your desire for the other 

person to do what you ask only if they can do it with true willing-

ness, and preferably from the eagerness and enjoyment of contri-

buting to your well-being. Another element of this skill is to hear a 

request from the other person, even if the way they say it sounds 

more like they’re making a demand. (See Choosing Peace for more 

details on the elements of  a request.)

The third aspect of solution requests is to come from a sense of 

interdependence. This means that your focus is not just on having 

needs met for yourself; rather, it’s on trying to meet the other 

person’s needs as well as yours, and asking them to do the same. 

Interdependence comes from an understanding that you are not 

likely to have a satisfying result unless everyone’s needs are met. 

You can view interdependence as both a value to hold, and a highly 

practical and effective way to meet your own needs. 

Once a request is on the table that both of you can agree to—

meaning that both of you think it might meet your needs—you can 

reach an agreement. We will cover what types of agreements to 

make in detail in the next chapter.
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As Janet connects with herself and listens for the “please” in
Donna’s words, she notices that her own need for empathy 
was met just in hearing that Donna shares her feelings. She 
wonders whether they might find a way to support each 

other more directly with their teenage children. 
Deciding to make a request, she  says, “Would it help 

you if we were able to talk about when something happens 

with our kids and brainstorm different things we might try? I 
know how easy it is to go into hopelessness when you try 
something and it doesn’t work, but maybe we can  help 

each other by talking about it and coming up with stra-
tegies. What do you think?”

Donna nods. “Yeah, I  don’t want to give  up on my 
relationship with Roy. And I’d love to see  you and Rae more 

like you used to be when  you were so close. Maybe we 
could see this as a fresh start with them. Would you like to 
set a time each week to talk about this?” 

Janet smiles. “Yes, we generally talk anyway, but I think 
it would be great to know that we’re going to connect at a 
particular time about what’s going on with our kids and 

what we’re doing.”

If you are in an ongoing relationship with the other person in 

the conflict, the request phase is often about working on agree-

ments for dealing with similar situations in the future. Janet and 

Donna, for example, might make additional agreements about how 

to respond when one of the them states a concern, or how much to 

listen versus give advice when they have discussions about their kids.

mediateyourlife.com/interpersonal-mediation-map-video/
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Q

Before stepping into the office to talk to Scott, James takes a 
couple of deep breaths and connects with his feelings and 
needs in that moment. He realizes he feels some trepidation 
going into the conversation, which is arising out of wanting to 
be heard and understood. He then walks into Scott’s office with 
the intention to stay present and to hear Scott. James begins by 
letting Scott know why he is there.

“Scott, I wanted to talk to you about the decision to put 
Aaron on my team. This decision affected me significantly and 
you didn’t talk to me about it first. I would have liked my 
perspective to be taken into account. It’s important to me that 
you feel respected and that we have good, honest commun-
ication between us, so I’m wondering how it is for you hearing 
what I’m saying.”

“Well, I can’t take everybody’s input into account in 
making decisions,” Scott says. “That would take much too long 
and just isn’t feasible. I really don’t see what the problem is.” 

James remembers to step into mediator mind when he 
hears this and takes a deep breath, connecting again with his 
feelings and needs. He reminds himself of his intention to 
empathize with Scott and asks himself where Scott might be 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of a recent request you’ve made or one you 
would like to make. Write it down and consider it in 
light of the three aspects of solution requests. Do 
you see ways to improve the request itself or how 

you think about making it?
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saying “please.” Though he isn’t quite sure, simply asking that 
question helps him remember to consider Scott’s point of view. 

“So, Scott, is it that you want me to understand what it’s 
like to be in your position, making these kinds of decisions and 
the time pressures you’re under? Would you like some under-
standing from me about that?” 

Scott shrugs. “Yeah, of course. I don’t think you under-
stand what I’m dealing with.” 

James nods. “I do appreciate what you’re saying about 
needing to make a lot of decisions at a high level in the organ-
ization, and that they’re based on a lot of pressures I don’t know 
about.” James decides to let Scott know what is going on for 
him to see if he can hear it. “And, I’d really like some way of 
being included in decisions that affect me by having some 
input. I’m wondering how it is for you to hear that?”

Scott brushes the comment off. “Yeah, well, like I said, I 
don’t have time for things like that. It’s your job to make it work.” 

James knows that Scott needs more empathy if he is going 
to hear him, and again asks himself if he can hear a “please” in 
what Scott said. “It sounds like you’d just like to trust that 
those of us working for you will get the job done and not have 
to think about it?”

 “Sure, I want to be able to rely on people and trust them to 
get things done.” Scott throws up his hands as he continues. “I 
don’t need to be nursemaiding them or tracking or paying 
attention or making sure everything is getting done.” 

James tries again to express what is going on for Scott. “I 
really want you to feel supported and to do everything I can to 
contribute to that, and I think I have a lot to contribute if I can 
be involved somehow in decisions that are going to be about my 
team and my area. I really believe it might be helpful to you, and 
it would give me a sense of being included in a way that I can 
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feel supported also, which I think is important—that we both 
feel supported. I think I’ll do a better job for you and for the 
company. Are you willing to let me know what you’re hearing 
so I can see if I’m being clear in what I’m trying to say?”

“Okay,” Scott says. “So you think it might help me to 
include you in these kinds of decisions, and you want both of 
us to be supported, not just me, and that it might work out 
better for the company.” 

“Exactly. And I really appreciate that you have so much 
respect for me and my work that you trust me to take care of 
things. I think that being included in some of these decisions 
will help us both. Would you be willing, even if you don’t think 
my input could change anything, to still let me know before a 
decision is made, just in case there’s something I could say that 
might make a difference? Like, for example with Aaron, just to 
let me know ahead of time?” 

 Scott glances away and crosses his arms. “Well, the truth is 
that with Aaron, I didn’t have much choice. The decision was 
made higher up that he’s too valuable to lose since he’s been with 
the company for so long. They decided my area was the best place 
to put him, and you had just lost Matt, so I put him with you.” 

James returns to empathy for Scott before continuing with 
the request. “I see. So in that situation you didn’t feel like you 
had much choice either?” 

“Exactly. Sometimes I don’t have as much say as I’d like 
either. That’s just the way it is.” Scott shakes his head. “I’m not 
sure it makes sense to bring decisions to you, even if they’re 
potentially ones you could have input on. It’s not going to be a 
productive use of time.” 

“So if we do it, you’d like to make sure it’s a productive and 
efficient way to use time?” James asks.

“Sure. We all have a lot of pressure right now.”
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James continues with his request, hoping Scott feels heard 
enough to be willing to consider it. 

“There may be some times I could contribute something 
you didn’t predict and that actually could be really valuable, or 
even more productive in the long run. Can we just try it as an 
experiment for a short period to see if it works? We could see 
what we can learn from it, and if it doesn’t work out, we’ll stop 
doing it. Would you be willing to try it out for three months?”

Scott shrugs. “Okay. We’ll try it out for three months.” 

Q 

A D VA N C E D  M E D I AT I O N  S K I L L S

While a roadmap can come in handy to get to your destination, 

some additional skills are helpful to more successfully complete 

your trip. The IPM map is the set of steps to use in a difficult 

conversation, and the skills give you more of the how. They 

elucidate a limited set of choices you can use as you move through 

the map to stay  connected with yourself, attempt to connect with 

the other person, and keep the conversation on track to resolution. 

If you are in the early stages of learning the map, it may feel 

overwhelming enough without adding in these additional skills. If 

that’s the case, you are welcome to keep focusing on learning and 

utilizing the steps of the map and the skills of Empathy and 

Solution Requests for the time being. As you become more familiar 

with the steps, you may find you’re ready to incorporate more skills 

into your practice and conversations. When you reach that phase, 

you can come back to this section and begin mastering the skills 

outlined on the following pages. If you’re not yet ready for these 

advanced skills, you may wish to move to page 182 and resume 

with the section, Notes on Having a Map.
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As you begin using the IPM map in conversations, you will 

likely discover certain situations cropping up that you would like to 

know how to respond to effectively. These additional skills answer 

the common questions that arise when people try  to mediate their 

own conflicts, such as, “What do I do when …”:

✦ the other person doesn’t answer my question?

✦ the other person isn’t listening to me when I express 

myself ?

✦ I find I’m having trouble following what the other person is 

saying?

✦ I’m concerned about the way the conversation is going or 

how the other person is interacting with me? 

✦ I’m not sure the other person has understood what I’ve said? 

✦ the other person becomes triggered? 

✦ I become triggered? 

A list of the advanced skills follows. While you may wonder 

how you’ll juggle the various skills, don’t worry—at the end of the 

chapter, we will talk about multiple ways to practice the 

framework, map, and skills so you can effectively use them when 

you are in a difficult conversation “in the wild.”

✦ Connection Requests

✦ Pulling by the Ears

✦ Emergency Empathy

✦ Tracking

✦ Interrupting

✦ Self-Empathy

✦ Self-Expression
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C O N N E C T I O N  R E Q U E S T S

Connection Requests are those that are not about specific actions 

or solutions, but are intended to discern how connected you and 

the other person are to help you decide what to do next. Often 

Connection Requests are used during Step 4, when you are telling 

the other person what’s going on for you. You use your skills to 

communicate your observations, feelings, needs, and requests, but 

you may still want to make sure that they are hearing what you 

would like them to hear. As such, you may want to pause period-

ically in what you are saying to check how connected they are to 

what they’re hearing. 

There are two types of Connection Requests: Message Sent, 

Message Received and Quality of  Connection.

M E S S A G E  S E N T ,  M E S S A G E  R E C E I V E D

It’s easy for a message to be heard by the other person in a way you 

were not intending. Even if you weren’t trying to be critical, 

blaming, judging, or demanding, the other person may still hear 

your words that way. To make sure they hear what you intend, you 

can make a request that will give you this information. 

People typically ask, “Do you understand what I’m trying to 

say?” But the problem with this question is that it elicits a yes-no 

response, and even if the person says “yes,” you still don’t actually 

know what it is they understood. They may think they understand, but 

it may be very different from what you wanted them to hear. 

To check if the message you sent was received the way you 

wished, you can say something like, “Just so I can trust I’m being 

heard the way I’d like, would you be willing to tell me what you’ve 

heard thus far from me?” or “Would you let me know what you 

heard me say?”

172                   F R O M  C O N F L I C T  T O  C O N N E C T I O N



This request helps both of you. If the person is willing, you’ll 

know by what they say if they’ve heard what you desired. If what 

they say is not what you intended, you have the chance to clarify it. 

You might say, “Thank you for saying what you heard, but I’d like 

you to hear it a little differently. I’d like you to hear that _________. 

Are you willing to tell me what you heard now?” 

This request can also help the other person, because in the act 

of trying to repeat what they’ve understood, they often become a 

little clearer on it themselves. Let’s face it: it’s easy to not listen when 

someone else is talking; people often get caught up in formulating a 

rebuttal, disagreeing with what the other person is saying, or focus-

ing on what they want to say next. But when you ask someone to 

let you know what they heard, it encourages them to pay attention, 

allowing your message to become clearer in their mind. 

Through the tone of their voice as well as what they actually 

say, you can clarify not only whether they are hearing you as you 

would like, but if they are reacting to what they have heard. If they 

are triggered into a reaction and no longer connected and present 

with you, it often doesn’t help to keep expressing—it’s probably 

time to go back to empathy. 

Q U A L I T Y  O F  C O N N E C T I O N

The other type of Connection Request is designed not so much to 

find out whether the other person heard you, but to check how they 

are reacting to it and what’s going on for them in hearing you. The 

request here is, “How do you feel hearing what I’ve said?”  or 

“What’s your reaction to what I’ve said?” or any question that asks 

them to express their response to what they’ve heard. This question 

checks the connection in a different way; the information you 

receive both through body and verbal language is valuable for 

deciding what to do next. If they give you back a thought, such as, 
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“Well, I feel like you don’t really understand what I’m saying,” it 

may make more sense to go back to empathy rather than continue 

with expression. 

 

P U L L I N G  B Y  T H E  E A R S

What do you do when you have asked the person to say what 

they’ve heard, and the person does something else? We use an 

expression that comes from Marshall Rosenberg—you “pull them 

by the ears.”  This phrase refers to a manner of asking the person to 

say what they heard in a way that focuses their attention on what 

you want them to hear, particularly the needs you are expressing. 

This is not intended as a violent or condescending image—what it 

means is to gently and respectfully direct someone’s attention 

toward hearing you in a way that will create connection. 

Let’s say you said, “I’d really like you to hear that what you 

said didn’t meet my need for respect. Would you be willing to let 

me know what you heard me say?” Then they respond with one of 

the following:

✦ The judgment they heard in what you said: 

“I heard you say you think I’m a disrespectful jerk.” 

To pull by the ears, you might say: 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

How might you incorporate Connection Requests 
into your everyday life? Think of a few recent 

situations when it might have helped to make sure 
you were heard as you desired or to check how the 

other person felt about what you said.

174                   F R O M  C O N F L I C T  T O  C O N N E C T I O N



“Thank you for saying what you heard. I want you to 
hear that I really want respect. I’m not trying to say 
you’re disrespectful, but when I heard what you said, 
my need for respect wasn’t met. Would you be willing 

to say that back?”

 
✦ They start expressing instead of  saying what they heard: 

“Sure, I’ll tell you what I  heard … what I heard is you 
don’t get it. I think you’re the one who’s disrespectful. I 
was just trying to explain why I thought your idea 

wasn’t going to work.” 

To pull by the ears, you can say: 

“Hold on, I really want to hear what you have to say, but 
first I just want to know if you’ll tell me what you heard 
me say a few moments ago, then tell me how you feel 
about it.” 

Use Pulling by the Ears when you sense there might be a 

willingness in them to say what they heard, but they either didn’t 

quite understand your request or don’t know the distinction between 

empathizing with you and expressing themselves. 

This skill is not about forcing someone to repeat back what 

you’ve said, or about making a demand instead of a request. It’s a 

choice that will hopefully create greater connection. If, for example, 

the person is in too much pain, perhaps a different choice would be 

likely to create connection. 

At times, if you have already empathized and it didn’t seem to 

help, it can be valuable for someone to simply repeat back what 

they’ve heard instead of offering more empathy. Pulling by the 

Ears is about a willingness to be persistent without demanding, and 

it is often combined with the next skill, Emergency Empathy. 
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E M E R G E N C Y  E M PAT H Y

Especially in the early part of the conversation, the other person 

may be in pain and not have the capacity yet to be able to sincerely 

listen to you. If you’ve shifted into expression, asked for reflection, 

and found that the person reacts out of their hurt, it’s time for 

some emergency first aid empathy. Metaphorically, they are bleed-

ing and need some care in order to stay present with you in the 

conversation and get to a place where they can hear you. 

Giving Emergency Empathy is utilizing the same skill of 

Empathy you use in Step 3 of the IPM map. In Emergency 

Empathy, you step out of the process—wherever you were—to 

quickly  empathize so that the other person can stay in the process 

with you. Using the four elements of presence, silent empathy, 

understanding, and need language, connect with what is happening 

for the person in this moment. You may find it only takes one or 

two empathy guesses to meet the person’s need before returning to 

where you were in the process. But to do this, you need another 

mediation skill: Tracking. 

T R A C K I N G

Tracking is the skill of remembering where you were in the map 

you’re using, keeping account of what has happened and what still 

needs to happen. This skill is used throughout a difficult conver-

sation to note where you are in the map, but it comes in particularly 

handy when you have stepped out of the map to do something else. 

In short, Tracking helps you remember where you left off. 

 For example, if you were expressing yourself and used a 

connecting request, and the person responded with pain, prompt-

ing you to offer Emergency Empathy, you will want to track that 

you shifted into empathy for them, but that you haven’t been heard 
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yet. After giving empathy, you might then shift back into Step 4 of 

the map to be heard, saying, “Okay, I wonder if you would be 

willing to share what you heard me say now that I’ve listened to 

you for awhile.” You might even summarize what it is you want to 

be heard about, then Pull by the Ears if  necessary. 

I N T E R R U P T I N G

Have you ever given someone the chance to tell you what’s 

happening with them and they go on and on, so long that you 

begin to lose your focus and interest? When you are using the IPM 

map in a difficult conversation and this happens, it can cause you 

to lose connection. The other person could be using too many 

words for you to feel you can keep up, or the pace of their speech is 

too fast, or the words they use are difficult for you. This is when 

you can draw on the skill of  interrupting. 

Many cultures, including ours, teach that it’s impolite or 

disrespectful to interrupt. We suggest it’s also impolite and dis-

respectful to allow someone to continue when you are no longer 

able to follow them and be with what they’re saying. The skill of 

interrupting is to break into the flow of their speech in a way that 

contributes to connection, instead of in a way that would dis-

connect you further. The intention is not to cut the person off and 

shut them down—it’s to make a choice that you hope will create 

more connection when you feel it slipping.

You have a couple of options in what you say when you inter-

rupt, in particular where you focus your attention. One option is to 

keep the focus on the other person and interrupt to use empathy. 

While the person is still talking, you jump in and say something like:

“Excuse me, excuse me, are you saying …?” and reflect 
back your understanding of what they’ve said. 
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Another example is to say:

 
“Excuse me, I’d like to see if I’m understanding what you’re 
saying so far. Would that be okay with you?” 

You can also interrupt to express what is going on in you. This 

might sound like: 

“Excuse me, I notice I’m losing contact with  what you’re 
saying because this is more words than I can take in  right 

now and I’ve lost the thread. Would you be willing to say 
the essentials of what you want me to hear right now in two 
or three sentences?”
 
Or: 

“Excuse me, excuse  me, I’d really like to understand what 
you’re saying, but you’re using some language that’s really 
hard for me to hear. Would you be willing to share more about 
what’s really important to you that you want me to under-

stand right now instead of what you think is wrong with me?” 

In short, interrupt, let the person know what’s happening for 

you, and make a request that you hope will meet your needs for 

connection and understanding. 

S E L F - E M PAT H Y

As the name implies, self-empathy is using the process of empathy 

on yourself, but it’s different from the Self-Connection Process (the 

first step of the Interpersonal Mediation map); it’s a more expansive 

look into yourself, using language to connect with what’s going on 

inside you. 

The SCP, as the first step of the model, is intended to be done 

in the moment, quickly reconnecting you to yourself. You may find 

at times, however, that it is not sufficient; perhaps you are stimu-
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lated by what the other person has said and are unable to continue 

to listen to them. You may then need a break from the conversation 

to give Self-Empathy, asking the other person if they would be 

willing to continue the discussion later. You could do this by saying:

“Excuse me, I  realize I’m not as present with you  as I would 
like to be—I’m distracted by some reactions I’m  having. I 
want to be able  to hear you better than I can right now, so 

what I’d like is to take  a break to clear my head and then 
come back and talk about this again. Would you be willing 
to come back in (time frame)?” 

Make sure you have a specific request about when you would 

like to return to the conversation. 

In the time you give yourself to offer Self-Empathy, either by 

yourself or with a support person, go through each of the compo-

nents of observation, feelings, needs, and requests. What is it that 

you are observing? Your observation could be either what the other 

person is saying or doing that’s hard for you, or what’s going on 

within you (your thoughts, judgments, etc.). Then ask yourself, 

what am I feeling? Check in with the sensations in your body, and 

make sure you are actually naming a feeling and not a faux feeling 

(see Choosing Peace if you are unclear about the difference, and use 

the list in Appendix A to help you name your feelings). 

Put language to the internal bodily experience of your emotions 

by naming and labeling them in a clear way. Then inquire into your 

needs, exploring as deeply as you can what needs are not being met 

as you contemplate your observation—hearing the other person 

talk, experiencing their actions, or noticing the thoughts in your 

own mind about how the conversation is going. 

See if you can be aware of the layering of needs. Sometimes 

you might tap into a need, such as protection, only to then find that 
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meeting this need is in truth a strategy to meet another need. 

Finally, check in with yourself about any requests you might have. 

You could have a request of  yourself  or of  the other person.

As you connect more fully with yourself through inquiry into 

the observation, feelings, needs, and requests, notice any shift in 

how you feel. Strive to stay with the process long enough to get the 

physiological shift of opening and softening that often comes with 

connecting to yourself. 

A more expanded version of self-empathy would be to use the 

Enemy Image Process that was presented in the previous chapter. 

When you feel ready, you can then return to the conversation and 

pick up where you left off in the IPM map, or perhaps make a 

request of the other person if you came up with one while giving 

Self-Empathy. In connecting with yourself, you will be better able 

to listen to the other person and hear where they are coming from 

to reach a resolution that will work for both of  you.

S E L F - E X P R E S S I O N

Expressing yourself as the fourth step of the IPM map involves 

telling the other person what is important to you about the 

situation with the intention to create connection. As a mediation 

skill, however, self-expression is actually the skill of expressing 

about the process that you and the other person are in together. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of someone you are upset with right now, or a 
recent situation in which you were upset with someone 

else. Go through the process of self-empathy.
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Remember that you are in dual roles in an interpersonal 

conflict—the role of the mediator and the role of yourself in con-

flict with the other person. As a mediator, you have a perspective 

on the conversation that the other person may not have, including 

the map of the process as well as behaviors and attitudes that will 

make the process more likely to succeed. In short, self-expression 

in this context is about being able to make requests that will 

facilitate the quality of  the mediation process. 

As you come into a conversation with the skills and experience 

you have learned from this book, you are seeking for both parties to 

be heard in a way that feels satisfying—with the goal of creating a 

solution that meets the needs of both of you. The skill of self-

expression comes in if the process starts deviating from that 

approach. 

For example, perhaps the person you are talking with says or 

does one of  the following:

✦ Interrupts you to say, “I don’t care what you have to say. 

I’m not listening to you!”

✦ “You’re just a jerk!” 

✦ They start using a lot of  swear words.

✦ Their voice gets louder than you are comfortable with.

✦ They respond in a way that begins to frighten or concern 

you.

If you experience something in the conversation that you 

predict will lead away from each person being heard and reaching a 

mutually satisfying resolution, you may want to express your 

concern and make a request about how it would work for you to 

continue. For example, you might say one of  the following:
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“I would like it if we took turns so that we could really hear 
each other. Would you be willing to do that?” 

“Hold on, I just want to stop the conversation here and say 
that that kind of language is going to make it hard for me 

to talk with you the way I’d like. I wonder if you’d be willing 
to agree that neither of us use name-calling with  each other 
and focus more on  how we’re feeling and what we really 

would like from each other.”

“I’m feeling anxious when I hear your voice get louder 
because I would like us to be able to speak to each other 

with respect. Would you be willing to speak in the same 
volume I’m using right now?”

“Excuse me, I’m feeling uncomfortable  and unsafe here. 
Would you be willing to sit down?”

 
“I’m feeling uncomfortable and distressed sensing your 
urgency, and I’m not able to pay attention to what you’re 
saying when I’m feeling afraid, so would you  be willing to 

lower your voice and sit back in your chair?”

In the skill of self-expression, your requests are an attempt to 

maintain a frame around the conversation that will support you to 

connect with each other.

N O T E S  O N  H AV I N G  A  M A P

As we said earlier, interpersonal conflicts are some of the most 

difficult situations because they can be fraught with emotion and 

habitual triggers. It might seem difficult at the beginning, if not 

impossible, to even remember you want to use a map, much less 

remember the steps or be able to track it as you go through the 

messiness of an actual conversation. Even if you start out feeling 
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centered, getting swept up in the stress response due to something 

said by the other person can make it difficult to stay in the process. 

 What we have found, however, is this: if you remember at the 

beginning of the conversation that you have a map to use (a set of 

steps that guide you), make a strong intention to use the map, and 

keep reminding yourself over and over again to use it, then no 

matter how hard the conversation gets, you can stay with the map. 

The times we have noticed we get into trouble is when we don’t 

think about it and go into the conversation on autopilot. 

Having the map doesn’t mean you won’t get triggered, have any 

reactions to what the other person says, or even get lost at times. 

But with clear intention and commitment to use it, you will be able 

to return to the map and follow the steps it lays out for you. 

The metaphor of a map is very apt here. For example, if you 

get in your car in LA and have a destination of say, Chicago, in 

mind, it’s quite a different experience whether you use the map to 

get there, or merely figure it out as you drive. While on a road trip 

it might be fun to ditch the map and only use your sense of 

direction to see where you end up, a map comes in handy if you 

want to arrive at your destination. 

In a difficult conversation, especially with triggers and height-

ened emotions potentially clouding both your own and the other 

person’s judgment, figuring it out as you go may not lead to the 

destination you are seeking. Focusing on following the map, look-

ing for the next landmark, and using the steps and skills help you 

stay focused and navigate the territory of a difficult conversation 

with more success.
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Here again are the steps of the Interpersonal Mediation map, 

with the skills where they tend to occur in the process.

1. Perform the Self-Connection Process

2. Ask yourself, “Can I hear the message as a ‘please’?”

3. Empathize with the Other, 

if  you can

a. Empathy

b. Interruption

4. Self-Express

a. Connection Requests

b. Pulling by the Ears

c. Emergency Empathy

d. Tracking

5. Make Solution Requests 

and Agreements

a. Solution Requests

Though any of the nine skills may be used at various points in 

the conversation, the above table lays them out within the step they 

are most likely to occur. For example, the skill of empathy is the 

third step of the IPM map. Interrupting is also a skill you are likely 

to use while empathizing; when you are listening to the other 

person, you may find they are saying more words than you can 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

 How might you prepare yourself to use the Interpersonal 
Mediation map before and during a conversation? 
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take in. During the fourth step, Self-Expressing, four separate skills 

may come in handy. 

✦ After you express, you may want to make a Connection 

Request to see how the other person received what you said 

or to test the connection between you. 

✦ If  you make a request for reflection and they start to 

express, you might either use the skill of  Pulling by the 

Ears, or if  you intuit that they are upset, you might use 

Emergency Empathy.

✦ The skill of  Tracking then helps you recall where you were 

in the IPM map and continue the mediation process. 

The skills of Self-Empathy and Self-Expression are shown on 

the side of the entire process because they are likely to arise at any 

point in the conversation. 

C O N N E C T I N G  A R O U N D  T H E  S T I M U L U S

When we are open to hearing the other person, it is easier to reach 

clarity about what started the conflict. What often gets revealed in 

this iterative process of empathizing and expressing is the obser-

vation of their stimulus of the conflict—either a thought they had 

in their mind, or something you or someone else said or did, or 

didn’t say or do. Often with intimate relationships, people become 

as stimulated by what others did not do or say as by what they did. 

The observation of the stimulus is often a key piece; when through 

the empathy process the observation is revealed, that understanding 

can help you become more connected.

We have found two ways that the stimulus for conflict often 

remains hidden: either people hide what stimulates their hurt as a 

protective mechanism, or the observation gets so tangled up with 
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judgments that it is obscured. In either case, when you can truly be 

with another person and help them get down to the observation of 

what happened that stimulated the conflict, it can open the door to 

addressing that stimulus in a way that can lead to mutual under-

standing and resolution. When people hear the observation for the 

first time, it can be like an epiphany—a light of clarity shines into 

the situation that wasn’t there before. 

Using James as an example, let’s look at a time when he 

experienced a similar epiphany. 

While on a call with a woman who had volunteered to trans-
late health  materials for some of the urgent care centers in 
his company, James felt frustrated because he  was not clear 

on what she wanted, yet kept empathizing and trying to 
hear her. When he finally realized what she was trying to 
convey, it was revelatory: she believed that by her willing-

ness to perform  the previous translation for free in order to 
gain experience, it was setting a precedent that she would 
never get paid for her translation work. 

Once that observation became clear, the  whole  con-

versation shifted. James was able to let her know that he 
had, in fact, recently been able to earmark some money out 
of his budget for translation of materials, as the  company 

had begun to see the positive impact. After the obser-
vation—the thought that was the stimulus for her—was 
clear, James could share the  real situation with her. It was 

staying with the empathy that led to finding out the obser-
vation, as well as clearing up the misconception. Her whole 
demeanor relaxed after learning her earlier belief wasn’t 
accurate.

As in this case, sometimes the stimulus uncovers a misper-

ception that can easily be cleared up. The stimulus for her was 

simply a belief that did not match reality. The empathy uncovers 
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the stimulus, which can then lead you to tell the other person how 

you understand the situation, or to explain how your perception 

differs from theirs. In doing so, you still use the same skills; that is, 

your “education” is not about how distorted their viewpoint is, but 

rather about expressing your own observations, feelings, and needs, 

and then making a request. 

I N - T H E - M O M E N T  C O N F L I C T S :  

T H E  I D E A L  V E R S U S  T H E  R E A L I T Y

People tend to think in terms of ideals—particularly the ideal of 

how they want to be. When you think of your interactions with 

others, you might have an ideal of being able to stay connected 

with yourself, empathize with the other person, express yourself 

clearly in a way that maintains connection with the other, and find 

a resolution that will work for both of you. That ideal is what we 

are pointing to in this chapter; we are giving ideas, here and 

throughout the book, on how to develop your skills so that you can 

begin to embody that ideal more and more. 

Nonetheless, we think it is important to note the reality. Even 

after years of practice, both of us still become triggered; we still 

react, get defensive, and say things that when we look back on 

them, we think, “I knew better than that!” yet we say them anyway. 

The interaction ends up at best being unsatisfying, and at worst in a 

fight where one party ends up walking out of the room. We mess 

up. We are human. 

So are you. Although you may have high hopes for being able 

to live out of your values and ideals, there will likely always be 

someone who will trigger you, who will make you momentarily 

forget all of your training, practice, and skill building, causing you 

to resort to your most primitive instinct to fight back, flee, or hide. 
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When it happens, it’s okay. It does not mean something is wrong 

with you or that you failed. You simply didn’t meet some needs of 

yours, and you can learn from it and try again. 

So far we’ve assumed you know that you will be having a diffi-

cult conversation, and that you can do your inner work ahead of 

time and plan for the conversation. Of course, you don’t always 

have warning that a conversation is going to be difficult. You might 

be in the middle of a conversation, or see someone unexpectedly, 

and without being able to prepare for it find that you are in the midst 

of  a conflict. This adds a level of  challenge to navigating the dispute. 

In these situations you may notice bodily sensations that feel 

like you’ve been taken over; you may feel a flush of energy, like 

someone has injected you, suddenly making you a different person. 

You have numerous thoughts and feel compelled to say and do 

things that later you wonder what in the world inhabited you to do 

so. Different parts of your brain are in control of your conscious-

ness at those moments, and it can feel like being possessed. 

Simply noticing that you are in this altered state, this different 

mode of perceiving and interacting with the world, is a first step. 

You may notice it by your feelings and by the urgency you have to 

be heard or to get out of the situation. If this occurs, it almost feels 

like life or death. When you notice these cues, you can learn to 

stop yourself from taking the action your habitual response is 

prompting you to take. You might also begin to talk about it, 

stepping out of it enough to comment on it as an observer. You can 

use words to get yourself into more of a third-person perspective so 

you can begin to disconnect from it, and at least not do or say 

anything further that you will regret. 

Here is an example of being “possessed” by something or 

someone, and two different ways of  handling that emotion:
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Corey’s grades have not been very good lately, and yet 
when James walks by his room, he sees Corey playing 
games on his computer instead of studying. 

S C E N A R I O  1

James glances into Corey’s room and sees him playing a 

game on the  computer. He storms into the room, yelling at 
Corey, “What are  you doing? You know your grades are in 
the toilet, and you’re here playing games? Your mom and I 

work long hours to make sure you can have a good life, and 
you’re not going to just throw it away!” 

S C E N A R I O  2

James glances into Corey’s room and sees him playing a 

game on the computer. He feels a flood of anger rush through 
his body. Tension arises in his core, and his body heats up. 
He quickly does Self-Connection Process, connecting to his 
body and his needs. Looking for the “please” reminds him 

that Corey may want understanding. James knows he is not 
able to empathize  right now, as he’s too worked up, so 
instead he says, “Corey, when I see your grade  report and 

then notice you’re playing games instead of doing homework, 
I feel frustrated, scared, and confused. I really care about 
your well-being and wonder whether this is the direction 

you’d like to go. Would you tell me what’s going on?” 

Here’s an alternative way that James might express himself, 

particularly if  he’s too agitated to be clear on his feelings and needs:

“Corey, when I see you playing games with your grades the 

way they are, I get all tight and pissed off. There’s all this 
intensity in me toward you and I don’t want to be that way 
with you. Would you tell me what you’re hearing me 

say?” (or, “How do you feel hearing this?”)
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Another way to deal with this type of situation when you feel 

taken over and out of control is to take a break. You simply let the 

other person know you are taking a break and that you intend to 

return to the conversation. If you are comfortable doing so, try 

saying you don’t trust that you can stay connected with yourself 

and with them, and thus are not able to be in the conversation in 

the way you would like. Or, you can simply say you need to go do 

something else, and ask to continue the conversation in a little 

while. This can be a good option if you are aware you want to stop 

short and not move further into a potential train wreck. Then, you 

can do the inner work that enables you to come back to the 

conversation with more connection and presence.

For example, if James is too angry when he sees Corey playing 

computer games, and after self-connection and looking for a 

“please” determines that he still can neither empathize nor express 

in a way that he feels good about, he might say:

“Corey, I’m really distressed seeing you here playing games 
instead of doing homework, and I want to talk to you about 
it, but I need to take a little time and get into a better 
frame of mind, so I’m going to come back later.” 

Of course, the other option is to stay in the conversation, 

striving to stay connected with yourself as much as possible, and 

following the steps of  the IPM map to the best of  your ability. 

When conflicts arise in the moment, you may find that at first 

you do not have the presence of mind to realize it is a time to use 

your skills, or even remember the option to take a break, and 

therefore stay in the conversation with whatever reactive patterns 

are operating. You are on the train, and you may not get off it for 

awhile. You will make a mess. We encourage you to see those times 

as opportunities for further practice. 
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When you come out the other side, there are a number of things 

you can do to bring yourself back to reconnection with yourself 

and consider what you want to do. In Chapter 7 we will talk about 

the Mourn Celebrate Learn map, which is a key process for recon-

necting with yourself after something has happened. But for now, 

you can perform the Enemy Image Process from Chapter 4, as well 

as return to the Self-Connection Process to get reconnected to yourself.

The important thing to know is that the internal work you do 

will shorten the time it takes you to come out of a reactive place. 

Thus, while we encourage you to take a time-out from a conver-

sation—if you are able—to minimize the amount of clean-up to do 

later, taking time-outs is not the goal of learning to mediate inter-

personal conflicts. The real hope lies in doing the internal work 

outside the conversation, such that you are able to more and more 

quickly  get reconnected to yourself and stay there longer. It is then 

that you can be more present, empathize with the other person, 

and speak from your heart. 

A popular story about the founder of aikido, Morihei Ueshiba, 

illustrates the promise of  returning to presence. 

After observing O Sensei sparring with an accomplished 
fighter, a young student said to the master, “You never lose 

your balance. What is your secret?”

“You are  wrong,” O Sensei replied. “I am constantly losing 
my balance. My skill lies in my ability to regain it.”

Similarly, the more you practice, the more you are able to 

return quickly to presence when you have been triggered. Initially, 

it may take weeks or days, then hours, then minutes, until finally it 

is only seconds before you realize you are disconnected and then 

can reconnect. The place to focus your practice is not on some kind 
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of “maintaining” of presence, but in developing the skill to regain 

presence quickly so that you can choose how to respond. 

D E A L I N G  W I T H  “ N O ”  

If making requests is a fundamental part of mediating your life, 

then so too are negative responses to your requests. Hearing a “no” 

from someone, especially when in conflict, can trigger all kinds of 

habitual reactions and send you right back into conflict. Instead of 

hearing “no” as a roadblock to getting your needs met, we suggest 

that you hear it as another “please”—as an opportunity to go 

deeper into what needs can be met and create an even better 

solution than the request on the table. 

When you hear a “no,” be sure to listen for the “need behind 

the no.” Why? Because when someone is saying “no,”  they are say-

ing they think something about the request will not meet their needs. 

It may be a direct and obvious need that won’t be met, or the “no” 

may indicate profound needs that not only help resolve the conflict, 

but can also open new levels of understanding within the rela-

tionship. So, by saying “no,” they are in effect saying “yes” to other 

needs. 

For example, in Chapter 1, when Sally tells James to pick 

Maggie up and take her to her soccer tryouts and he resists, his 

“no” might be coming from his need for sustainability  through 

maintaining his position at work. On another level, though, his 

“no” might reflect deeper fears about the shifts happening in their 

home with Sally  going back to work, along with his needs for 

predictability. Another possibility is that he’s upset because he 

interprets that Sally always throws these requests at him at the last 

minute, and then he feels he has no choice, so his needs for 

autonomy and respect are not met. 
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Sally hears his resistance as an affront to her, triggering her 

fight or flight response, and she is not able to listen for the need 

behind his “no.” Even though she gets what she wants, the conflict 

intensifies.

A simple three-step process to use when you hear a “no” is: 

1. Clarify the request as it’s connected to needs. 

2. Empathize with the “no”; you want to be able to hear what 

needs are keeping the person from saying “yes” to the request. 

3. When you can hear those needs, you can then interpret what 

they want that would meet their needs, reframing your re-

quest or helping them make one that might meet the needs 

of  both of  you. Or, you can ask them to help come up with 

a solution that will work for you both. (We include a full exer-

cise for Need Behind the No in Appendix G: IPM Exercise.)

Let’s revisit the Chapter 1 scenario and see how Sally might 

have used this process when she heard James say, “Whoa, wait a 

minute, I’m taking the kids to school. I can’t just leave work in the 

middle of  the afternoon and stay with her through tryouts.” 

First, she reconnects to herself since his words elicit a 

reaction in her, and then she clarifies the  request as it’s 
related to her needs. 

She says, “Someone has to get Maggie to tryouts, and 

I’m  in a meeting with a potential client at that time, so I’m 
concerned about impacting my chances of landing the 
work. Is there any way you can help me with this?”

James says, “Well, it’s not a great time for me to leave 
work. It’s the middle of the afternoon.” 

Sally tries to empathize with  what is keeping James 
from saying yes. “So are you concerned about what’s going 

to happen at work if you take the time  to pick her up and 
get her to tryouts?”
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“Absolutely. Not only does it look bad, but I won’t be 
able to get as much work done.” 

Sally nods. “Right, so it’s both about making sure your 
work gets done and that others know you are there. Can you 

help me brainstorm some ways we can get her picked up?” 

From here, James and Sally  are in a conversation together to 

find a solution that meets their needs. As we heard at the beginning 

of this chapter, James does leave work to take Maggie, but then has 

Sally’s sister Peg take over so James can return to work. 

When someone else has made a request of you and the “no” is 

coming from you, you can guess the need behind the request, and 

then let them know your need that would not be met by the request 

as it currently stands. This keeps you within the structure above of 

empathizing with the other person first, which generally increases 

the likelihood that they will hear you. If you say “no” and they 

react to it, you can also begin with empathizing with their reaction 

before expressing your own needs. You can then try to come up 

with a modified request that would meet the need behind their 

request and the need behind your “no.”

For example, if in the scenario between James and Sally  it was 

James who had the awareness to use this process, he might have 

heard that Sally was making a request (even though it sounded like 

a demand) and realized that the “no” was coming from him. The 

conversation might instead have gone like this: 

First James clarifies what Sally would like, trying to connect 
it to her needs. “So when you ask me to pick Maggie up, is 
that because you’re concerned about landing this client?” 

Sally replies, “Yeah, it’s my first meeting with them  and 
I don’t want to give the impression that I’m always running 
off to handle other priorities.”
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James nods. “I understand that you’d like them to know
they’re important. The thing is, I’m concerned because I’m 
already taking the kids to school, which means I’m getting 
to work later than normal, and it doesn’t look good for me 

to take off in the middle  of the afternoon and not get work 
done. Can we take a few minutes to see if there’s a solution 
that will work for us both?” 

Again, James and Sally can now collaborate on coming up 

with the solution. 

mediateyourlife.com/need-behind-the-no-video/

H O W  T O  P R A C T I C E  T H E  I P M M A P  

Being able to perform any process “in the wild” successfully 

requires consciously practicing it so that the skills and capacities 

will be readily available to you, even when in a difficult situation. It 

might seem strange to think about practicing having a conversation, 

but that’s exactly what we suggest. Remember the flight simulator 

metaphor we introduced in Chapter 3? We want you to likewise set 

up a situation that models real life, allowing you to practice what it 

is you want to learn to do in an actual conversation, without the 

harsh consequences of  mistakes you might make. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

What is your habitual reaction when someone says 
“no” to a request you’ve made? How will you remind 

yourself next time to listen for the need behind the “no”?
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There are two forms of practice we recommend for the IPM 

map: the IPM Exercise and IPM Role-Play. The IPM Exercise is a 

step-by-step process that takes you through three levels of 

practicing the format and skills of an interpersonal conversation 

with a partner, whereas the IPM Role-Play is setting up a more 

free-form conversation with a partner where you follow the struc-

ture of the IPM map, using particular skills when you think they 

will contribute to the conversation. 

If you are brand new to the IPM map and the skills, we 

recommend starting with the IPM Exercise. (See Appendix G for 

the list of steps for all three levels of the IPM Exercise.) Though all 

the steps may seem daunting at first, we find that having a highly 

structured format helps people learn; being able to perform the 

skills, by following the step-by-step process already laid out for you, 

allows you to practice the skills themselves without becoming over-

whelmed by which choice to make in that moment. 

Going through the levels of the IPM Exercise does not yield 

one smooth conversation—not at first—so we recommend you 

have the sheet in front of you and move your finger down each 

step, practicing the skill for each. As you do the exercise a number 

of times, you will support the embodiment of the skills, and you 

will gain the experience to naturally develop your own sense of 

when you want to use each skill. 

The Intensity Exercise we introduced in Chapter 2 is a companion 

to the IPM Exercise in helping you be in a difficult conversation. 

The simplest way to describe the difference is that Intensity Exercise 

is about capacity building, whereas the IPM Exercise is about skill 

building. 

In the Intensity Exercise, you purposefully get triggered into 

the fight-flight-freeze reaction, practicing becoming aware of that 

response as soon as possible, then becoming present in it and 
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returning yourself to a more centered state so you can act out of 

choice instead of habit. The purpose is to support your capacity to 

be present with yourself in the stress response, manage that 

response, and choose what you want to do next.   

Once you are better able to be present and have the capacity to 

choose, you may ask what choices you can make to navigate an 

interpersonal conversation. The IPM Exercise is about the actual 

choices themselves, developing the skills so that when you make 

the choice, you can capably execute it. The various levels of the 

IPM Exercise take you through all the skills and choices that will 

help you mediate your own conflict with another person, with the 

goal of creating connection that leads to resolution and agree-

ments. It’s a highly structured, step-by-step approach that allows 

you to practice the IPM map with a partner. In this way, you can 

begin to embody making the choices and using the skills while in 

conversation with someone else. 

Once you are more comfortable with the map and skills, you 

might try the other form of practice: an IPM role-play. This is a 

more free-form type of practice, where you and your partner set up 

a role-play, based on a real or imagined situation, and practice using 

the IPM map and the nine mediation skills in the conversation. We 

suggest when setting up a role-play that you use the steps of the 

Flight Simulator to create a safe container, enabling you to learn at 

your optimal level (see Appendix J for the Flight Simulator setup 

steps). As always, in practice you dial your own difficulty, asking 

your partner for the level of challenge that is right for you at each 

point on your learning curve. IPM Role-Play helps make it more 

natural to use the five steps of the IPM map while you are in a 

conversation. 

Whatever practice you choose, always remember that it is up to 

you to opt for what you would like to work on and to determine 
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the level of difficulty. If you are in the early stage of learning and 

want to focus solely on the steps of the IPM map, it’s best to set up 

your practice to focus on that and not worry about the additional 

skills. If you have the steps down and want to work on a particular 

skill, such as Interrupting or Connection Requests, then focus your 

practice time on using that skill. We offer the models of the IPM 

Exercise and Role-Play to give you some initial structure; feel free 

to modify that structure so that it meets your learning needs. 

In terms of “dialing the difficulty”—or setting the level of 

challenge you would like in your practice—you can do this through 

your practice focus and requests to your partner. Here are some 

suggestions for different levels of  challenge: 

Lower Difficulty Higher Difficulty

Focusing 
Practice

IPM map steps only

One skill only

IPM Exercise levels 1 & 
2 (following exact steps 
from Appendix G—
limiting your choices 
each moment)

IPM map steps and skills

Multiple skills

IPM Exercise level 3 
(complete IPM Exercise with 
all steps and skills)

IPM Role-Play: free-form con-
versation in which you make 
all choices about when and 
how to use steps and skills

Partner 
Requests

Respond to requests by 
doing what I’ve asked

Respond in a way that 
is intended to create 
connection

Respond to requests by 
doing something different 
(i.e., if I ask for reflection of 
my needs, instead say what is 
going on for you)

Give responses that are 
challenging for me to hear or 
intended to create discon-
nection (partner may need 
coaching on what to say)
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For both the IPM Exercise and Role-Play, set up three chairs so 

you can move into a physical chair when you are in the role of the 

mediator. If you are working with a long-distance partner, whoever 

is taking the lead can set up two chairs to physically move between. 

Though this may seem strange, we highly recommend you try it 

out; it will substantially help you begin to embody the mediator 

mind when you can physically move to a different chair. 

 In practice, you will move between the different chairs in a 

similar manner as you did with the Intensity Exercise. The steps of 

the IPM Exercise tell you when to move into the mediator chair 

and when to move back to the “self ” chair. If you choose to 

practice using an IPM Role-Play, you might move between the 

chairs as follows:

✦ Sit in the mediator chair to do Steps 1 and 2 (SCP, Can I 

hear a “please”).

✦ Stay in the mediator chair to assess in Step 3 whether you 

can empathize.

✦ Move to the self  chair to empathize with the other person 

or express yourself.

✦ Stay in the self  chair to hear the response from the other 

person.

✦ Move back to the mediator chair to return to Steps 1 & 2. 

The separate chairs, remember, are a way to remind yourself to 

step into a part of yourself that can hold all perspectives in the 

conflict and is not triggered or caught in habitual reactions. 

Eventually, with enough practice and experience, you will find that 

you can stay in mediator mind for increasing amounts of time 

throughout a conversation. 
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S T O P P I N G  C O N F L I C T  B E F O R E  I T  B E G I N S

The Interpersonal Mediation map we outline in this chapter clearly 

applies to situations where you are already in conflict with another 

person. It also becomes useful, however, to think of utilizing it when 

you are not yet in a conflict, but sense that things might go in that 

direction. By using the same overall format, you may be able to 

avoid a potential dispute. These types of less intense situations also 

provide good practice ground to build your skills in staying con-

nected with yourself  and in empathizing with the other person. 

Too many situations might fall into the “potential conflict” 

category to mention them all; however, we will mention general 

examples, as well as a more specific one, to help you begin to 

recognize when these show up in your own life. 

When you have a definite idea of something you want to do—

to the point where you become less willing to consider other 

people’s ideas—it sets up the potential for conflict. This can 

happen with intimate relationships (partners, children, and close 

friends) in a multitude of  small ways. 

For example, you may want to go to a particular restaurant, or 

have a clear idea of how you want to spend the day. You might 

have a preference for the way a particular chore should be done, for 

how you would like the house kept, or for the way a person should 

drive. Though these may only be small irritations, they can build 

into larger resentments. You may get your way, but often at the 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

What requests do you have of yourself or other 
people to practice the IPM Exercise or Role-Play?
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expense of connection with yourself and the other person. Alter-

natively, you might simply give in and let the other person have 

their way, again with disconnection as the inevitable result. 

Instead, use the steps of the IPM map when you have these types 

of conversations and notice how you change the dynamics of the 

situation and the relationship.

The earlier example of James’s phone call with the translator is 

a good illustration of avoiding a conflict. Although the situation 

was not a full-fledged conflict, it was the type that could eventually 

lead to one if it wasn’t handled with some finesse. If, for instance, 

James had expressed in the call his frustration about the lack of 

clarity, and not been willing to listen and be present, the translator 

could easily have sensed it through the agitation and abruptness in 

his voice. She might then have closed down and felt hurt about not 

being heard and cared about. It could have created an estrange-

ment, generally dealt with through avoidance, that involves writing 

the person off and moving on. Since the whole situation was based 

on a simple misconception, estrangement would be an unfortunate 

and unnecessary end. 

When you do this kind of work, you are often not seen as a 

hero; when you avoid what might have happened, most people 

don’t see what you’ve avoided or the skill implicit in doing so. It’s 

difficult to measure the contribution of being able to be in an inter-

personal interaction in this way, yet it is very much a contribution.

As you practice using the Interpersonal Mediation map in this 

chapter, see if you can find times to use it to avoid disconnection 

and conflict. For instance, if you notice that you are holding a 

particular idea about what to do as a demand when interacting 

with another person, step back for a moment and see if you can 

shift to using the IPM map to connect and find a strategy that 

works better for both of  you. 
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Though our focus in this chapter is on how to facilitate the 

conversation when you are in conflict with someone else, we do 

want to point out that we see the conversation as just one part of a 

larger framework (which we will go into in detail in Chapter 8 

when we discuss the learning cycle). When you are in a conver-

sation, for example, you do the best you can, but there are further 

ways to practice after the conversation and before the next one to 

continue creating connection. As such, we encourage you not to 

put too much pressure on yourself, thinking that it is all about one 

conversation. It isn’t. 

We find that only a small portion of our success in mediating 

our own conflicts is what we do in the moment. A greater 

proportion lies in how we prepare for the first conversation, what 

we do afterward, and how we prepare for the next. This work 

“around the conversation” helps us show up in a certain way, 

allowing the conversation to flow from our ability to be present and 

centered in our needs. 

When interpersonal conflicts are with people close to you, such 

as intimate partners, children, parents, siblings, or close friends, 

there is often a sense of familiarity to the conflicts; you tend to get 

in the same ones over and over, sometimes with no real awareness 

of being able to track how you become stimulated. As you practice 

the skills in this chapter and the rest of the book, however, this 

pattern can change. 

While in a conflict, you can start to bring more awareness and 

try different things both during and after the conversation, includ-

ing tracking back to when you became triggered and talking to the 

other person about when they became triggered. This helps you 

learn more about the conflict and to be aware when it shows up 

again, giving you more opportunity to intervene in different ways. 

As a result, these kinds of conflicts can evolve over time to a point 
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where you are aware of when they begin much more quickly, 

enabling you to make choices that lead to reconnection with 

yourself  and the other person.

Q

James briefly feels some relief after leaving Scott’s office. Then 
his mind gets going and he starts second-guessing what he said 
and whether Scott was really on board. He calls Sally to fill her 
in on how it went, catching her just as she drops off Maggie for 
soccer practice. 

After they exchange hellos, Sally says, “Well, did you talk 
to Scott today?”

“Yeah.”
“How did it go?”
James sighs. “I think it went okay, but now I’m wondering 

whether he’s really on board and willing.”
“What happened in the conversation? Were you able to 

hear him and say what was going on for you?”
James’s voice has more energy as he replies, “Yes. I was 

pleased with how I could empathize with him, and I think it 
helped him to be able to hear me. He finally told me that the 
decision about Aaron had come from higher up, and since Matt 
had left my team he’d put Aaron with me. I still asked him if we 
could do a trial period, like we talked about last night, of him 
including me in decisions that affect me. He said he’s willing.”

“That’s great!” Sally says with obvious enthusiasm. “It 
sounds like you got what you wanted. So what’s going on that’s 
causing you to wonder about it?” 

“I’m not sure. I guess part of me is thinking he just said that 
to get me off his back.” 
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“Is that about wanting to know you matter?” Sally asks. 
“That what’s important to you is important to him?” 

“Yeah, I guess it is. And I’m thinking that maybe we could 
have made a more solid agreement about it, which I’m now 
realizing we didn’t.”

Sally clarifies what she’s heard. “So now you’re also aware 
that you made the request and he said yes, but there isn’t quite 
the level of specificity you would like?” 

“That’s it exactly. It feels a little vague. I guess the next time 
it comes up, maybe I can talk to him about making it more 
specific.”

“Good. And we can talk later if you want to practice what 
that might sound like.” 

“Sounds good. Thanks for listening … and for your help 
last night. I know it made a huge difference today in my ability 
to talk with Scott.”

Q

N E X T  U P

You’ve successfully navigated a difficult conversation and re-

established connection. In order to fully bring the fruits of your 

labor into the world, the requests you made in the final stage may 

not be sufficient. Turning those requests into solid agreements can 

help both of  you to be more confident in moving forward. 
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P A T H W A Y  T O  

C H A N G E

G E T T I N G  T O  
A G R E E M E N T S

Unless both sides win, no agreement can be permanent.
—JIMMY CARTER

Q

ALLY REACHES FOR ANOTHER HOMEMADE COOKIE 

from the plate between her and James. “Nothing like a good 
cookie to help create connection!” She grins at James as he 
reaches for one too and they raise their cookies to one another 
in a mock toast. As Sally reheats some water for tea, she reviews 
their conversation in her mind. Finally, they’d found time to 
discuss their argu-ment from a few mornings prior when Sally 
had asked James to take Maggie to her tryouts. Sharing what 
each had realized after the argument, Sally let James know how 
much she wanted care—both for the family and kids, but also 
for her own dreams—and her fear that going back to work 
meant she wasn’t a good mother. James had told Sally how 
much pressure he felt at work and his concern about taking off 
in the middle of the day, and how that tied in with his need for 
sustainability for their family. 

S

6



Sally pours the water and sits back down at the table. “I 
think we’re starting to have some clarity about our needs,” she 
says. “One thing I feel a little upset about, though, is that I did 
tell you the night before that I had meetings and couldn’t take 
Maggie to tryouts.”

James shakes his head and says, “Yeah, when we were right 
in the middle of trying to get dinner together and Mags was 
bugging us about her teacher. I feel like you sometimes tell me 
things like that at the worst possible time, knowing I can’t take 
it in right then, so you don’t have to discuss it but later you can 
say you told me. It’s like you want what you want and will do 
whatever to get it, without this being a team effort and 
considering what will work for me too.”

Sally takes a deep breath. Part of her wants to argue with 
him. Yet, she has a dawning awareness that he is right. The 
truth feels painful, but it is a welcome pain compared to that of 
endless fighting. 

“That’s really hard for me to hear, and this is even harder to 
say, but you’re right. I do that. I guess I’m … I’m just so afraid 
that it’s always going to be me who’s going to have to compro-
mise. I feel like I’ve given up my own dreams for other people 
for so long—you, the kids—and now that I’ve rekindled my 
dream, I don’t want to compromise it. I want to do whatever it 
takes to give it wings. To give me wings.” 

“I’m hearing that you would really like to have a career 
again and know you are contributing in that way. Is that it?” 
James asks.

“Yes, but it’s more than that. It’s also hard for me when you 
say things that I hear as diminishing the importance of my 
work, like that my job is casual. You haven’t said it directly, but 
I sometimes think you see my work as kind of a cute hobby that 
I’m taking on now that Maggie is older, and that your work is 
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more important, so I should be the one to work around all our 
family commitments. I heard you say a minute ago that you 
wanted teamwork, and I want that too. And I would love to 
know I count, that we really are working together—for all of us 
to be able to have what we want.” 

James nods. “Yes, I’m getting that we both really want to 
work together. And you’d appreciate knowing that I see your 
work as important too, and that we have some equality when it 
comes to making compromises that affect our lives.” 

Sally breathes a sigh of relief, her body relaxing a bit as she 
feels heard by James. “Thank you for hearing me. It seems like 
we have so many needs in common here—predictability, sus-
tainability, acknowledgment, support …”

James agrees. “I know. But this is where I get stuck. I keep 
feeling like we can definitely get connected about this, but then 
it seems like there’s no way forward. Work is important to both 
of us. So is our family. I feel like no matter what we do, we’ll 
keep having these same situations come up, and one of us will 
have to give up and feel like our work is jeopardized in some 
way.” He rubs his hands over his face. “I just don’t know where 
to go from here.”

Q

Agreements form the backbone of human interaction. Anytime 

people do something together, it’s likely that some form of agree-

ment is in place, whether it’s an explicit agreement, or one 

implicitly agreed to by their actions.

“Let’s go to the movies on Friday!” 

“Ok! I’d love to see that new romantic comedy!”
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“I’d like to move ahead on the project. Can you get me a 
proposal by Friday?” 

“Sure, I’ll have it on your desk by 3 p.m.” 

“Would you water the plants each week while  you’re 
straightening the living room?” 

“Yeah, I can do that.”

Change in the world starts with a request. You might make a 

request of yourself to do something or you might ask someone else. 

Another person may make a request of you and you agree or 

disagree. We covered making requests and how to distinguish 

between requests and demands in Choosing Peace, and in the 

previous chapter, we talked about making solution requests in the 

resolution phase of  the Interpersonal Mediation map.

Sometimes, making a request is enough. It can help you be 

heard about what you desire, and if the other person says yes, that 

may be all that’s needed. In many cases, however, taking the small 

step from making a request to having an agreement can be helpful; 

making a request builds the foundation for reaching an agreement. 

To be clear, requests are different from agreements in that 

requests are saying you want to do something, while agreements are 

putting a stake in the ground—with the commitment and intention 

that you are going  to do it. In situations where the conflict is long-

standing, more emotionally fraught, or where trust is an issue, 

creating agreements helps increase the likelihood that the needs 

you both surfaced—and that helped connect you with each other—

are actually met. James and Sally can both be clear about their 

needs and express them to each other, but in order to create the 

change in their lives they’d both like to see, agreements are a 

necessary next step.
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Understanding agreements—how to make, hold, and support 

them—is a key skill for navigating relationships and meeting your 

needs, yet it is not one that most people are trained in. For 

example, consider the following scenarios:

You make an agreement with your teenager that when he 

borrows the car, he will contribute to keeping the gas tank 
filled. After he uses it the  next time, you find the tank close 
to empty. When you  ask him about it, he says he left money 
on the kitchen table for gas, while  you meant for him to fill 

the tank while he was out. You realize that because the agree-
ment wasn’t clear, you and he understood it differently.

You and your partner agree that the  next time either of you 
is going to be at the store, you will call to see if the other 
person wants anything. You go to the store, but it’s not until 

you’re on the way home do you remember you had agreed 
to call. At that point, you realize you need some way to 
remind yourself of the agreement in the moment. 

You and a coworker have a large  project deadline looming 
in  a week, and it becomes clear to both of you that the 
project will not be complete by then. You feel your stress 

level rising as each day goes by and the deadline draws 
closer. You’re afraid that dire consequences will result from 
missing this deadline; you also realize you weren’t clear 

when you made the agreement about what to do if you 
couldn’t keep it. 

When your teenager comes home at midnight after agree-

ing she would call if she was going to be  later than  10:30 
p.m. (and she didn’t), you get angry and yell at her. She 
rolls her eyes and goes to her room. You realize that in 

making the agreement with her, you had actually turned it 
into a demand, simply expecting it would be fulfilled. 
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Do you recognize these types of situations in your own life? If 

so, you’re not alone. Everyone can use some guidelines for how to 

make effective agreements that are more likely to be kept—and 

how to stay connected when they are not. 

To assist with making and keeping agreements, we have 

identified three types—primary, supporting, and restoring—that we 

will describe shortly. We will also cover ways to think about 

requests and agreements that we find most powerful in creating 

connection and change. But before we get into the specifics of 

agreements, let’s return to the topic of  connection. 

C O N N E C T I O N  A S  P R E C U R S O R  T O  A G R E E M E N T

If you are in conflict with another person, it’s likely that you don’t 

start out feeling much connection to them. In fact, you may not feel 

any care for them at all, and even want to punish them out of your 

anger and belief that they don’t care about you. You want what you 

want; you’re right and they’re wrong. When disconnected from 

yourself and others, it’s common to approach resolution from the 

viewpoint of  “What can I get for myself ?” 

Through the process of the IPM map—getting connected to 

yourself and seeking to understand the other person while being 

understood yourself—you hopefully begin to shift out of this state 

of disconnection. Ideally, you’ll begin to gain a rapport with the 

person, adopting a broader view in which you realize that in order 

to get what you  want, it makes sense to help them get what they 

want. As such, you begin to care about getting needs met for both 

parties instead of  only for yourself. 

As we’ve said throughout this book, the primary intention of 

the approach we are offering is to focus first on connection. When 

you begin by creating a connection with someone you are in 
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conflict with, the resolution will oftentimes emerge organically out 

of that connection. When dealing with challenges, people often 

want to leap straight to figuring out solutions and conclusions, but 

we offer a different pathway. Instead of taking a path that attempts 

to go straight for solution, we recommend an approach that to 

some people seems like a deviation—one that goes through 

connection first, then to solutions. 

We have found from years of personal experience in mediating 

between others and in our own lives that this seeming detour is 

actually not a detour at all. The solutions arrived at when we take 

the path through connection are qualitatively better than those we 

come to when we do not connect. They are often unexpected, more 

satisfying, and since they take into account the needs of everyone, 

each person feels good about them. What’s more, the solutions are 

more likely to be fulfilled. 

Connection is a bit ephemeral and mysterious. One way to 

think about it is that you can experience a continuum of connec-

tion, one that goes from intellectual understanding of where the 

other person is coming from, to seeing that you share the same 

needs as human beings, to feeling a sense of underlying oneness 

with them. These specific phases along the continuum can be 

checkpoints for you during a conflict conversation, particularly 

when coming to the resolution phase. Some level of connection is 

helpful to reach a strong resolution, one that takes the needs of 

both of you into account. You can tap into how connected you are 

to the other person by where on this continuum you are. 

Check in with yourself during a conversation for any of these 

states:

✦ Feeling a sense of  rapport and understanding with the 

other person
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✦ Seeing that getting your needs met is going to include 

addressing the other person’s needs

✦ Feeling like you want to contribute to the other person out 

of  care and compassion for them

We encourage you to see this as a checklist of possible ways 

you could experience connection, not another way to be self-

critical. If you find you’re not experiencing a sense of connection, 

you can choose to stay in the connection phase—the first four steps 

of the IPM map—to try to become connected. Alternatively, you 

can test the waters by moving toward solutions, suggesting strate-

gies that you hope might work for the other person and that you 

imagine will work for you. The reactions you receive from the 

other person to your suggestions will indicate whether to pursue a 

solution now or to remain in the first four steps of  the IPM map.

Remember, it’s not about forcing a state of connection or 

trying to feel something you currently don’t; it’s about staying in 

the conversation, continuing to reconnect with your needs wher-

ever you are, and then seeking to hear where the other person is 

coming from. It requires trust that these steps will naturally lead 

you to experience some level of connection with the other person. 

Then, in the resolution phase, this connection can develop into 

concrete actions that resolve the issue between you. 

G I V I N G  A N D  R E C E I V I N G

One way to know when you are connected is that you want to give 

to the other person; there may even be a natural shift into making 

sure all needs are met, regardless of whose needs they are. When 

you’re connected at this level, the two roles you’ve been playing—

mediator mind and disputant—meld into one, and the needs that 
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are uncovered are collective (not my needs vs. your needs). The 

question then becomes, how can you both give and receive so that 

all needs between you are valued and cared for?

It is now that you shift from “What can I get?” to the natural 

enjoyment of giving and receiving. This shift may happen regard-

less of where on the continuum of connection you are, and it is 

especially sweet when you are so connected that the lines blur 

between giving and receiving. This is when you can actually get 

lost in the giving and receiving; it becomes unclear who is the giver 

and who is the receiver. What we mean by this is that even if 

you’re the one giving, it feels like the other person is actually giving 

to you by the way they are receiving what you’re giving. It’s a 

poignant state to achieve, particularly when you may have started 

from a state of  anger and wanting to be right. 

 We want to be clear: we’re not suggesting you see the giving 

and receiving we’re discussing as a hard rule or a “should.” Instead, 

merely think of it as a question you can ask yourself during a 

conversation: “Do I feel like I want to contribute to this person out 

of my care for them, or not?” The answer should serve as a bench-

mark, a way of noticing where you are in your relationship with 

this person, and choosing what you want to do next to create a 

resolution that would make you happy and be in harmony with 

what you value. 

 You can also hold yourself accountable to the following 

questions: 

✦ Am I willing to hold the intention to act with compassion 

and kindness? 

✦ Am I willing to shift into giving and receiving? 

✦ Am I willing to use the skills, tools, and distinctions I know 

to help myself  get to the place where I can act out of  

compassionate lovingkindness?
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At times, perhaps because you are still in pain or for some 

other reason, you may not feel willing to take on the intention to 

give and receive, and that’s okay. What we believe is important here 

is that if you’re going to reach an agreement with the other person, 

you approach them in some way that their needs are also met. It’s a 

practical reality that the best way to get what you want is to help 

the other person get what they want as well.

Once you move into the resolution stage, you begin making 

requests that can lead to agreements. Let’s turn now to the types of 

agreements you might make.

P R I M A R Y  A G R E E M E N T S

Conflicts arise when your strategy to meet your needs differs from 

someone else’s strategy to meet theirs. In uncovering these needs, how-

ever, you can create an agreement that strives to satisfy both of  you.

Primary agreements can be anything; there may be requests 

and agreements from both of you, or just one person. The simplest 

types, though, are when one person agrees to do something for the 

other. For example, you agree to pay the other person a specific 

amount of money by a certain time, or the other person agrees to 

talk to someone on your behalf  in the next few days. 

More complicated primary agreements involve changes in inter-

personal behavior patterns, which are common in family and work 

primary agreements n. pl.
the strategies designed by you and the person you 
are in conflict with that you both believe will meet 
the needs that surfaced during the connection phase
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partnerships where people have history with each other and are 

interested in an ongoing relationship. The conflict may arise out of 

a pattern of behavior that isn’t meeting your needs, and when those 

needs become clearer through the IPM process, the shift in 

behavior you desire might also become clear. In this case, you can 

formulate an agreement that when a particular situation comes up 

again in the future, the other person will respond in a different way. 

Or, you may be the one behaving in a way that the other person is 

finding difficult, and therefore agree to respond in a new way. 

The solution requests you make form the primary agreement. 

Once you and the other person have both made requests that the 

other person is willing to say “yes” to, the last small but important 

step is to clarify and make sure you are both on the same page 

about the primary agreement. 

Q

Sally nods. “It sounds like you feel hopeless and would like to 
have some clarity about what we can do so that we don’t keep 
coming back to the same issue. Is that right?” 

James laughs. “I’m hearing Shawn’s voice in my head say, 
‘Well then, make a request!’ So maybe that’s a start. What 
request could we make of each other that would help?”

Both ponder James’s question for a few moments, then James 
says, “Here’s one idea. Would it be possible for us to take time 
on the weekend to talk about the schedule for the week—what 
commitments we each have and what’s going on with the kids? 
That way we can at least discuss it without things always feeling 
so last minute.” 

“I like that idea. We can figure out then who will take care 
of what. And it might be a good idea to include other house-
hold tasks on it too, like grocery shopping,” Sally adds.
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“Ok,” James confirms, “so we agree to set aside time on the 
weekend to discuss schedules for the week and decide who will 
take care of what.”

“Yes, but … I’m still concerned about how those conver-
sations will go, like if I ask you to do something I used to do and 
your concerns about work come up, I would like to empathize 
with you instead of reacting out of my own fears.”

“I appreciate that … and if I start to feel that way, what 
could I do? Maybe the Self-Connection Process would at least 
interrupt that pattern and get me connected again. And if some-
thing does come up during the week, would you be willing to 
ask me first if I can talk about it instead of just springing it on 
me?” 

“Yeah, absolutely. So we have an agreement to set aside 
time each weekend. I agree to ask you first if I need to talk to 
you about something during the week, and I’ll empathize with 
your response when I ask you to do something … and you’ll do 
the Self-Connection Process when your concerns about work 
come up.”

James smiles. “That sounds good!”

Q

Sally James

Primary 
Agreements

Actions Set aside time on we    
schedules/tasks

    eekend to discuss  

Behavior 
Patterns

Empathize with 
James when his 
concerns arise

Ask James first if 
he can talk

Perform SCP when 
fears come up
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With primary agreements, either person may have concerns 

about the agreement being kept. This is where the next two types of 

agreements become important. 

S U P P O R T I N G  A G R E E M E N T S

At times you may need some help to fulfill a primary agreement. 

A supporting agreement can be as simple as agreeing to put an 

action on a to-do list or schedule it in a calendar. If the primary 

agreement is to talk to someone, the supporting agreement might 

be to send an email to schedule the phone call. 

Once you’ve made a primary agreement, the easiest way to 

approach supporting agreements is to say:

“Now that we have this agreement, is there anything either 
of us might need to put in place to ensure that we fulfill it?”

If the primary agreement involves a change in behavior, you 

might bring up supporting agreements by saying: 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

What are some recent examples of primary 
agreements from your own life?

supporting agreements n. pl.
agreements to support the fulfillment of the primary 
agreement 
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“I’m a little concerned that this agreement we’ve made is 
about new behavior, and at least for myself I’m kind of 
worried about being able to do it. I’d like to talk about 
what we can do to support each other—or ourselves—to 

keep the agreement we made. It means a lot to me to 
follow through on what we said, so can we talk about what 
agreements we could have with ourselves and each other 

that would help us keep the primary agreement?”

These types of agreements are helpful when two people have a 

history with each other—especially when one or both people may 

lack trust that the other will do what they say. For example, if Sally 

and James have agreed that James will call Sally when he’s going to 

be late coming home from work, Sally  may not trust, due to her 

past experience, that James will follow through. Putting a support-

ing agreement in place, such as that James will set an alarm on his 

phone to go off at 6 p.m., reminding him to call her if he’s not on 

his way home yet, can help both parties. 

Likewise, the person agreeing to the request may be aware that 

fulfilling the request could be difficult. For example, James might 

know that when he gets involved in his work, he often doesn’t 

notice the time until it’s well past when he should have called. He 

knows he needs some support to keep the agreement, so he agrees 

to enlist the help of someone else in his office, perhaps an assistant, 

to track the time and remind him to call Sally. When primary 

agreements involve changes in behavior, enlisting the support of a 

neutral third party can be extremely helpful. 

Q

Sally smiles back. “Yeah, I think that can work. Do you think 
there’s anything we need to put in place to support us in keeping 
these agreements? I mean, I know how our weekends can get 
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with the kids, and these other agreements might be hard to re-
member in the moment.” 

James chuckles. “So true. Remember last weekend? Felt like 
Friday night to Monday morning happened in about two hours. 
Between seeing your mom and Peg, Corey’s game, Maggie’s 
science fair, and taking the kids to the play, I’m not sure I had a 
moment to take a breath.” 

“No kidding!” Sally agrees. “I think it’s a good idea to 
schedule it, maybe even try to have a regular time if we can. 
Sunday seems like a good day. What do you think?”

“I’m willing to try that. It may be too hard to do the same 
time each Sunday, but we could at least commit to that day, put 
it on the calendar, and rearrange things so we make sure there’s 
time to do it.” 

“I like it.” Sally grows thoughtful. “But what about the 
other agreements we made? Is there anything I can do to support 
you to do the SCP?”

James sighs. “That wouldn’t just trigger me more?” He 
pauses, drumming his fingers on the table. “Well, maybe if I 
start to react, you could ask me, ‘Are you connected to yourself?’ 
That will remind me I value choosing instead of reacting.”

“Ok,” Sally says, “I’ll ask, ‘Are you connected to yourself?’ 
if you react when I ask about doing something. I think for me, 
before going into any of these conversations, I would like to ask 
myself, Am I willing to hear a “no”? Since I’ve agreed to empath-
ize, I think that would help remind me.” 

James summarizes their supporting agreements. “So we’re 
going to schedule time in the calendar on Sunday to plan the 
week. You’re going to ask yourself, Am I willing to hear a no? 
before these conversations, and if you see me begin to react, 
you’re going to ask me, ‘Are you connected to yourself?’”
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Sally James

Primary 
Agreements

Actions Set aside time on w    
schedules/tasks

    weekend to discuss  

Behavior 
Patterns

Empathize with 
James when his 
concerns arise

Ask James first if 
he can talk

Perform SCP when 
fears come up

Supporting 
Agreements

Actions Put appointment on   
Sunday; rearrange s    

  n calendar for 
  schedules to fit in

 

Behavior 
Patterns

If James starts to 
react, ask “Are 
you connected 
to yourself?”

Ask “Am I willing 
to hear a ‘no’?”

R E S T O R I N G  A G R E E M E N T S

Even with supporting agreements in place, sometimes agreements 

are broken. 

After discussing any supporting agreements you’ve made, you 

might ask:

restoring agreements n. pl.
agreements that address what will happen if the 
primary agreement is not kept for whatever reason
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“What are we  going to do if one of us doesn’t keep to the 
agreement? We’re talking about changing our behavior, 
and since  it can take some time to learn a new way of 
doing things, what’s our agreement if either one of us 

perceives we’re not keeping the original agreement?” 

Without these kinds of conversations, people often imme-

diately assume a negative motive on the part of the other person 

when agreements aren’t kept, and therefore jump to judgment, 

often ending up more disheartened than if they had not made the 

primary agreement in the first place. If, however, people have 

discussed the possibility that things may change, they are more 

likely to check in about their intentions and remind each other of 

agreements in a way that is supportive instead of critical. Restoring 

agreements encourage people—by connecting with needs—to step 

out of the conclusion that things should have happened a certain 

way. They set the stage for how the parties will interact in the event 

that the primary agreement does not play out as anticipated. 

We encourage you to decide what you will do if the primary 

agreement is not kept immediately after feeling the satisfaction of 

having agreed to it. This is when you are usually  full of hope and 

trust in the intentions on both your parts, and are therefore more 

likely to plan a better relationship-restoring proposal than if you 

wait until after the primary agreement has been breached. 

When the primary agreement is a one-time action planned to 

occur by a certain date, a restoring agreement might simply set a 

consequence for the agreement being broken. For example, if your 

partner has agreed to have the car back by 3 p.m. because you need 

it to get to an appointment, a restoring agreement might be that if 

he doesn’t have it back, he will pay for you to take a cab to your 

appointment, and he will pick you up afterward.
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In a case where the primary agreement refers to a change in be-

havior on someone’s part, the restoring agreements might lay out 

what both parties would say or do in the case that the person forgets 

or behaves as usual. This could include specific words and actions.

Using our example of  James calling Sally if  he’s going to be late:

Let’s say James doesn’t call Sally one evening because he 
was in a meeting with  Scott that ran over, and he  didn’t 
hear the alarm on his phone. Without a restoring agree-

ment in place, Sally would likely get angry and disconnected 
again from James. If she has agreed, however, to empathize 
with the  need he was meeting, it can short-circuit her own 

pattern of behavior. When they talk after James gets home 
and he tells her why he forgot to call, she might empathize 
with his need to be  effective  and productive at work, 
meeting a further need for sustainability. She might then be 

able to express her own needs for predictability and planning 
of how to manage the kids around dinnertime, homework, 
and bed in a way that James can connect with, instead of 

reacting in a blaming manner. James can mourn the  cost of 
the needs not met, both for himself—he didn’t meet his 
need for integrity—and for Sally. It can also be connecting 

if both parties can empathize with the  distress that the 
other may be feeling about the agreement not being kept. 

If the skills are not in place to be able to empathize, another 

restoring agreement can be for each person to have a call with 

someone who can empathize, or even a call together with someone 

who can help facilitate the conversation. When a conflict has been 

difficult and emotions are strong on either side, this is sometimes a 

good option as it can help the parties become reconnected.

Q
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James picks up the last cookie and splits it in half, handing one 
to Sally. “I’m already feeling so much better from this conver-
sation. And the cookies don’t hurt!”

Sally pushes James’s shoulder playfully. 
“I’m thinking now about those other agreements,” James 

continues, “the ones to make for when you don’t remember to do 
what you planned. I know we can both beat ourselves up when 
that happens. Is there anything we can do if, say, another Sunday 
comes around like last weekend and we miss our scheduled time?” 

Sally muses while chewing her cookie. “I think what you 
said is key, about beating ourselves up. So maybe what we could 
do is acknowledge what needs we were meeting in whatever we 
made a higher priority than our scheduled time. So in other 
words, to empathize with ourselves for what did happen.”

“Yeah, and then maybe commit to set a new time as soon as 
we can,” James adds.

“Exactly. And maybe that same idea would work if either of 
us forget and react—maybe taking a time-out as soon as one of 
us notices we’re disconnected, do the SCP, and then come back 
and empathize with each other.” 

“And keep Shawn and Alicia on speed dial in case we need 
them!” 

James and Sally both laugh. 

Q

In mediating your life, supporting and restoring agreements are 

often crucial. If you notice some distrust in yourself about an 

agreement being kept (either on your side or the other person’s), 

you can suggest supporting and restoring agreements. These fortify 

your ongoing relationship with the person, whether or not the 

agreement is kept. The more important your relationship with the 

person is, the more helpful these types of  agreements become.
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Sally James

Primary 
Agreements

Actions Set aside time on we    
schedules/tasks

    eekend to discuss  

Behavior 
Patterns

Empathize with 
James when his 
concerns arise

Ask James first if 
he can talk

Perform SCP when 
fears come up

Supporting 
Agreements

Actions Put appointment on   
Sunday, rearrange sc    

   calendar for 
  chedules to fit in

 

Behavior 
Patterns

If James starts to 
react, ask “Are 
you connected to 
yourself?”

Ask “Am I willing 
to hear a ‘no?’”

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Thinking back to the primary agreements you’ve 
made recently, did you make any supporting or 

restoring agreements? If so, what were they? If not, 
what supporting or restoring agreements do you 

imagine might have been helpful? 
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Restoring 
Agreements

Actions Commit to a new time as soon as 
possible

 

Behavior 
Patterns

Empathize with needs met/not met in 
prioritizing something else over 
scheduled time

Take time out if either react, perform 
SCP, then empathize with each other



P R E S E N T  T E N S E  N AT U R E  O F  A G R E E M E N T S

When you have made an agreement with someone, how do you 

then think about it? Do you assume it must happen as agreed? Well, 

of course! you may think. We agreed to it. Obviously it should happen as 

agreed to! 

Yet, you can never guarantee what you will do in the future; all 

you really have is this moment, and whatever occurs in this moment 

will pass. In other words, when you sit with other people and make 

agreements about the future, none of you can guarantee that future 

activity will occur—all you can say is that in the present moment, 

you intend to do something in the future and that you are not 

aware of anything that will keep you from doing it. But as you 

know, numerous things intervene in human affairs that keep you 

from doing what you agree to, even if you are fully committed to it. 

There’s also the possibility  that you will change your mind; condi-

tions might shift such that you no longer want to fulfill the agreement. 

United States law and its antecedents in English law recognize 

that in breach-of-contract cases, people cannot guarantee what will 

happen in the future; there is no requirement that contracting parties 

will fulfill a bargain as a duty. The parties, therefore, have the right 

to breach a contract, though there may be consequences for doing 

so. It’s no surprise that this system has been in place for over 800 

years, as the realities of human interaction have always been a 

struggle. Hence, since agreements may not be kept, stating what the 

parties will do in that event is vital. 

A more realistic way, then, to hold agreements is to consider 

them present tense intentions rather than guarantees of future action. 

While this doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take a commitment seriously, 

viewing agreements this way gives you more choice. If, for example, 

you believe that because someone has said they will do something 
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in the future it is a guarantee, you are holding the agreement as a 

demand. In other words, you believe they should keep it. If they 

don’t, you may disconnect, even seeking revenge or punishment. 

Instead, when you hold agreements as present tense intentions, 

each moment is an opportunity for connection and contribution—

even the moment when the agreement has clearly  been broken (we’ll 

talk more about what to do when this occurs shortly). You may 

notice a freedom and acceptance that comes from living this way, a 

peace that is not disturbed if things don’t happen the way you thought 

they would. With this mindset, it’s easier to stay connected with 

yourself and other people, making the best of whatever happens, 

whether the agreement is kept or not. 

 For example, the two of us (Ike and John) were in Australia a 

few years ago with another trainer, Sigal. We were hanging out for 

a few hours in Sydney before catching a train to the retreat venue. 

This brief interlude was our time to be tourists and enjoy the city a 

bit before we started teaching. Well, due to a mix-up on the 

location of the station, we ended up missing our train. In my mind 

(Ike’s), I interpreted it as my misreading of the tickets, concluding 

it was my fault. Because I had stimulated disruption for other 

people, I believed everyone should be blaming me for being late. To 

me, we had an implicit agreement that I was the logistical director, 

responsible for our arrival to the retreat location on time. This 

wasn’t an explicit agreement, but it was my reaction nonetheless. 

Fairly quickly, however, I noticed that John and Sigal were not 

acting in a way consistent with blame; in fact, they reacted with a 

kind of openness and spaciousness, an attitude of “Okay, this is 

what’s happened, but let’s just enjoy our time together and move on 

to the next moment, focused on how we can be in connection now.” 

Although we’re not suggesting that considering an agreement 

“present tense” is a way to let yourself or the other person “off the 
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hook,”  we are suggesting that you have greater choice, and there-

fore greater power, when you are in reality about what people can 

and cannot guarantee. The bottom line: when you hold your agree-

ments less tightly, it makes for a more pleasant experience for 

everyone if  the unexpected happens.

I N T E G R I T Y  A N D  A G R E E M E N T S

Invariably when we discuss the topic of holding agreements as 

present intentions, someone will say, “But wait, I do want the agree-

ment to be kept, otherwise I wouldn’t have made it!” Once again, we 

are not suggesting that holding agreements as present intentions 

means that you completely let go of your needs and your desire that 

they be met through the agreement. We’re pointing to something 

much more subtle—that it helps your own experience when you can 

have some clarity about not holding an agreement as a “should.” 

Some self-empowerment courses talk about the integrity of 

your word, suggesting that the more you keep your word, the more 

trust and power you build with others. In our experience this is also 

the case—the more we do what we say we are going to do, the 

more it contributes to trust with ourselves and other people. So 

while not holding agreements as demands may seem contradictory 

to this, we actually see the two as compatible. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Notice how you hold agreements you’ve made. If 
you find that you tend to think agreements should 
happen the way they are stated, try taking some 
period of time, maybe a week or so, and see if 
during that time you can hold agreements dif-

ferently. What opens up in your world when you do? 
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Ask yourself this question: Can I simultaneously hold that the 

more I act on my word, the better, and that if agreements don’t 

happen as stated, then that’s what simply is? Honoring your word, 

after all, includes tracking that you made an agreement, who is 

going to be affected if there is a change in plan, and letting them 

know at an early opportunity if that plan won’t be fulfilled. 

Integrity  also includes accepting the consequences that flow from 

any change in decision, including being with any distress the 

decision may stimulate in others. When you honor your word—

even if that means informing someone that you can’t keep an 

agreement you made—you are willing to be heard and understood, 

even by yourself, about not doing what you said you would do. In 

doing so, you connect with the needs you are meeting by changing 

the plan, and mourn the needs you will not meet. With this 

internal clarity, it is more likely you can be considerate of the 

reaction from others who are impacted by your decision.

For example, let’s say two friends, Mack and Fred, decide to go 

into business together. They spend three exciting months working 

on the idea and preparing, and then a few weeks before launching, 

Fred is offered a lucrative position at his ideal company. Torn between 

his commitment to his friend and his amazing new opportunity, he 

approaches Mack as soon as possible to talk about it.

Mack is understandably upset about the possibility of Fred 

pulling out at the last minute. Since Fred has the  Mediate 
Your Life tools and skills available, he empathizes with Mack 
and is also able to express his own distress and the needs 
he  is meeting by accepting the new position. Though a 

difficult situation and conversation, the ability to create 
clarity about his needs allows Fred to be in integrity while 
making a decision and staying in connection with Mack as 

they work out a plan for the business. 
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T H E  I T E R AT I V E  P RO C E S S  O F  B E H AV I O R A L  C H A N G E

When agreements are made concerning changes in behavior, it 

becomes especially important to understand the present tense 

nature of the agreement. Behavioral changes are not easy to make; 

we can almost guarantee that the first few times someone attempts 

to change their behavior when the particular situation arises, they 

will not do it. This “failure” has nothing to do with their intention 

and everything to do with the process by which behavioral change 

occurs. 

To accomplish this type of shift in yourself, you first have to 

become aware within the exact moment you want the change to 

happen, then know you have another choice available, then choose 

it. It is likely that both the awareness and making the new choice 

will take a number of tries before you succeed. But don’t berate 

yourself. It’s human nature to initially  run on your habitual way of 

doing things. Significant changes take time and practice. 

It’s a common pattern to make these types of agreements with 

someone concerning behavioral change, then simply continue 

living your lives. It’s not until the situation comes up again that you 

see if you can deal with it differently based on the agreement. If 

not, it is an opportunity to revisit the agreement, seeing if there’s a 

way to adjust it to find a strategy that will work more effectively 

and meet more needs.

At one time, James and Sally had a conflict about the use 
of powdered garlic in  cooking: Sally doesn’t like powdered 

garlic, and James used it because it was easier and he 
couldn’t tell the difference between that and the real thing. 

When Sally asked James not to use  it, they made an 
agreement that James wouldn’t put it in a recipe that Sally 

would be eating, or he would separate  out a portion for her 
without it before sprinkling it on the food. One night, James 
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was in a hurry cooking dinner for the family and threw in 
powdered garlic without thinking about it. When Sally got 
upset, James knew the issue wasn’t really about the 
powdered garlic; it was about Sally’s need for care and con-

sideration. From her perspective, those needs would be 
met if James were willing to use real garlic simply because 
she wanted it, even if it made no sense to him. 

They talked further about strategies that would help 
James in these situations, both with the awareness (putting 
tape over the powdered garlic so he’d have to pause 

before using it) and the  new choice (using garlic-infused oil 
or pre-chopped garlic to meet his needs for efficiency). 
Now they’re  in another period of living with those agree-
ments until another situation crops up. 

These types of conflicts are generally frequent in close rela-

tionships. While they can seem like trivial issues, they’re what 

intimate relationships are built upon. Does James care enough to 

deal with the powdered garlic issue? If Sally cannot trust him about 

that, her needs for care and consideration are not being met. These 

are the seemingly small issues that, because the underlying needs 

are still fundamental and important, can lead to major resentments 

and rifts in the relationship. 

When the issues are more important, such as the agreements 

Sally and James make about managing schedules for their family 

and household, understanding how behavioral change happens 

becomes even more critical. Even with the supporting agreements 

they made, both are likely to forget when situations arise that call 

for those behavioral agreements. Sally  will ask James to do some-

thing when he cannot take it in, and James will forget to perform 

the SCP and react. As a result, they may get into another argument. 

The bottom line: making agreements is not a panacea—the work of 

making behavioral change is real and ongoing.
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We find it helpful to remind ourselves that making agreements 

is an iterative process, especially in an interpersonal conflict with 

someone we interact with frequently. For example, you may 

connect with yourself and come up with a strategy that you think 

will fulfill your need. If it involves someone else, you have a con-

versation and make the request, and they agree to it. In the 

carrying out of that request, however, you find that it didn’t meet 

your need the way you thought it would. This does not necessarily 

mean you were wrong or that they didn’t fulfill the request the way 

you asked them to; it might simply mean that you now have more 

information, can reassess your needs and the strategies that might 

meet them, and request a modification of  the agreement. 

Mediating your life sometimes becomes a series of conver-

sations that focus on the modification of agreements as both you 

and the other person learn more about what will meet your needs. 

Sometimes what you initially agree to isn’t actually the best 

strategy; it’s merely the first iteration. It may be the tenth iteration 

that makes you both happy. The truth is, it can take awhile to get 

through different layers of experimentation with various strategies. 

The first agreement may be a “good enough” agreement, but it can 

evolve as you both learn more about what will meet your needs.

In Chapter 8, we’ll see how James and Sally mess up and 

continue to work through their situation, changing the agreements 

as they find what will contribute to their lives.

W H E N  A G R E E M E N T S  A R E  N O T  K E P T  

Successfully navigating a broken agreement, especially when a 

restoring agreement is not in place, requires awareness of your 

attitude about the agreement not being kept, as well as your 

communication with the other person. How you hold the situation 
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and how you communicate can either hinder or assist the process 

of  working toward the change you want to see.

In the moment of a broken agreement, you have a set of 

possible choices you can make, including going into the norm of 

blame, shame, and punishment. If you didn’t keep the agreement, 

then perhaps you judge yourself or try to place the blame some-

where else, such as on “outside circumstances” that kept you from 

fulfilling it. If the other person didn’t keep it, you might blame them 

and think they’re a bad person. You might also feel hopeless, 

believing the previous conversation and agreement was a waste of 

time. 

How does this choice play out in the moment? Let’s take the 

example of  James agreeing to call if  he’s going to be home late. 

One evening, James forgets to call. Sally expected that be-
cause they made the agreement, it would be kept as 

stated, as if it were written in stone  and punishable by death. 
Her underlying attitude is, James should do it and there’s 
something wrong with him  if he doesn’t. She has framed 

the agreement as a demand. 
When James comes home, he  will notice on some level 

that she is upset. Even if she is using the components of 
Observation, Feelings, Needs, and Requests to talk about 

it, he will get the message of blame, shame, and punish-
ment that she sends. James then reacts to what she says: 
his need for autonomy comes up, and the needs he was 

meeting in not calling aren’t seen. Since with Sally James 
tends to go into a flight pattern, he will likely close down. 
They enter a downward spiral that results in neither of them 

getting their needs met, and the possibility of reaching an 
even better strategy than the original agreement is lost for 
the moment.
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If you find yourself in judgment after an agreement is broken, 

check whether you were holding the agreement as a demand. Do 

you have any sense of “Well, you agreed to it, so now you should 

do it”  or “I agreed to it and now I have to do it”? Admitting that 

you had the agreement as a demand is not an invitation to judge 

yourself further. It’s a chance to stop, perform the Self-Connection 

Process to connect with yourself, and step into mediator mind. 

From mediator mind, you can recognize that the broken agree-

ment has already happened and cannot be changed—it’s in the 

past. The bottom line is this: if an agreement is not kept and you 

think it should have been, then you are fighting what is; the 

agreement hasn’t been kept, so that’s the reality of that moment. 

The question then is, do you want to be present and connected with 

yourself and others in that moment, or do you want your reaction 

to what is to take you out of showing up and being present for your 

life? Though being “right”  can feel wonderful in the moment—

stamping your foot and saying, “You agreed. You said you would 

do it!” can feel like a victory—it isn’t likely to get you what you 

want in that moment.

Instead of becoming increasingly upset about it, you can start 

with “what is”  now. Ask, “What will better meet my needs in this 

moment?” Using the SCP and accessing mediator mind, you can 

see all perspectives and more of  the choices available to you. 

It’s important to point out here that when one of you has not 

kept the agreement, you are again in mediation with them. Using 

the IPM process, start with connecting to yourself, and then 

proceed from the point where you are now, with whatever upset 

occurred from the broken agreement. How you continue will 

depend on whether it was the other person or you who didn’t fulfill 

the agreement.
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If the other person broke the agreement, we’ve already said 

that they were meeting some needs by not doing what they said 

they would do. But let’s now look at how empathy plays a role. In 

empathizing with them in the third step of the IPM map, it can be 

particularly helpful to focus on what they were saying “yes”  to 

when they didn’t keep the agreement. In other words, in not 

keeping your agreement, they are choosing to do something else 

instead (assuming they didn’t simply forget); focusing on empath-

izing with the “yes” can begin to shift you into connection with 

them. 

When you express in the fourth step of the IPM map, you 

might talk about what needs of yours were not met. In the reso-

lution phase, you can both consider whether the agreement itself 

ought to change, or whether new supporting or restoring agreements 

would help in the future.

If you are the one who didn’t keep the agreement, you are 

likely to have some internal conflict about it. You said you would 

do something and you didn’t, so you might have an internal voice 

judging you. Try not to let that overtake you. (We will talk in the 

next chapter about a process you can use in this situation to help 

you reconnect with yourself, allowing you to be more clear in 

deciding how you want to communicate with the person about not 

fulfilling your side of  the agreement.)

In talking to the other person, we want to remind you that you 

are in the realm of interpersonal mediation. They are likely to have 

some distress about the agreement not being kept; empathizing 

with their upset helps open up some space for them to be able to 

hear what was going on for you when you didn’t do what you said 

you would. Using the IPM map, you can stay in the connection 

phase, using empathy and expression until you have re-established 

connection with the person. Then, in the resolution phase, you can 
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have a discussion with them about how to adjust the original 

agreement (and add in supporting and restoring agreements) to 

better meet the needs of  both of  you. 

Now let’s consider what happens when Sally deals in the 

moment with James forgetting to call when he’s late coming 

home from work. 

Instead of going into blame, she uses tools that she knows 
will help. Before he gets home, she might perform the Enemy 

Image Process. When he does come home, she uses the 
IPM map. Starting with the SCP to connect with herself, she 
then asks herself whether she can hear a “please,” then she 

mediates the needs that kept James from fulfilling the 
agreement, as well as the needs she would like to be met. 
The conversation allows them to find a new synthesis, a 

fresh agreement that might better contribute to their well-
being. From  James’s perspective, being heard as well as 
hearing Sally may prompt him to recommit to the  original 
agreement with a new supporting agreement in place. 

Instead of a downward spiral of disconnection and blame, 
they are in  an upward spiral of mutual enhancement and 
benefit. 

C O M I N G  B A C K  T O  C H O I C E

Being connected to yourself and your needs means all your choices 

become clear. One of those choices may be to decide in the future 

not to have the same kind of relationship with someone. If you’ve 

sought to have your needs met through agreements with that 

person, and over time find that you don’t have the confidence to 

meet them by making those agreements, you may choose to have 

your needs met in other ways. You may either choose to end the 

relationship, or to be in it in a different way. 
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Remember that the point of using these tools is always to bring 

you back to choice. Agreements are a key place where “shoulds” 

easily creep into our thinking. “I said I would do this, so I should.” 

“He said he would do this, so he should.” “I should keep the agree-

ment I made.” As we’ve said, we’re not encouraging you to not 

keep your agreements. What we’re emphasizing is the power of 

stepping out of  the whole “should-should not” duality completely. 

As best you can, stay connected with your needs at each 

moment. Use the tools presented thus far, especially the Self-

Connection Process, which helps you step into mediator mind and 

see your choices, and the Enemy Image Process if you find that 

you have enemy images based on an agreement not being kept. Use 

the IPM map to have a conversation with the person about the 

abandoned agreement, or, if you didn’t keep the agreement, you 

will benefit from the process called Mourn Celebrate Learn in the 

next chapter. By utilizing these tools and practices, every moment 

is an opportunity  to connect with yourself and the other person, 

even—and especially—in the moments when agreements don’t go 

as you expected. 

N E X T  U P

People naturally go into a process of evaluation after something 

happens. Whether your evaluation supports you in moving toward 

what you desire, or reinforces past judgments, depends on how you 

go through the process. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how to 

evaluate in terms of needs instead of judgments, resulting in 

greater connection with yourself. 
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F R O M  R U M I N A T I O N  

T O  R E F L E C T I O N

T R A N S F O R M I N G
P O S T - C O N V E R S A T I O N  
J U D G M E N T S

When you stop ruminating about what has already 
happened, when you stop worrying about what might never 

happen, then you will be in the present moment. 
Then you will begin to experience joy in life.

―THÍCH NHẤT HẠNH

Q

E’LL SEE YOU IN A FEW MONTHS, DAD.” JAMES HANGS 
up the phone and breathes out a mixture of relief and 

gloom. He made it through that conversation, for now at least. 
He’d called Dan to try to clean up the mess he’d made the week 
earlier when they talked and to finalize the travel plans for him, 
Sally, and the kids to visit. 

The Enemy Image Process he’d done right after the 
previous call had been so helpful in kindling a feeling of hope 
that he believed the connection he longed for with his father 
might be possible. After performing the EIP, he was going to 
ask Sally to do the Intensity Exercise with him and Shawn to 

W

7
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role-play the conversation, but since he and Sally had their own 
issues to talk about, he instead asked Alicia to help him with 
the Intensity Exercise. More quickly than he had imagined, the 
triggers of Dan calling him “boy” and then “Jimmy” were both 
defused through the exercise. Then, when he and Shawn role-
played the conversation, James practiced by asking Shawn to 
react using both names, as well as saying other phrases typical 
of Dan that James would find difficult to hear. Following the 
conversations with both Alicia and Shawn, James felt solid 
going into the call with his dad.

Now that he has talked to Dan, he attempts to refocus on 
work only to find his mind recalling the conversation. Bits of 
their call replay in his mind, each triggering a different emotion
—frustration, apathy, dejection, bitterness. What did I do wrong? 

he thinks. I was so sure I’d be able to talk to him. Why couldn’t I be 
more present? Maybe how I tried to empathize with him wasn’t good 

enough. I hate how I feel so small and insignificant when I talk to him! 
Why does it seem like my only options are to be a doormat and take 

what he dishes out, or lash out at him and then feel bad about it? 
James grits his teeth as he stares out the window. “I was such an 
idiot to think that anything would ever change,” he says out 
loud. 

In the wake of their conversation, the spark of hope James 
had felt after doing the EIP quickly fades back into hope-
lessness.

Q 

Evaluating what happened in the past is a characteristic of being 

human. It’s woven into many settings, such as the military and the 

workplace, in the form of a “debrief ” whereby people get together 

to talk about—and hopefully learn from—the past so that they can 
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affect the future. These debriefings often focus on strategies, like 

what ought to change the next time around to achieve a different 

result. The majority of the time, people tend to expect these ses-

sions to emphasize who is to blame or be punished for whatever 

went wrong. 

You might notice that you have an internal version of these 

debriefings. For example, have you ever left a conversation with 

someone and felt terrible afterward? You carry that feeling around 

for a few hours, a day, or even longer, eventually noticing that you 

have all sorts of thoughts and judgments about yourself and the 

conversation. Like James, many of these thoughts are reproaches, 

blaming yourself or the other person. Remembering one thing you 

said, you think, Why did I say that? What was I thinking? Then you 

recall something the other person said, feel angry, and decide that 

“when he said that I should have retorted with ….” Feelings might 

range from anger and frustration to sadness, disappointment, or 

shame. 

When these intrusive thoughts and feelings get in the way, what 

do you do? Most people ruminate on them, going over and over 

what happened in the mistaken belief that doing so will somehow 

change what happens in the future, when actually they are gnawing 

on something that has no value. The other go-to option is to ignore 

these intrusive thoughts and get on with the day. Either way, you 

miss out on the gift that is available when you’re able to find what’s 

going on underneath the spin cycle of judgment that has captured 

you. 

In this chapter, you’ll learn a map that will allow you to emerge 

from the discomfort and pain of continuously chewing on what 

went wrong and how you should have been or done something 

different. 
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D E B R I E F I N G  Y O U R S E L F

While you might reflect after an event about things that went well, 

the thoughts that often follow tend toward the negative and what 

went wrong. These thoughts indicate needs that were not met, 

while those that focus on what went well indicate that certain 

needs of yours were met. Thus, we use a process we call Mourn 

Celebrate Learn (MCL), a map that enables you to mourn the 

needs not met, celebrate the needs that were (or at least that you 

were trying to meet), and then learn from what you’ve uncovered. 

This process is a powerful way to debrief yourself that is 

especially helpful when you notice you feel awful after a conver-

sation and have thoughts you don’t enjoy. The name of the map 

outlines the three steps:

1. MOURN

Empathize with your needs that were not met by what happened.

2. CELEBRATE

Empathize with your needs that were met by what happened.

3. LEARN

Reflect on new possibilities that have emerged. Plan and practice 

what you would like to do to better meet your needs.

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of a recent interaction or situation you felt 
bad about afterward, judging yourself or someone 

else. Take note of how you felt, what you were 
thinking, and what you tend to do in those situations.
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Below we’ll go through these steps in detail, but first let’s touch 

on our discussions in previous chapters about how the maps and 

exercises relate to mediator mind. 

As you’ve learned, the Self-Connection Process (SCP) helps 

you become present and step into a space that is outside 

determined points of view. Then, in the Intensity Exercise, you 

move into mediator mind to perform the SCP and make a new 

choice about how to respond when you are triggered. In the 

Interpersonal Mediation map, you use mediator mind to mediate 

your own conflict, being both the mediator and someone in the 

conflict. 

Mourn Celebrate Learn (MCL) is a map similar to the Enemy 

Image Process (EIP), wherein you take the mediator position to 

empathize with two perspectives within you. In EIP, the two per-

spectives you are mediating are your own needs and those of the 

person with whom you have an enemy image (without that person 

being present). In MCL, you are empathizing with the part of you 

whose needs were not met, and the part whose needs were met.

When you become aware of feeling unsettled after an inter-

action, we recommend first performing the SCP to put yourself 

into mediator mind, enabling yourself to choose what to do next. 

Then, as you go through the Mourn Celebrate Learn process, you’ll 

stay in mediator mind to empathize with all that is going on for you. 

M O U R N  C E L E B R AT E  L E A R N

M O U R N

As people are usually most aware of judgmental thoughts after 

something has occurred, we generally suggest starting with 

Mourning. (We’ll discuss exceptions to this a bit later.) To mourn, 

you’ll go through the components of NVC, beginning with obser-
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vations on what actually  happened—what you or the other person 

specifically said or did. It helps to remember that observations are 

what a video would show of  the situation. 

You might also be aware that you have strong interpretations of 

what went on, choosing to focus on your thoughts and judgments. 

In this case, your thoughts may boil down to some version of You 

really screwed that up. You’re such an idiot. You might also notice 

judgments of the other person. As these thoughts are generated, 

take note of them and name them. Simply observe what it is you 

are thinking. 

Then, turn to tapping into how you feel. You might feel 

hopeless, scared, depressed, sad, angry, or some combination. 

These feelings may also vary over time, especially  as you begin to 

get in touch with them and name them. If you’ve identified more 

than one observation, you might also notice different feelings that 

go along with each one. 

From feelings, check in with your needs and ask: 

✦ What needs are not met by having those thoughts? 

✦ Or more generally, what needs were not met in the 

situation? 

In this process you translate the thoughts that are about judging 

yourself or others—what went wrong and what was good or bad—

and try to find the needs behind those thoughts. Then, you deepen 

into those needs, imagining what it would feel like for them to be 

met. 

As you name and experience these needs, you might notice that 

a natural mourning or sadness comes up. If your needs weren’t met 

through your own actions or words, you may also feel some regret 

about what you could have done differently. If your judgments 
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were triggered by what the other person did or didn’t do, you may 

feel disappointment or sadness. Allow yourself to feel those 

emotions as you sink into your needs.

 A recap of  these steps is as follows:

1. MOURN

a. Identify observations of  what happened or the 

judgments you have in your mind after the 

conversation.

b. Notice how you feel when you recall what 

happened or think those thoughts.

c. Ask what needs of  yours are not met by what 

happened or what unmet needs are you seeking to 

express with your judgmental thoughts.

Q 

James recognizes his internal distress and remembers his 
conversation with Shawn. When he had expressed his hope-
fulness about the upcoming conversation with his dad, Shawn 
suggested that James also set aside time after the conversation 
to connect with himself, reminding James of the Mourn 
Celebrate Learn map. At the time, James thought he wouldn’t 
need it, but now he sees the value, having several thoughts and 
judgments about what went wrong in the conversation. 

With too many thoughts roiling in his mind to focus well, 
he decides to write out the process so that he won’t get lost in 
the chaos. To help keep things straight, he imagines himself 
sitting in a mediator’s chair, with the chair on his left repre-
senting the part of himself that has unmet needs, and the chair 
on his right representing the part that did have some needs met. 
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He can barely visualize the chair on the right because the unmet 
needs are so loud and insistent, so he starts listening for what 
that part of him is saying. 

The first thought that comes is, What did I do wrong? James 
writes down the observation, “I’m thinking I did something 
wrong,” and then checks in with his feelings. Immediately, he 
feels despair. What needs am I meeting by having that thought? he 
wonders. What comes to mind is competence. I’d really like to be 

effective in what I’m doing, to have some success with it.
As soon as that thought is complete, another leaps in. 

Success? Who are you kidding? You’re an idiot to hope for change here. 
James sighs and writes that thought down as another obser-
vation. When he taps into his feelings, he notes anger, disgust, 
and some disappointment as well. Finding the need behind that 
thought proves to be a little tricky. At first he can’t think of any 
possible need, and his mind keeps following well-worn 
pathways about what didn’t go well. He keeps pulling himself 
back to the question and eventually it hits him. I’d really like to 
have the power to create change, and to know I have that power as 

well as the skill and capacity. And I’d like to have the trust and faith 
that my efforts will have some impact. A wave of energy passes 
through him as he writes down those needs. 

Desiring to have an impact triggers a recollection of a 
segment of the conversation. James had said to Dan, “When 
you call me ‘boy,’ I get a little ticked off. I’m a grown man, a 
father myself, not a boy anymore. Would you be willing to call 
me James?” 

Dan had responded by saying, “Well, you’ll always be my 
boy. Doesn’t matter how old you get. And I called you Jimmy all 
the time you were growing up—not likely I’ll be able to get that 
name out of my head.” Dan chuckled as he continued, “Well, 
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except for when we called you Jambo. Remember that?” Dan 
went on to reminisce but it didn’t even register with James. He 
felt his entire body get heavy and exhausted, a thick fog of 
despair settling over him. Simply remembering this exchange 
re-creates that feeling again, and James checks in with his 
needs. “I’d still like respect and a sense of equality with him,” 
he says, realizing that these same needs he came up with when 
performing the EIP still ring true for him now. 

As James looks over the observations, feelings, and needs 
he has down so far, he perceives that the biggest observation is 
missing—the sense that he desires a different outcome than 
what happened. Sadness rises in him with this realization, and 
he notes that his needs to connect, be heard, and be understood 
are not met. The sadness prompts James to go further into the 
mourning of his needs not being met, and he takes a few 
minutes to be with those needs. As he does so, the sadness 
shifts subtly and he feels a release in his chest, allowing him to 
simply be with all of it—his disappointment and despair, along 
with the needs for trust, respect, equality, connection, compe-
tence, and power to create change—with greater ease and 
kindness.

Q

Mourning helps you shift out of blaming or judgmental thoughts 

about what you did or how you did it; however, it does not provide 

the whole picture. There were likely also occurrences that met your 

needs—or you attempted to meet them in what you did—that you 

can uncover through celebrating. 
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C E L E B R AT E

As you’ve probably observed and experienced yourself, people in 

most cultures tend to ruminate on what is wrong, what didn’t 

work, and where things need to be fixed. It’s important, however, 

to also acknowledge what went well. Not only does it provide an 

antidote to the tendency to focus on the negative, but recognizing 

where needs were indeed met also prompts you to focus attention 

on how to continue to achieve that.

The steps to this segment are as follows:

2. CELEBRATE

a. Identify observations of  what happened that you liked.

b. Notice how you feel when you recall those instances in 

the conversation.

c. Ask what needs of  yours are met by what happened.

Celebration begins the same way as mourning—by identifying 

your observations. Examples would be focusing on:

✦ observations about what actually happened in the 

conversation

✦ thoughts you have about it now

✦ how you were in the conversation

✦ celebrating the intention you had going into it (less 

tangible)

✦ how you were able to do something differently than you 

did before 
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Perhaps there was a moment you were triggered by something 

the other person said and you were able to reconnect with yourself 

in a way that pleased you. Maybe you responded to something the 

other person said that prompted them to soften, or you expressed 

yourself with honesty and care for the other person despite your 

concern about how it would land. You can also note observations 

about what the other person did or didn’t do that you liked.

When you have the observations in mind, turn to how you feel 

in remembering them. You’ll notice that your feelings are almost 

always positive in celebration, generating emotions of gratitude, 

appreciation, joy, satisfaction, or pleasure. 

Now, look at what needs were met during those positive times 

in the conversation, both from what you or the other person said or 

did (celebrations can be based on what happened between you and 

the other person, or on your internal assessment of what you did 

and how you felt). 

You can also celebrate the intention you acted from in the 

conversation. Because everything you do is a strategy to meet 

needs, you can celebrate the underlying motivations that prompted 

you to act that way, even when those actions didn’t ultimately  meet 

your needs. For example, perhaps you made a comment during the 

conversation that was intended to lighten the mood, but it didn’t go 

over as well as you would have liked. You can still celebrate that 

you were acting from a need to contribute, even while you mourn 

that it didn’t have the intended result. 

When you deepen into these needs, it can be quite liberating 

and exciting; you realize there were strategies that worked, things 

you said that you were pleased about, moments you stopped 

yourself from reacting and took a breath instead, or times you 

simply listened and heard the other person in a new way. Allow 

yourself  to be energized by what did go well. 
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It’s important to note here that many people go back and forth 

between the first two parts of the map—mourning and celebrating

—multiple times before they feel complete. In the process of 

celebrating, for example, you might identify certain needs that still 

weren’t met. Allow yourself to fluidly follow what comes up for 

you. If you’re celebrating and find another judgment arises, note it 

and switch back to mourning. Track where you were in celebrating 

when the judgment came up so that after you mourn that judg-

ment, you can go back to your celebration. We recommend staying 

in these first two steps of the MCL process until the intrusive 

thoughts and feelings have lightened considerably, no stray 

memories of the situation cause you to go into distress, and you 

feel complete and ready to move into learning. 

Q 

Feeling a little better from going through the process of 
mourning, James looks forward to celebrating. Even so, he 
flounders getting started, searching to find something, anything, 
that had gone well. Finally, he realizes he can celebrate what he 
did regardless of what happened afterward. He feels lighter as 
soon as he recognizes that one of the first things he said to Dan 
is something to celebrate—that he regretted what he’d said at 
the end of their previous conversation. 

Before he can go further in celebrating that, however, he 
feels the heaviness creep back in. Dan had not responded at all 
to James’s admission of regret, and James interprets that his 
father sidestepped it out of denial and discomfort. Going back 
to mourning for a moment, James feels the need for recognition 
of his attempt to make amends. Being with this need supports 
him to go back into celebration, as he gives himself the recog-
nition for opening the conversation with honesty, meeting his 
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needs for care and integrity. That’s who I want to be in the world, 

James thinks to himself, a person who acknowledges when I haven’t 
acted in the way I’d like. 

The appreciation he experiences for himself makes the 
next celebration come to mind much more easily. When Dan 
responded to James’s request about not calling him “Jimmy” 
and “boy,” James had identified what was going on in his body 
pretty quickly. I wish I’d been able to do something more with it, 

James reflects. I could have done the SCP right then and asked if I 
could hear a “please,” but I didn’t even think of that. James switches 
back to mourning again, feeling a little disheartened at not 
having been able to shift what he was feeling in the moment. 
He states out loud, “I’d really like the awareness and capacity to 
be able to notice and then do something right away so I can 
respond more effectively.” He notes that at least he had not 
reacted as he might have in the past, and marks this change as a 
celebration. He feels encouraged and thankful that he was at 
least aware of what was going on, meeting his needs for growth 
and learning, not to mention dodging making a further mess!

Prompted to look at other ways he’s pleased with how he 
handled himself, James recalls his preparation for the conver-
sation. He and Shawn talked about James’s distress when he 
interpreted that Dan was telling him how to raise his kids, and 
what request he might make. Though it brought up a lot of fear 
in James to even consider saying something about it, he recalls 
what he managed to say and how Dan responded.

“It’s hard for me when you try to tell me how to raise my 
kids. I’d like to think I’m doing a decent job on my own. I’m 
wondering if you could tell me what you heard me say.” When 
James asked this, he felt his whole body shake.

Dan had said in return, “Well, I just don’t want to see him 
go downhill. I know you’re having some problems with him 
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and he’s just at that age where things are only going to get more 
difficult.” Even though James knew his father had not re-
sponded to his request, he decided to empathize.

“It sounds like you really care about Corey and would like 
to support him. Is that it?” 

“Sure,” Dan said, “he’s a good kid. I’d like to see him stay 
that way. So easy these days for them to go astray.”

James feels proud of himself for letting his dad know it 
bothered him when Dan gave him advice, and for making a 
connecting request, again recognizing his needs for growth and 
competence that he met in doing so. He also celebrates that he 
chose to empathize with his father instead of getting frustrated, 
which gives him a sense of accomplishment. James actually feels 
appreciative of what his father said, knowing he came from a 
place of care and concern for Corey, and it opens James up to 
feeling more expansive about what he sees as Dan’s inter-
ference. He still doesn’t like the way Dan shows his care, and he 
wasn’t able to make a request that Dan not give advice about 
raising Corey, but he feels encouraged both by his own efforts 
and by the clarity he’s gained about where Dan is coming from. 

James feels his body get lighter and lighter as he notes what 
happened in the conversation that meets his needs.

Q 

Celebrating is a close cousin to gratitude practice. The more you 

can celebrate when your needs are met, the easier it is to be grateful 

for what is showing up in your life. You might consider using this 

part of the MCL as a practice on its own—make it a ritual each 

day to celebrate the good things that happened and the needs that 

were met. You may be surprised how much it expands your life.
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L E A R N

Once you have mourned and celebrated the needs met and not met, 

you can learn from the experience. Of course, if at any time in this 

step you find more comes up to celebrate or mourn, feel free to 

return to the first two steps before continuing. While the first two 

steps shift you out of judgment and into connection with yourself, 

the step of learning is designed to prompt you to take the shifts you 

experienced and integrate them into your life in the present and 

future. 

This step actually has three parts to it: learning, planning, and 

practicing. In learning, you will consider the following guiding 

questions:

 
✦ What have you learned in going through this process? 

✦ How do you feel different now than you did before you 

began?

✦ How can you better meet your needs going forward? 

In learning, you reflect on the process of mourning and cele-

brating as well as on the situation. As a result, you might have 

insights now about how you can shift out of blaming yourself for 

something you did, or how you can change from feeling your heart 

closed to holding the other person with care and consideration. 

You might likewise discover the power of being able to shift out of 

judgmental thoughts and into connection with needs. You may also 

be more in touch with your needs, and able to consider how to 

better meet them in the future, which leads you naturally into 

planning. 

When you plan, you consider what you would like to be or do 

differently—either in general or in a specific situation—to meet 
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your needs. Both mourning and celebrating can help you tease out 

more ideas about how to experience what you desire. For example, 

after uncovering needs that were not met during mourning, you 

might ask yourself, “What could I do differently next time in order 

to better meet my needs?” After revealing needs that were met 

through celebration, you can ask, “What might help me meet those 

needs again?” 

Planning can lead you to ideas about how to move forward in 

the situation you are working with, and it can also prompt you to 

consider more generally how to meet your needs in life. To make 

plans in relation to your current situation, you might ask:

✦ “What do I want to do, if  anything, to move forward with 

this situation?” 

To consider the needs you’ve uncovered in the larger context of 

your life, you might ask:

✦ “What new patterns or habits of  thought and action can I 

create to better meet these needs in my life?” or 

✦ “What can I learn from this situation that will help me in 

general to better meet these needs?”

When your planning leads you to desired actions, such as 

having another conversation with someone or interacting with 

them in a new way, practicing is a helpful next step. Set up a role-

playing session with a partner, or rehearse what you would like to 

say or do in your own mind. 

To recap, the steps to learning follow.
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3. LEARN

a. Learn through reflecting on how you feel different now 

that you’ve gone through the process.

b. Plan what you would like to do from here, either in the 

current situation or in general, to meet your needs.

c. Practice anything that will help you embody your 

learning so you will have it available in a similar 

situation in the future.

mediateyourlife.com/mourn-celebrate-learn-video/

Q

James is inspired to dial up Shawn and thank him. When 
Shawn picks up the phone, James fills him in on the conver-
sation, how he felt afterward, and how he remembered Shawn’s 
words about performing the Mourn Celebrate Learn process. He
then quickly runs through the mourning and celebrating he did.

“Cool,” Shawn says, “so what about learning? What did 
you learn from going through the process?” 

James laughs. “Oh yeah, I was so excited about feeling 
better that I haven’t done that part yet!” 

Shawn shares the laugh.
“Well, the first obvious thing is that I see the conversation 

differently now. Before I only saw what went wrong, and now I 
don’t think it was as bad as I thought.”

Shawn reflects back what he’s heard. “First, you only saw 
what didn’t go the way you wanted, and now you’re seeing it in 
a different way?”
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“Yes. I get that there are things I can be proud of and satis-
fied with, even though I’m still sad that I didn’t feel like he 
could really hear me or understand me.” James sighs deeply as 
he rubs his forehead. “It seems I’m going to be mourning that 
for quite some time, actually.”

“So it sounds like you’re feeling some satisfaction about 
how you were in the conversation, and would still like to have 
some of the needs met that you uncovered in the mourning part 
of the process?” Shawn says. 

James pauses before answering. A new realization is strug-
gling to emerge fully into his awareness, and he stumbles in his 
attempt to verbalize it. “Hmm, hearing you say that, I’m getting 
that … it’s like there’s some way I’m stuck here. I guess I’m want-
ing him to meet those needs ... but then, is that confusing need 

and strategy? But I do really want him to meet those needs ... 
he’s my dad, and I long for his respect and acknowledgment.” 

Shawn responds with another question. “Are you sensing 
that you were tying the needs to a strategy of his meeting them, 
and that that was keeping you stuck and not able to shift fully 
out of your judgments about the conversation?”

“I think so! And it’s keeping me stuck in all the judgments of 
him—and of me. It’s like I so want to be seen, understood, 
respected—all of it—that I forget or don’t see at all that getting 
those needs met some other way could even be valuable. It’s 
like there’s this deeper need for a simple, pure connection with 
him that clouds everything else. But now I’m beginning to get 
that maybe I’ll never be able to get those needs met from him. I 
guess I can mourn that but also realize they can be met else-
where. Even just understanding that, I feel a little better.”

“So it gives you some relief to understand the distinction 
between needs and strategies more fully, and to see that you 
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can get those needs met in other ways, even as you still wish he 
would meet them?”

James stands with rising enthusiasm. “Yeah, relief and just 
some space.” His voice grows more excited. “Like I can allow 
myself to be me and have these particular needs, but also allow 
him to be himself with whatever capacity he has or doesn’t 
have, without it all meaning so much.”

Shawn thinks for a moment. “What I’m hearing is that you 
would like to keep making requests to him to get these needs 
met, but not have it as a demand that he meet them. Is that 
right?”

“Yes!” James exclaims. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but 
that’s exactly what I mean. Sure, it would be really nice if he’d 
be willing to call me what I’d like to be called. I can keep 
working on that not being a trigger for me, but it would also be 
great if he’d be willing to shift. So I can keep making the 
request, and make sure it really is a request and not a demand. I 
think having more role-playing conversations would probably 
help me with that. I’d like to be able to have these conversations 
and get more skilled at dealing with my own reactions and 
staying connected, regardless of how he is.”

“So one thing you’d like to practice from here,” Shawn 
confirms, “is to be able to have these conversations and stay 
connected to yourself?”

“Exactly,” James says. “I think this has helped me see that 
I’d like to keep my focus on my own internal state and process 
rather than having so much focus on some kind of external 
outcome I can’t control.” 

Shawn summarizes what James said he learned from going 
through the Mourn Celebrate Learn process. “I’m hearing that 
you see the conversation very differently now and are able to be 
satisfied with what happened, even though the outcome wasn’t 
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what you wanted. You now see that you can get your needs met 
elsewhere, which has given you more space for both you and 
your dad to be who you are, and you’d still like to try to make 
requests to him while not turning them into demands. You’d 
also like to practice more so that you can stay connected and 
focused on your internal process instead of the outcome. Did I 
get all that?”

James nods. “Yeah, that sounds about right. You know, as 
painful as that conversation and how I felt afterward was, it 
feels worth it to get to where I am now.” 

Shawn agrees. “Yes, even if you can’t see it early on, it’s 
often worth the experience to get to the awareness you have 
afterward!”

Q 

Not only does it feel better to shift out of the guilt, blame, shame, 

or anger in going through this process, you might also notice a 

“settling into” feeling that’s peaceful and calm. This is what 

happens when you connect with needs, even when you’re 

connecting with needs that weren’t met. The learning piece that 

comes out of considering needs also gives you a better sense of 

what to do next than trying to “learn” through avoiding the bad 

feelings you started with. 

Now that we’ve gone through the description of the Mourn 

Celebrate Learn map, here are the detailed steps again, in order. 

You can also find these in Appendix I.
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1. MOURN

a. Identify observations of  what happened or the 

judgments you have in your mind after the 

conversation.

b. Notice how you feel when you recall what happened or 

think those thoughts.

c. Ask what needs of  yours are not met by what 

happened or what unmet needs are you seeking to 

express with your judgmental thoughts.

2. CELEBRATE

a. Identify observations of  what happened that you liked.

b. Notice how you feel when you recall those instances in 

the conversation.

c. Ask what needs of  yours are met by what happened.

3. LEARN

a. Learn through reflecting on how you feel different now 

that you’ve gone through the process.

b. Plan what you would like to do from here, either in the 

current situation or in general, to meet your needs.

c. Practice anything that will help you embody your 

learning so you will have it available in a similar 

situation in the future.

mediateyourlife.com/mourn-celebrate-learn-video/
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S TA R T I N G  W I T H  C E L E B R AT I O N

Have you ever been so caught up in your thoughts and judgments 

that it’s difficult to find a way to even begin changing your 

thinking? If so, you’re not alone. But the good news is that the first 

step is to simply remember that you have a map to use when you 

notice judgments after something has happened. If you can 

remember the first step of that map, you can take the step and then 

remember the next one. All Mediate Your Life maps can most 

effectively help you when you have clarity about when to use them 

and which step to start with. 

Generally, for any kind of self-debriefing process, we suggest 

beginning with mourn, then moving to celebrate, then to learn. 

Mourning is often the natural place to start because it’s where the 

mind tends to go—to what went wrong or to the judgments about 

the situation. Starting there is the quickest route to escaping from 

those judgments.

However, there are times when it works even better to start 

with celebration, even if feeling bad is coming up in your mind 

first. The process is the same except for reversing the order of the 

first two steps of  the map. 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Take the situation you thought of in the previous 
practice pause or a similar one and go through the 

Mourn Celebrate Learn process. How does it 
change your view of the situation, yourself, and 

any other people involved?
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Sometimes, starting with celebration makes it easier to mourn. 

Why? Because maybe you’re so filled with guilt or shame that it’s 

too painful to face those difficult emotions initially, and you don’t 

even want to do the process. But if you start with celebrating needs 

that were met, it can give you some fortitude and capacity to then 

tackle the harsh judgments of yourself and the unmet needs. In 

short, celebrating first allows you to get into the process by in-

creasing your capacity through an initial connection to needs.

Celebration is also a good first step when you have conver-

sations with other people. For example, if you want to follow up 

with the person who prompted your judgments during a conver-

sation, you can use this same map to discuss what happened. Or, if 

you are debriefing with a team of people about a past event or 

product launch, you can similarly use this map as a way to discuss 

what went well and what did not. 

As we’ve said, we tend culturally to focus on the negative. As 

such, in contexts where you are talking with others, even if you’re 

talking about needs, mourning can be heard as who messed up and 

who’s to be blamed and punished. When you would like to create a 

feeling of safety and trust to talk about what didn’t go well, it helps 

to start with what was successful—or the celebration step. 

Focusing first on what worked helps overall learning, as well as 

connecting you and others. Begin with appreciating what happened 

and the needs that were met, and then move into talking about the 

things that didn’t work so well. If someone still reacts to what 

didn’t go well by  hearing judgment, you can treat it as an oppor-

tunity to empathize.
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P R A C T I C I N G  M O U R N  C E L E B R AT E  L E A R N

The best way to practice MCL is to utilize it often. When you pay 

attention to your intrusive thoughts about something that happened 

in the past, you can use those to walk through the process. Like-

wise, if you know you’re going to be in a difficult conversation, you 

can anticipate doing MCL afterward, planning the time to go 

through the process as Scott suggested to James. Set aside some 

uninterrupted time, as close to the conversation as you can, for this 

quiet reflection on what happened in the conversation. If you 

suspect you’ll desire support, you can also set up a call in advance 

with a support partner who can help you go through the process. 

After you have mourned and celebrated, make part of the 

learning step an evaluation of what you got out of using MCL. 

Ask yourself  at the end:

✦ “What benefit did I get from doing this?” 

✦ “Did this enhance my life?” 

✦ “Is it nurturing me and supporting me to make my life 

better?” 

When you build in a self-reflective aspect of the process, it 

embeds the value of doing it. In other words, consciously 

considering the benefits makes it more likely you will remember to 

use the process the next time than if you simply complete the 

process without reflecting on the value you received from it. 

Once you’ve practiced and internalized the map, you’ll find 

you will be able to do it more quickly and in the moment. One way 

to think about this is to combine it with the SCP. For example: 
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1. If  you just had an interaction you want to debrief, start 

with performing the SCP and reconnecting to your breath, 

body, and feelings. 

2. When you get to the needs segment of  the SCP, consider 

both the needs that were not met and those that were in the 

interaction. 

3. Ask one of  the questions from Step 3 (Learn), such as 

“What would I like to do to move forward?” and plan what 

you will do next. 

This is a quicker way to do MCL where you can flow from one 

map right into another in a way that doesn’t take a lot of effort. As 

this is a more advanced technique, we recommend you try this 

exercise after you’ve had some experience going through MCL step 

by step in detail so that you begin to embody the process and the 

shifts that it brings.

Both mourning and celebrating are important; we encourage you 

not to skip either one of them. Mourning helps you break out of 

self-blame and judgment, training you to think about how you can 

better meet your needs. Celebration provides the antidote to focus-

ing only on what you think went wrong in a situation, training you 

to look automatically for what you were satisfied with and what 

you would like to improve upon. When you learn through the lens 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

How will you prompt yourself to remember to use 
MCL? How will you practice it so that you have easy 

access to it?
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of needs met and unmet, you focus your attention on how to meet 

your needs in the future more effectively, hence creating more of 

what you want in your life.

N E X T  U P

Now that you’ve debriefed after a conversation or event, you might 

have ideas about having a subsequent conversation or moving 

ahead in some way, which means you are now looking forward. 

The tools and maps in this book can be experienced in a cycle that 

always leads you toward meeting your needs. The next chapter 

explores this cycle and how to integrate all the maps and skills in 

this book into the ongoing flow of  conversations in your life. 
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L I V I N G  B E Y O N D  

J U D G M E N T

I N T E G R A T I N G  Y O U R  
L E A R N I N G  I N T O
Y O U R  L I F E

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing
there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

—RUMI 

Q

AMES AND SALLY BOTH COLLAPSE INTO BED EXHAUSTED. 
It’s Sunday night, and the day has not gone as planned. Sally 

groans, not even bothering to open her eyes as she says, “We 
didn’t get a chance to schedule the week today.” 

James doesn’t respond for so long that Sally assumes he is 
already asleep. Finally, he whispers, “I’m way too tired now. 
Let’s do it in the morning.”

The week before, they had set time aside on Sunday as 
agreed and looked over the week. Both had felt good about how 
the conversation flowed and the week had been smooth, so they 
were excited to continue with their new plan. But today, life 
had intervened. 

First, Sally got a call from Maggie’s best friend Charlotte’s 
mother, who was in a panic. A single mom, her older son had 

J

8



just broken his arm falling off his skateboard, and she asked if 
Charlotte could come over while she took her son to the 
hospital. As soon as James and Maggie returned with Charlotte, 
Sally’s sister Peg called, concerned about their mother, Doris. 
Sally rushed over and spent most of the day with Peg, chasing 
down doctors to get Doris’s medication adjusted. Their day had 
been hijacked, and now they were both too tired to even think 
about the week ahead.

In the midst of the usual morning bustle the following day, 
James and Sally attempt to talk about the week’s schedule. 
Juggling her calendar and the sandwich she is making for 
Maggie’s lunch, Sally glances over her shoulder at James. “I 
have two meetings this week—one tomorrow morning and the 
other on Thursday, later in the afternoon. So I need you to take 
the kids to school tomorrow, and if you could get Maggie on 
Thursday, that would be great. Oh, and you have Maggie’s 
parent-teacher conference on Friday in your schedule, right?” Sally 
slaps the sandwich together and puts it in Maggie’s lunchbox. 

James flips the hash browns he is cooking for himself and 
the kids. “I can take the kids to school tomorrow, but Thursday 
and Friday aren’t going to work. We’ve got presentations at the 
new clinic from Wednesday through Friday. You’ll have to 
figure something else out.” 

Sally grips the edge of the counter and barely stops the 
retort ready to fly out of her mouth. Her anger simmering, it is 
all she can do to keep quiet and not react. The silence in the 
kitchen grows heavier until she manages to get out, “We’ll have 
to talk about this later.” 

James merely shrugs as he serves up breakfast and pours 
himself a cup of coffee. 

Q 
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You’ve done your inner work, using the Self-Connection Process 

and Enemy Image Process to connect with yourself and the other 

person, and the Intensity Exercise to defuse your triggers, perhaps 

several times. You’ve been able to have the difficult conversation 

using the Interpersonal Mediation map, and you’ve made solid 

agreements about moving forward. You’ve then done more inner 

work, mourning and celebrating the conversation and learning how 

to better meet your needs. You’re finished, right? 

While it’s tempting to think that your toughest interpersonal 

conflicts might be resolved that swiftly, one time through these 

processes is most often just the beginning. It’s not easy to change 

ingrained reactive habits, so go easy on yourself; any number of 

situations can occur that are completely normal. A few examples 

are:

✦ After living with the resolutions and agreements you came 

to, you may discover where you have difficulty fulfilling a 

request or how an agreement didn’t meet your needs the 

way you thought it might. 

✦ New situations will arise that test your commitment to 

changing your habitual response. 

✦ The other person may realize an agreement doesn’t work 

for them and come back to you with changes. 

✦ Either of  you may forget completely or react from an old 

trigger. 

The tendency, when any of these happen, is to think that 

something has gone wrong, that you or the other person is bad, or 

that these processes are useless and change is impossible. Sally is 

likely to go into blaming James, believing that their previous 

conversations have been a waste of time and that he will never 
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change, while James resists what he perceives as Sally’s usual way 

of dictating what will happen without considering what will work 

for him. Despite previous conversations and the best of intentions, 

typical patterns can reassert themselves in a flash. 

What do you do then? 

We hope you now understand that going into the judgments of 

who is wrong and to blame is not the only option available to you. 

There’s another pathway you can take, one that leads you to deeper 

connection with yourself, to clarifying what is important to you 

and the people close to you, and to finding the ways to contribute 

to your own and each other’s well-being, thus enriching both your 

lives. This is the pathway that leads you toward the field that Rumi 

is talking about in the quote that begins the chapter, the field 

beyond ideas of  wrongdoing and rightdoing. 

Have you ever experienced being in that field? Can you imagine 

living your life there, even some of the time? With concepts like 

what Rumi is describing, the “how” often feels elusive. Our hope is 

that the maps, skills, and tools we’ve given you in this book will 

help you find this field in your own relationships. 

In this chapter, we are stepping out of the narrower view that 

focuses on a particular map, and into the big picture of how to 

integrate what you’ve learned across the ongoing flow of con-

versations and situations that constitute your life. In doing so, we 

hope to provide you with that elusive “how”—an accessible way to 

put all the pieces together to find your way to the life-enhancing 

path that leads to the field beyond wrongdoing and rightdoing. 

When you’re on that path, everything that occurs—each 

interaction, mess-up, missed opportunity, triggered reaction, and 

perceived judgment—opens up new possibilities for you to live the 

life you desire. 
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T H E  L E A R N I N G  C Y C L E

The power of the Rumi quote lies in the contrast from how people 

typically live. After all, wrongness is entrenched in most cultures. 

It’s even embedded in how people are taught to learn. 

Have you ever noticed this pattern in your own life? 

✦ You take some action in the world. 

✦ After taking that action, you evaluate it and the results. 

✦ From your evaluation, you then learn what to do in the 

future. 

DO

E VA L U AT E

L E A RN

We call this pattern of  do-evaluate-learn the Learning Cycle.

To take a simple example, let’s say you are in a meeting at 

work. You and a colleague have to report to the whole department 

that the campaign you created did not get the hoped-for response. 

You take some responsibility and assume your colleague will as 

well, but instead (in your view) your colleague throws you under 

the bus and implies that the entire failure rests on your shoulders. 

You see your colleague as a jerk for not admitting to their part; you 

likewise decide to avoid working with them in the future if 

possible, that you should have known ahead of time they would do 

this, and to next time let the other person talk first so you know 
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how to respond to protect yourself. You also plan how to perform 

damage control, particularly in the eyes of your boss and other 

respected coworkers.

This example is the typical way—adopted from cultural training

—people go through this cycle. That is, after doing something, 

people evaluate it in these terms: 

✦ “Did I do it right or wrong?” 

✦ “Did I or somebody else screw it up?”

✦ “Did I do a good or a bad job?” 

✦ “Does someone else deserve to be blamed and punished?”

✦ “Do I deserve to be punished?” 

✦ “Who is guilty of  wrongdoing?”

You may not ask these questions directly, but for most people 

the tenor of their evaluation is along the lines of blame, shame, and 

punishment. This tendency in most people is so reflexive that it 

seems hardwired into them. People turn defensive easily, learn to 

deflect blame early in life, and may even deny having done some-

thing entirely (even when everyone knows they did). In the example 

above, by the time of the meeting the colleague had already gone 

through this learning cycle in their mind (evaluating the failure of 

the campaign) and decided, perhaps unconsciously, that avoiding 

blame was their best option. 

After evaluation comes learning. This is when you develop 

some ideas and decisions about how to perform the next iteration 

of whatever happened (such as what to change if a similar 

situation occurs again, or what to do next in the current situation). 

You can certainly  learn in this process, but what do you learn when 

you evaluate through the lens of blame? If you look back at the 
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example, you’ll notice that the learning was about reinforcing 

where you and the other person stood on the spectrum of right-

wrong, protecting yourself in the future, and digging yourself out 

of the damage done while avoiding your colleague. Evaluating in 

this way only leads to learning and planning how to avoid future 

blame and punishment, as well as what to do to be seen as—and 

rewarded for—being “right.” So, inherent in this do-evaluate-learn 

cycle is, in reality, doing, assessing right and wrong, and planning 

to avoid punishment. 

D O

A S S E S S  R I G H T
A N D  W R O N G

P L A N  T O  A V O I D
P U N I S H M E N T

“Well,” you might ask, “isn’t avoiding blame and punishment a 

good thing?” On one hand, sure; nobody wants to be blamed and 

shamed for what has happened. In fact, if you think about it, it’s 

probably ingrained in you to elude any hint that you’re at fault. If 

so, you’re likely conditioned—as many people are—to feel that way 

through upbringing and societal expectations. The problem with 

that, however, is this: when you’re planning how to avoid what you 

don’t want to experience, you often miss focusing on how to 

experience what you would like. This can place you in a never-

ending cycle of  avoidance.
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Even the habitual patterns that run so many of our interactions 

with others can be traced to this dysfunctional learning cycle. Let’s 

look at when you were a small child for a typical example. 

Your parent told you to get in the  car seat. You said “no” in 
the forceful way kids can to something they don’t want to 

do. Your parent then used force to get you into the car 
seat. With  this pattern—your parent using force to get you 
to do what you didn’t want to do—repeated over time in a 
variety of situations, you may have learned any number of 

lessons that continue to affect you as an adult, such as:

✦ That what you wanted didn’t matter 

✦ That force was an acceptable way to get people to do what 

you want 

✦ That you would be punished if you spoke directly against an 
authority

✦ That it was better to manipulate people into doing what you 
want 

Now, as an adult, you might find one or more of these patterns 

still in effect. Perhaps you’ve become so accustomed to not knowing 

what you desire—out of the hopelessness that your needs will ever 

be met—that you still have trouble making requests or even 

knowing what it is you actually want. Perhaps you use force to get 

others to do what you’d like, or you find ways to manipulate them 

that don’t always meet your needs. Perhaps you still have trouble 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

Think of a recent situation in which you evaluated 
something that happened. What was the tenor of 
your evaluation, and what did you learn from it?
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speaking clearly to someone who has authority over you, such as 

your boss. Each time a situation arises that even resembles the 

pattern, what you learned in your childhood takes over and pushes 

you into this same cycle, thus reinforcing the pattern again. 

A V O I D I N G  T H E  C Y C L E  O F  A V O I D A N C E

Though it may seem like these ingrained patterns are set forever, 

the good news is they’re not. You can learn in a much more 

powerful manner that helps you step out of the cycle of avoidance. 

While the Do, Evaluate, Learn cycle is natural and expected, you 

can tweak it slightly—away from evaluating through assessing 

right/wrong and learning through avoidance—so that it becomes a 

more functional and empowering Learning Cycle. 

When you evaluate in this version, instead of seeking who is 

right or wrong, you ask: 

✦ What needs of  mine and of  others were met? 

✦ What needs of  mine and of  others were not met? 

✦ How might I better meet my needs next time?

In other words, you still assess what happened and what you 

can learn from it, only from the perspective of needs instead of 

blame, shame, or punishment. 

D O

P L A N  T O  B E T T E R
M E E T  N E E D S

A S S E S S
N E E D S
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With your colleague, the assessment might focus on your needs 

for safety in the workplace; to trust the people you work with; or 

on honesty, integrity, and a shared reality with your colleague about 

responsibility for the outcome. When you think about what needs 

were met or not, you are primed to learn about and plan how to 

better meet them. Instead of being in avoidance, you are homing in 

on how you can improve your life and well-being. 

In this book, we have given you processes to help you at each step 

of the Learning Cycle when it comes to interpersonal relationships. 

Let’s break them down simply.

The first part focused on all the practices to use before a 

conversation in the preparation stage: 

✦ Self-Connection Process (SCP)

✦ Intensity Exercise

✦ Enemy Image Process (EIP)

Next, to support you in the “doing” phase of the conversation, 

we gave you:

✦ The Interpersonal Mediation (IPM) map and the mediation 

skills 

P R A C T I C E  PA U S E

See if you can apply this more functional learning 
cycle to the situation you thought of in the previous 
Practice Pause. How does it change your experience 

to think in terms of needs?
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Then, in the previous chapter, we talked about the process to 

use afterward, when you find yourself in the evaluation stage that 

so commonly equates to beating yourself  up.

✦ Mourn Celebrate Learn (MCL)

MCL gives you an option that is kinder and leads to learning 

that makes a real difference in your life through focusing on needs. 

Mediator mind also plays a role throughout the cycle, pro-

viding the space for you to interact with yourself and others in the 

way you desire, and is especially important in the IPM map when 

you are both the mediator and a part of  the conflict. 
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H E L P !  W H I C H  M A P  D O  I  U S E ?

The maps we’ve presented in this book are sets of steps to use 

when you are in a particular type of interpersonal situation and 

would like to be able to shift your internal state so you can choose 

how you would like to act in the world. We just broke them down 

simply for you, but here’s a brief recap of each map and when to 

use it: 
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SELF-CONNECTION PROCESS

Use SCP any time you want to reconnect with yourself, at any point 

before, during, and after a difficult conversation, or any time you 

feel disconnected from yourself. This process puts you into mediator 

mind, from which you can make new choices and learn from them. 

ENEMY IMAGE PROCESS

Use EIP to prepare for a difficult conversation with another person 

when you find you have enemy images of them. This map helps 

you empathize with yourself and the other person, transforming 

any judgments so that you can be in a conversation with the 

intention to connect.

INTERPERSONAL MEDIATION MAP

Use the IPM map to have a difficult conversation with another 

person. This process gives you the roadmap to follow anytime you 

are in a conversation in which you would like to make sure both 

you and the other person are heard the way you desire.

MOURN CELEBRATE LEARN

Use MCL when you want to learn from an interaction that has 

already happened and to care for yourself. This map supports you 

to come out of judgment of yourself and move toward meeting 

your needs instead of  avoiding punishment.

We know from personal experience, however, that living your 

daily life is messy, and it can be far less clear when in the midst of 

a sticky and uncomfortable situation to know which map to use. 

What do you do then?

When feeling flooded by emotions and thoughts, people often 

feel overwhelmed. As such, it’s important to realize that you can 

pare down your options to two: 
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✦ Where do you focus your attention?

✦ What are you going to do? 

Any choice you make can be put into one of these two cate-

gories: attention and action. So when you find yourself swimming 

in the muck after an encounter, these two choices can help you 

orient yourself.

We have suggested that the place to focus your attention 

initially is on yourself through the Self-Connection Process—the 

go-to map whenever you begin to feel the slightest bit of discon-

nection, discomfort, stress response, or even simply want to feel 

more grounded. Use it anytime and anywhere, so that it becomes 

natural to you to reconnect with yourself. Every part of the 

Learning Cycle process, from doing to evaluating to learning, can 

be punctuated with numerous Self-Connection Processes.

Then, when you find yourself in a situation where you feel out 

of sorts, after performing the SCP simply ask yourself, “Is there a 

map I could use right now?” and “What map would most help me 

in this situation?” 

These questions may seem so obvious they border on silly, but 

don’t underestimate the importance of asking them. We teach these 

maps, and we still sometimes find it challenging in the moment to 

remember we have these maps and to use them. Both of us have 

experienced times when we’ve made a mess of a situation, forget-

ting entirely to use a map. We’ve had whole conversations only to 

realize afterward that we had no awareness during the conversation 

that this was a time to use one. Since everyone (including us!) ex-

periences these hiccups, we offer the following advice.

Part of choosing what to do is simply being able to name the 

choices you have. You can set yourself up for success by following 

this simple formula:
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✦ Where are you in this moment? 

✦ Use SCP to connect with yourself  and your needs right now.

✦ Ask, “Which map would most help me in this situation?” 

✦ Walk through the steps of  the map, or seek support from 

someone if  you find it challenging to do on your own.

N AV I G AT I N G  A  C Y C L E  O F  C O N V E R S AT I O N S

As we’ve shared, the Learning Cycle gives one potential path to 

follow when you are in a cycle of difficult conversations with 

someone close to you. Once again, that path would follow the cycle 

in a circle, as in the graphic below. 

  
 

M C L

I P M

D O

A S S E S S

N E E D S

P L A N
T O  B E T T E R

M E E T  N E E D S

E I P  /
I N T E N S I T Y  /

I P M  
R O L E -

P L AY

One way to choose a map is to think about where you are in 

the learning cycle. Are you getting ready for a conversation or 

assessing the situation after one? Does that help you choose a map?

While using the Learning Cycle is one possibility for choosing 

which map to use, you might choose a different sequence of maps 

and exercises depending on what is going on for you in any given 

moment. With this in mind, let’s see how James and Sally  both 

follow up from their conversation that begins this chapter. 
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Q 

During a break in her day, Sally reflects back on the morning 
conversation with James. Knowing she is still upset about it, she 
goes through SCP and asks herself which map might help. 
Mourn Celebrate Learn process comes to mind as a good place 
to start. She mourns that she thinks they are still not on the 
same page and her need for collaboration is not met. She also 
feels sad that she wasn’t willing to empathize with James, but is 
able to celebrate that she stopped herself before she said 
anything that would have escalated the conflict. The obser-
vation she keeps returning to is the phrase James ended with: 
“You’ll have to figure it out.” Every time she thinks about that 
statement, she feels her anger intensify. She knows that hearing 
it keeps her from being able to hear anything else. 

Recognizing that this statement is a trigger for her, Sally 
decides to ask Shawn to do Intensity Exercise with her, using 
this statement as the trigger. During their session, Sally feels 
successful in largely defusing the stress response she experi-
ences upon hearing it, but she still has some lingering judg-
ments about where James is coming from. She believes he is 
taking his typical hands-off, you-deal-with-the-home-front 
attitude and is not following through on what he said about 
valuing teamwork. 

In order to shift these judgments, Sally next chooses to 
perform the EIP. She connects again with her own needs for 
support, integrity, and collaboration that are behind her 
judgments of James, and when she feels more open, she con-
siders what James’s needs might be. She guesses he might like 
some ease in the situation, not only in working something out 
for that week, but also more generally with their transition to 

L I V I N G  B E Y O N D  J U D G M E N T                        277



her going back to work. She also supposes he might want pre-
dictability in knowing that he can fulfill his work commitments. 

Though she doesn’t feel entirely confident that her guesses 
are accurate, she still experiences a change in herself as she 
connects to those needs, realizing she also wants things to work 
out well and go smoothly all around. Feeling better, Sally 
knows she is more likely to be able to talk with James, and she 
asks Shawn to role-play with her so she has some practice being 
in the conversation the way she desires. 

Q 

“Business as usual,” James mutters under his breath as he drives 
to work, his mind still on the morning conversation with Sally. 
She has meetings and expects me to drop everything to fill in. Doesn’t 
matter how much we talk about it, she always has to railroad me into 

doing what she wants. After a few minutes of internal ranting, 
James recognizes how disconnected he is and performs a quick 
Self-Connection Process so he doesn’t take his angst into work. 
Since he is most aware of his judgments of Sally, he decides 
that when he has a break, he will go through the EIP. 

During lunch, James takes a walk and performs the steps of 
the EIP in his mind. He feels upset and resistant when he 
interprets he has no choice and connects to his need for auto-
nomy. The need for understanding also comes up, and he 
deepens into it, seeing how much he longs for acknowledgment 
of all the ways he contributes, as well as the limitations on what 
he can do. He guesses that Sally is feeling pressure, both to 
make sure household tasks get done and to stay committed to 
her fledgling business. He softens as he taps into their shared 
needs to care for their family and to be fulfilled professionally.
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Awareness of their shared needs prompts a feeling of 
sadness to well up in him as he remembers their conversation, 
specifically how he responded to what Sally said by digging in 
his heels. He shifts into Mourn Celebrate Learn as he mourns 
the missed opportunity to empathize with Sally. His actions 
met his need to care for himself, which he can celebrate, but not 
his need to care for their family as a whole. James experiences 
the settling within himself that indicates he is connected, 
feeling complete for the moment. He makes a mental note to 
ask Alicia to role-play a conversation with him to prepare to 
talk with Sally. 

After work, James and Alicia role-play by phone. At one 
point James dials the difficulty up a little higher by asking Alicia 
to say, “I need you to pick up the kids,” so he can practice how 
he wants to respond. When she delivers this trigger, though, he 
immediately moves into his typical stress response and is 
unable to continue. They switch to the Intensity Exercise and 
use as the trigger, “I need you to do what I want—what you 
want doesn’t count,” as this is what James interprets when he 
hears Sally say, “I need you to ....” James is pleased that he 
reaches a point where he doesn’t react to this statement anymore. 
They switch back to the role-play and James is able to choose 
his response to hearing Sally say, “I need you to pick up the 
kids.” He practices a few responses, trying both empathy and 
expression. 

As James drives home, he has a few niggling judgments 
about Sally thinking her work is more important than his. He 
quickly runs through the EIP one more time, finishing as he 
pulls into the driveway.

Q 
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The path Sally follows after her conversation with James—to 

process what came up for her and to prepare to have another con-

versation—is shown below: 

( 1 )

S C P

( 2 )

M C L
( 4 )

E I P

(3)

INTENSITY

EXERCISE

(5)

IPM

ROLE PLAY

Now she feels ready to have another conversation.

James uses the same maps and exercises, only in a different order:

( 1 )

S C P

( 2 )

E I P

( 2 )

M C L

(5)

INTEN-

SITY

EXER-

CISE

(4)

IPM

ROLE-

PLAY

(6)

IPM

ROLE-

PLAY

(7)

EIP

Now he’s ready to have another conversation.

Sally and James both choose the next map based on where they 

are in the moment. It’s a practice to keep checking in with yourself, 

asking what is going on, whether there’s a map that can help, and if 

so, which one. To guide you in recognizing how to choose which 

map will be most helpful to you, we’ve created the following refer-

ence table. 
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If you … Try this map or exercise

Are stuck in a set of judgments and 
diagnoses of another person

Enemy Image Process (EIP)

Notice a particular phrase or action 
that another person does that 
triggers your stress response

Intensity Exercise

Would like to prepare to talk with 
someone about a topic that is 
difficult for you

IPM Exercise or IPM Role-Play

Are beating yourself up for 
something that happened in the past

Mourn Celebrate Learn (MCL)

Find yourself in a conversation and 
feel stressed, challenged, or confused

Interpersonal Mediation (IPM) 
map

Become aware of feeling out of sorts 
without being sure what it’s about

Self-Connection Process 
(SCP)

Dread a future event, such as a work 
meeting or family gathering

Enemy Image Process (EIP)

Feel shame, anger, depression, 
agitation, or guilt

Self-Connection Process 
(SCP)

Find yourself yet again acting out of 
habit, even though you know you 
want to make different choices in 
that situation

Intensity Exercise

Feel distracted and not present with 
yourself and others

Self-Connection Process 
(SCP)

Are in a conversation with a person 
or discussing a topic that is difficult 
for you

Interpersonal Mediation (IPM) 
map

Don’t enjoy how you feel about a 
past situation 

Mourn Celebrate Learn (MCL)
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Finally, remember that the cycle of conversations that create 

your relationships is a fluid process; hence the maps and exercises 

you use to support you can also be flowing and flexible. You may, 

for example, decide to begin with EIP, and in the process it morphs 

into MCL, or vice versa. You may have a conversation using the 

IPM map, then do the Intensity Exercise to work on something 

that triggered you, and then walk through MCL. What is going on 

within you at each moment is the truest guide to what you choose 

next. Allow each moment to be an opportunity to engage with 

yourself  and other people from connection and choice. 

D A I LY  P R A C T I C E

Being able to use the maps and exercises in a fluid way requires 

practice; we’ve suggested numerous ways to do this in each of the 

preceding chapters. And while many of the practice suggestions 

involve finding a partner, it also helps to have ways of rehearsing 

on your own. 

As we’ve said, one of the most difficult things about learning a 

new way of communicating is to remember that you have new 

tools and skills and to utilize them in the moment. If you practice 

on a regular basis on your own, you have a constant reminder that 

you know these maps and what the steps of the maps are, and 

therefore have confidence in using them. This type of daily 

repetition and rehearsal makes it more likely that you will not only 

remember the maps in the moment, but also that you will more 

effectively be able to apply them.

A great way to incorporate a daily practice that will reinforce 

the maps and skills—and help you become aware of what’s going 

on for you to make choices about what to do next—is to use the 

Interpersonal Mediation map as a daily meditation routine. 
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The IPM map is the most difficult map to remember to use in 

the heat of the moment, and it is also one of the most compre-

hensive. It begins with the Self-Connection Process and includes 

empathy, expression, and requests, as well as the mediation skills. 

So far we’ve only presented ways to practice this map with another 

person, all of which are valuable, but you can also walk through it 

on your own, and here’s how. 

Set aside some time to practice the IPM map daily. You might 

incorporate it into your daily meditation, or reserve another time 

during the day. The important thing is to make space in each day 

for it as part of  your routine. 

One way to proceed is to journal, which can be helpful for 

focus and to reinforce your learning. For example, write out the 

steps of the SCP as you walk through that process, and then list the 

rest of the steps of the IPM map as a reminder. Then, think of some-

one you are in conflict with, or even someone with whom you had 

an unpleasant interaction, and imagine having a conversation with 

them using the IPM map. How would you go through the steps 

with that person? Writing out your actual dialogue can be 

beneficial in keeping yourself on track. Once you are familiar with 

the steps, you can also play out the conversation in your mind. 

While this practice can help solidify  the steps of the IPM map 

in your mind and give you additional practice on your own, you 

may also find that it leads you in various directions in terms of the 

other maps. As you try to imagine the conversation, for example, 

you may notice you can’t empathize because of enemy images, or 

you realize that you’re stuck on a past interaction with the person. 

As you go through the conversation, pay close attention to what is 

going on in you, and use what you’re aware of as the impetus to 

continue making choices. 
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For example, if you imagine the other person saying something 

that you know triggers you, then switch to doing Intensity Exercise 

in your mind. If you notice you are having a hard time even 

imagining having a conversation with them because you are so 

upset, you might decide to walk  through the EIP. You may likewise 

remember an interaction that happened with them already, prompt-

ing you to use the MCL. You might find you just need a lot of self-

empathy and therefore choose to focus your time there. 

In other words, let your current experience be your guide in 

what map you choose, and see if you can avoid making it a rule 

that you have to complete the IPM map before moving on to 

something else. Since you are doing this practice daily, you can 

begin again the following day by imagining a conversation with this 

same person using the IPM map and seeing how it’s different. You 

might find you get further in the conversation, or new things come 

up and different maps present themselves as helpful. Allowing 

yourself to notice the shifts you make during the practice bolsters 

your learning.

Practiced in this way, two important benefits accrue. First, you 

reinforce the steps of the maps and gain more experience using 

them. Second, the IPM map becomes a portal into what’s going on 

for you as you think about a particular person, thus leading you to 

choose what you can do to shift how you are in a relationship with 

yourself  and with them.

Q 

That evening after dinner, Sally and James have a chance to talk 
about the morning conversation. 

“I felt angry this morning when you said, ‘You’ll have to 
figure it out,’” Sally says, “because I’d like to know that we’re in 
this together. Instead, I heard you saying it was all on me.”
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Though James wants to share his own upset, he catches 
himself and reflects what he heard from Sally. “So you’d like to 
know that I’m with you in working out what to do when there’s 
some conflict in schedules?”

“Yes. I know we’ve both said that collaboration and team-
work are important to us, but it still seems like we haven’t quite 
gotten there yet. What was going on for you?”

James takes a deep breath. “I agree with you about that. For 
me, I felt irritated this morning when you said ‘I need you to …’ 
and then just went on without asking whether it would work 
for me. I heard an assumption that because you had meetings, I 
had to fill in the gaps regardless of my commitments at work. I 
realize that hearing those words from you is a major trigger for 
me. I actually worked on it today with Alicia.” 

Sally guesses what is going on for James. “So when you 
hear me say that, you feel angry. Is that about wanting consi-
deration for what would work for you?” 

“Yeah, and what also comes up is I’d like to feel I have a 
choice, and I’d like acknowledgment for the ways I do contri-
bute.” James remembers his guesses about Sally’s motivations 
and asks, “I was wondering if you feel pressure to make sure 
everything is handled both at home and at work?” 

Tears come to Sally’s eyes and her shoulders drop. “I do. 
All these things need to happen … I mean, we can’t have the 
kids not being picked up. It might get easier once Corey starts 
to drive in a couple years, but for now, we’re it!” 

“I know, and it’s important to me too. This is where I get 
hung up, though. I had this thought on the way home about 
you thinking your work is more important than mine, so I did 
the EIP. What I got was how much I actually feel my work is 
more important because it’s paying the bills. So yes, the kids 
need to be picked up, but my job pays for the maintenance on 
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the cars we drive to pick them up. My work also pays for the 
groceries, and the kids’ expenses, and the mortgage. I get stuck 
because I don’t see a way around how much we rely on my job 
financially … and the pressure I feel to make sure I’m not 
jeopardizing it in any way.”

“Right …” Sally says slowly, her face beginning to light up. 
“So you keep thinking your job is more important because it’s 
paying the bills, which keeps you thinking that I should be 
taking care of more, or maybe all, of the household stuff. And I 
sense that and feel defensive, then resist it by not wanting to 
ask you what would work for you, and not being willing to 
empathize or hear a ‘no’ from you!” She chuckles and shakes 
her head, realizing the ridiculousness of it all. “And I would like 
my work to be contributing financially, so I try to push stuff onto 
you so I can work toward that goal, which then causes you to 
resist because you believe your work is more important. It’s like 
we’re caught in this crazy-making feedback loop of impossibility!”

James reaches over to rub her shoulders. “Wow, yeah, I 
guess you’re right. I hadn’t seen it that way. We’re like two little 
kids both going, ‘My work is more important!’ ‘No, my work is 
more important!’ ‘No, MINE is more important!’ ‘NO, MINE 
IS!’ and on and on.” 

Sally nods in agreement as James adds, “And I know I also 
get stuck in feeling like I have to figure out a solution—and I 
don’t see one.” 

Sally sighs and takes James’s hand. “Just visualizing that 
whole insanity makes me feel a little better. I’d really love for it 
to just disappear magically because we’ve named it! But I 
suppose that’s not likely. Maybe it will get easier to spot, 
though, when it comes up again.”

They sit in silence for a few moments, each being with their 
own feelings and needs, until Sally breaks the silence. “Well, 
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one thing that’s clear is that trying to have that conversation 
this morning was not a good idea. We were too distracted. So 
we know that doesn’t work!”

James laughs. “No kidding! There was just no way it was 
going to happen yesterday, though. We need to have that time 
be a priority and for both of us to be centered.”

“Maybe we just need to move it to an earlier day or time. 
Not Saturday night—that’s our date night and I want that to be 
fun—but what if we did Friday night? If we planned it, and 
something came up or we had plans, at least we could re-
schedule on the weekend and still have some leeway.”

“Hmmm. I’m a little concerned about bandwidth on Friday 
night. We can both be pretty tired by then.” James pauses. 
“Hey, maybe we could start it as a celebration of the week, like 
do a Celebrate Mourn Learn process. We can look at what went 
well, mourn anything that didn’t go well, see what we can learn 
from it, and plan the coming week. That way maybe we’ll both 
have the energy for it, and it will keep us reflecting on how our 
plan went during the week—we didn’t make time for reflection 
before.” 

“Ooohhh. I like that. And we can start with the SCP so 
we’re both grounded.”

James reiterates the new agreements. “Ok, so we’ll make 
our scheduling time a priority, do the SCP at the beginning, 
and then structure it as a Celebrate Mourn Learn, planning the 
next week at the end. And we’re going to do it Friday night, or 
as soon after that as we can if we have other plans. Is that 
right?”

“Yep!” Sally nods. “That sounds good.”

Q 
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M O U R N  C E L E B R AT E  L E A R N  O R  

E N E M Y  I M A G E  P R O C E S S ?

We understand it takes time to become accustomed to the various 

maps and when to use which, but one of the biggest confusions 

people have is when to use Mourn Celebrate Learn and when to 

use the Enemy Image Process. As such, we want to give you some 

tips on which is the appropriate choice for a given situation. 

These two maps have similarities—they both use the same 

basic NVC processes, but the purpose for them is different, as is 

their place in the Learning Cycle. 

The EIP is used when you have an enemy image of somebody 

that’s less focused on the past and more of a generalized image you 

have in the present. For example, when you are seeing an image of 

someone with all your judgments and analyses embedded in it, and 

you want to relate to that person differently, you use the EIP. 

Though the judgments may be based on what happened in the past, 

those events have been translated into a present-time image, and 

going through the process focuses you on how to shift this image so 

you can interact differently with that person in the future. The EIP 

is also useful when preparing for a future event you are dreading, 

even if you aren’t aware of specific judgments of a person. Per-

forming the EIP can uncover those judgments and shift your 

feelings going into the event.

With the MCL process, the focus is on a past event—something 

that happened that you may be replaying, resenting, and/or beating 

yourself up over. The event does not feel complete but continues to 

trigger you in the present. As we stated earlier, when you evaluate 

through judging and blaming, as in the cycle of avoidance, it’s hard 

to learn from the experience in a way that will contribute to your 

life. The MCL is a process of completing the event and reconciling 
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the past, healing from what happened and learning from it. If you 

want to learn in a different way from something that happened in 

the past, MCL is a beneficial process to use. 

The other primary distinction between the two processes is 

whom you are judging. When you are aware of judgments of 

yourself, MCL is helpful to stop beating yourself up for what 

happened. When you are aware of judgments of someone else, use 

the EIP to shift how you see that person.

What process to choose depends both on whom you are 

judging and where you see yourself in the cycle. Here are two 

useful rules of  thumb: 

✦ Use the EIP when you are preparing for a future event, 

action, or conversation, or when you have judgments of  

another person. 

✦ Use MCL when you are remembering an event in the past 

that does not feel complete or that you have intrusive 

thoughts about, especially judgments of  yourself.

Let’s take the earlier example of your colleague who you feel 

“threw you under the bus” in the meeting. 

✦ If  you primarily feel upset about what happened in the 

meeting and are blaming yourself, you might use Mourn 

Celebrate Learn to shift how you hold that event. 

✦ If  you have been told you will be working with that 

colleague again on another project and are aware of  how 

many judgments you have of  that person, you could walk 

through the Enemy Image Process to get clear about how 

you want to work with them in the future. 
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Of course, in that kind of situation, you might find that both 

are the case: you are stuck on what happened in the past and you 

still have to interact with someone you are judging. One process 

can directly follow from the other. In this case, MCL will be helpful 

to learn from what happened in the meeting; and as part of the 

final step of learn, plan, practice, you use the EIP (and maybe even 

Intensity Exercise) to work with your judgments of  your colleague.

Here’s an example of how Sally experienced the MCL flowing 

into EIP in an interaction one day with Corey:

James and Corey had a brief exchange about Corey’s 
grades that triggered him; Sally could see Corey was upset 

and went to his room. She  knocked on his door, opened it 
slightly, and stuck her head in. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
“Seems like you’re upset. Do you want to talk about it?” 

Corey didn’t answer, waving Sally off with an angry 
look. Sally closed the door and left, but she didn’t feel 
great about it. In her mind she was thinking, Well, to hell 
with you then. 

Sally performed the Self-Connection Process to feel 
more connection with  herself, then decided to go through 
Mourn Celebrate Learn. She mourned that she was annoyed 

with Corey and that her response to his actions wasn’t the 
best; she wanted care and connection for Corey, but also 
for herself. Pondering what needs of hers were met and 

could be celebrated, she realized that just by knocking and 
trying to connect with Corey, her need for connection had 
actually been met a little, if only in the act of asking. 

As Sally moved to the learning stage of MCL and 

considered how she saw the situation now, she felt a little 
more  open, but as she thought about it she heard, Corey 
was being such  a jerk. Recognizing this for the enemy 

image it was, Sally went right into the EIP.   
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Sally asked herself what needs she was meeting by having 
that judgment. She determined that she wanted to be seen 
for her intention to connect and for the care that she had 
tried to give. She also longed to contribute to her son. 

Meeting her own need for empathy allowed Sally to be 
more  open about what was going on for Corey—to con-
sider what needs he was trying to meet by not talking to her.

Sally then put herself in  Corey’s shoes. She imagined 
Corey thinking that she wouldn’t be supportive of him in 
the way he desired, and therefore was protecting himself 

from more pain. His actions toward Sally weren’t personal; 
it was simply his way of meeting his need to care for 
himself. Talking to Sally in that moment wasn’t a strategy he 
wanted to use. 

Sally felt the enemy image of Corey dissolving and her 
heart opened. She decided she would find a way to 
connect with Corey later—they had a family activity night 

planned after dinner, and she made the intention to engage 
with Corey during the evening, not so much as her son, but 
as a human being. Her goal became being present with 

him, outside of their roles as mother/son, and simply being 
with him and enjoying him. Focusing on that intention 
during the evening, she appreciated her interactions with 
Corey and found herself learning more about her son.

As we near the end of our dialogue between James and Sally, so far 

you’ve witnessed how they’ve been working to resolve their issues 

by using the Mediate Your Life maps and skills. Though they have 

some new ideas about tweaking their primary agreements to help 

Remember that the steps of the EIP are: 

✦ Self-Empathy
✦ Empathy for the Other 
✦ New Possibilities: Learn, Plan, Practice

L I V I N G  B E Y O N D  J U D G M E N T                        291



with managing the family schedules, they still have the looming 

issue of how they each react out of their past patterns in moments 

of tension. Let’s see how they work together to take the next steps 

toward resolution.

Q 

“So that just leaves this other issue,” James says, “our pattern 
you uncovered of reacting to each other’s assumptions about 
what we want and whose work is more important.” 

Sally looks thoughtful as she responds. “You know, I don’t 
think we’re going to figure that out right now. I think we’re going 
to have to live with it, as uncomfortable as that may be, and 
stick to our earlier agreements we made about how to interact 
with each other. We didn’t do any of those this time—we didn’t 
empathize with what happened on Sunday that kept us from 
scheduling … and I didn’t ask myself if I was willing to hear a ‘no.’”

James nods. “And I didn’t do the SCP when I noticed I 
reacted. It is uncomfortable just “living with” that pattern right 
now, but I do like reconfirming those agreements we made. I’d 
also like to make some request of myself, like when those 
thoughts come up, I connect with myself and ask the question, 
‘Is there something I’d like to do to meet my needs in this 
moment?’ Maybe that will help me feel less hopeless about not 
being able to figure out a solution.” 

Sally smiles. “I like that. And we do know that our agree-
ment can work. After all, last week went great! We planned, 
things worked out, we felt good about it. It’s only when there’s 
some conflict between all our schedules. And … one thing 
we’ve always shied away from is getting outside help.”

“Yeah,” James says, “but we can’t really afford that right 
now.”
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“I know, but I’m not just thinking about paying someone. 
There’s Peg—she’s around since she’s living with Mom now, 
and she’s willing to step in occasionally and help, like she did 
with Maggie’s soccer tryouts—and she’d get to hang out with 
the kids more. Alicia and Shawn have offered too. They really 
enjoy the kids. And sometimes I could ask one of Maggie’s 
friend’s moms to pick them up together if need be.”

James shifts uncomfortably. “Yeah, I just hate to do that. I 
don’t want to impose on other people. I felt so bad calling Peg 
that day and asking her. And since I just did, I feel like we can’t 
ask her again anytime soon.”

Sally makes a face. “I know, asking for help isn’t exactly a 
strength for either one of us. But maybe we should reconsider 
it. Peg, Alicia, and Shawn have specifically said it wouldn’t be 
an imposition, and we can trust them to let us know if it is. And 
with Maggie’s friends, we can reciprocate. Hopefully it’s all 
temporary and when I start bringing in more income, part of it 
can go toward hiring someone if we need to.” 

James throws his hands in the air in mock defeat. “Okay, 
Okay! I give up! If we need to, I’m open to asking someone to 
help us out.” 

Sally and James then discuss who to ask to pick up Maggie 
on Thursday, and whether to reschedule the parent-teacher 
conference on Friday—since James can’t make it—or for Sally 
to attend on her own.

They end the night not only feeling pleased with the ideas 
and new agreements they’ve generated, but also with a plan for 
the week that both of them feel good about. “You know,” Sally 
reflects, “as difficult as today was, and as upset as I was this 
morning, being on the other side of all of it after talking it out 
and feeling closer to you … somehow it all seems worth it.”

“I feel the same,” James says, squeezing Sally’s hand.
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Q 

Below is a table with the updated set of agreements between James 

and Sally, following their conversations about what didn’t work on 

Sunday. Old agreements are crossed out, new agreements are in 

bold, and recommitted agreements are in italics. 

Sally James

Primary 
Agreements

Actions Set aside time on w    
schedules/tasks

Prioritize schedulin     
night

Start with SCP

Structure as Celebr   

Ask others to help     
if needed

    weekend to discuss 

 ng time on Friday 

  

  rate Mourn Learn

    by picking up kids 
 

 

Behavior 
Patterns

Empathize with 
James when his 
concerns arise

Ask James first if 
he can talk

Perform SCP when 
fears come up

Ask “Is there 
something I’d 
like to do to 
meet my needs 
in this moment?” 

Supporting 
Agreements

Actions Put appointment on   
Sunday Friday, rearr    
fit in, if already hav    
schedule for as soo    
possible.

  n calendar for 
  range schedules to 

    ve plans then 
   on after as 

 

Behavior 
Patterns

If James starts to 
react, ask “Are 
you connected to 
yourself?”

Ask “Am I willing 
to hear a ‘no’?”
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Restoring 
Agreements

Actions Commit to a new time as soon as 
possible

 

Behavior 
Patterns

Empathize with needs met/not met in 
prioritizing something else over 
scheduled time. 

Take time out if either react, perform 
SCP, then empathize with each other

P R I M A R Y  E X P E R I E N C E  A N D  C H O I C E

Throughout this book, we’ve striven to present the maps and skills 

with clarity about how and when to use them. If you are just 

beginning, as with any new learning, it helps to follow the 

instructions as closely as you can so that you begin to experience 

the shifts that can happen. The steps of each map or exercise, and 

the tips for when and how to use the skills, are offered as a support 

for you to learn in an effective and efficient manner. 

However, the experience of living—with all the thoughts, 

judgments, feelings, hopes, and habits—is never quite as neat and 

clean as the instructions we’ve presented imply. As you practice 

and gain some mastery with these tools, you will find what works 

for you to create connection with yourself and others. When the 

learning becomes a part of you instead of something you are prac-

ticing, you may find that you utilize these maps and skills differently. 

Although the guidance and specific steps we’ve provided have 

proven results, we also want you to feel some flexibility in utilizing 

them—the goal is to put you in touch with your primary experience 

and help you find its value and meaning. We hope that presenting 

what we have found to be beneficial and significant will help you 

become clear too. 
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As you know from reading this book, each of the individual 

processes we’ve given you is designed to help you shift out of your 

stress response and habitual ways of reacting when in a difficult 

interaction. They help you connect to a constructive way of relating 

to yourself and others; once you get there, you can see more clearly 

what you want to do. They change your perspective so that you 

have choice.

Each individual map is important in and of itself, but it’s in 

putting them all together and using them as needed in the cycle of 

conversations that you will truly see the impact on your life. Each 

time you make a choice to use a map, and each time you then 

make new choices in interactions with yourself and others, you 

build new neural pathways that strengthen those new choices. The 

old choices slowly become less desirable and available until you 

eventually realize that the hold they have over you has diminished. 

With each new choice, we hope you will begin to reap the 

benefits of acting in ways that lead to connection. In connecting 

with yourself, you move beyond the patterns of self-judgment that 

keep you stuck in old habits. In connecting with others, you create 

new possibilities of contributing to each other’s well-being. Even-

tually, you will emerge from the ingrained path to walk in the 

desired field beyond wrongdoing and rightdoing. 

N E X T  U P  

You now have all the maps, exercises, and skills you need to 

navigate the cycle of conversations in your life! We’ll finish off 

with expressing what is possible when you are able to be present 

and in a place of choice, and our hope for these skills to impact the 

world.
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C O N C L U S I O N  

O N E  C O N V E R S A T I O N  
A T  A  T I M E

Choice is more than picking “x” over “y.” It is a responsibility to 
separate the meaningful and the uplifting from the trivial and the 
disheartening. It is the only tool we have that enables us to go from 

who we are today to who we want to be tomorrow.
—SHEENA IYENGAR

ow many conversations do you have every day? When those 

interactions go smoothly, your life feels more flowing and 

joyful. When discord and disconnection occur, you likely find your 

productivity declines, your mood sinks, and life feels more difficult. 

In this book, we’ve explored the territory of interpersonal con-

versations. We’ve shown you how to navigate this territory by 

connecting to yourself before you have a conversation, eliminating 

triggers and transforming judgments so you can interact from 

choice and presence. We’ve provided you with the maps and skills 

to be in a conversation in a way that can keep you connected with 

yourself—and help you connect to the other person—so that you 

can both gain understanding that leads to strong resolutions and 

agreements. If you have thoughts after the conversation about how 

it went, you also know the process to use that will give you a more 

H

C



balanced view of what happened and what you can learn from it. 

We’ve also shown you how to use these maps and skills in the cycle 

of conversations that typically occurs in ongoing relationships at 

home and at work.

Take a moment to reflect on what you’ve read. What is 

possible for you out of these maps and skills? In reading the stories 

and examples, have images or thoughts popped into your mind 

about what you would like to create and experience in your life and 

your relationships? Imagine for a minute how your life would be 

different if  you were living those changes. 

Remember that this work is not merely about handling conflict; 

we hope this book will help you in any area where you are not 

experiencing what you desire. Is there a part of your life where you 

feel stuck, in pain, or unfulfilled? If so, you’re like many people 

who can point to some aspect of their life that is simply not work-

ing the way they’d like. This is why we wrote this book: to offer a 

way of having conversations so that you can have positive, enjoyable, 

productive interactions and contribute to the world in the way you 

desire, giving you a sense of  power in creating your life. 

We hope that in reading this book, you will now:

✦ have more choice about the relationships in your life

✦ be able to work through challenges with others

✦ find the contribution that people have to make, to you and 

to the world

✦ act from the knowledge of  your own and others’ 

contributions instead of  from judgment

As we said early in the book, the value of a world that is 

compassionate, caring, loving, peaceful, kind, collaborative, and 

cooperative is widespread in many traditions, and yet, how to bring 
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these into your life and act from them is often missing. As such, we 

hope that in these pages you’ve begun to see and experience how to 

relate to yourself and others in a way that brings all of these 

positive qualities into your life. When you can embody them, you 

are part of creating a world that is a little more peaceful, 

compassionate, caring, and collaborative. 

These maps work. Think of them as a guide—a predictable, 

reliable, consistent guide to being successful with any aspect of 

interpersonal relationships. Use them and you will begin to create 

connection with yourself and others that then provides a platform 

for you to generate more of  what you want to experience in life. 

We’d like to end the book with a few final comments about our 

dreams for what this work can do for you and for the world at 

large. First, however, we’d like to share with you a bit about how 

the skills and maps have impacted our relationship and those of 

people who have been in our trainings. Through these stories and 

comments, we hope to transmit to you the possibilities for your 

own life and relationships. As you read through the following per-

sonal examples of this work’s impact, keep in mind what you 

would like to create for yourself. 

W A L K I N G  O U R  T A L K  

When there is one or more persons, there is the potential for 

conflict. That’s true as much among those of us involved in 

Mediate Your Life as it is anywhere else. We not only teach these 

maps and skills, we use them. 

We have, as with any business, gone through times of turmoil. 

A few years ago, Ike resided outside the United States for several 

years as we were forming Mediate Your Life. Since we lived nine 

time zones apart and were not doing trainings together as fre-
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quently, we had many disagreements about all levels of the business, 

from where to go with it to how to do the trainings. It was a very 

stressful and intense period when both our business relationship 

and friendship could have suffered, or even ended, over our dis-

agreements. 

As we both actively used the tools in this book and the rest of 

the series, we continued to overcome our differences. Coming back 

to connection with ourselves and with each other, we could acknowl-

edge our varying viewpoints and then refocus on the commonality 

between us. Both of us had to catch ourselves before the downward 

spiral started, reconnect with ourselves, and then reconnect to each 

other.

Even when we are not in that level of conflict, the two of us 

have differences in how we see things and how we think they ought 

to be done. It’s easy to become irritated because the other person 

doesn’t see it the same way, and then interpret that the other doesn’t 

appreciate what we have to offer. Old patterns—not being good 

enough, not being valued or appreciated, a compulsion to be heard 

and to be right—rear their heads, and if we’re not careful, we can 

easily run with those reactions and ruin any kind of  partnership. 

When we can work with these patterns, going through the 

processes in this book, what appears is a greater capacity to be 

willing to allow things to unfold. We each are open to under-

standing where the other person is coming from instead of assum-

ing that our initial interpretation (“He’s wrong and I’m right!”)  is 

correct. As a result, there exists more curiosity to be in the process 

of communication and more trust that everything will be revealed 

in due course, that the way through will become clear if we simply 

use the tools and keep returning to connection with ourselves and 

each other. 
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Every time we’ve been able to use the tools and return to 

connection, it takes us further into what we have to contribute to-

gether. In our differing perspectives we can interpret that we are 

working against each other, but when connected we can get to a 

place where we see that our differences are synergistically comple-

menting each other and creating a larger whole than either of us 

could create alone. Ultimately, doing the internal and interpersonal 

work of  coming back to connection brings out the best in both of  us. 

What does this way of being lead to in a partnership? Our rela-

tionship is characterized by qualities such as deep care, tenderness, 

appreciation, openness, love, and trust that we can each be ourselves 

and be met by the other with the intention to understand. Respect 

is another key quality—particularly  respect that the other person is 

living this work too, and that even if one of us doesn’t quite grasp 

an idea the other has hatched, we strive to understand it because 

we’ve so often experienced that the other person comes up with 

ideas that move our work forward. 

Every project, indeed the collaborative creation of anything 

new, is a series of conversations to create what you’d like to see in 

the world. That’s true of a business, and it’s also true of this book. 

With three primary people working on creating it—John, Ike, and 

Julie—plenty of opportunities arise for misunderstandings and 

conflicts. The process of writing often entails Ike and John getting 

on the same page about what they are actually saying, then coming 

to some agreement about how to present their work in the midst of 

their varied perspectives and ways of thinking. Julie’s task extends 

beyond taking their perspectives and weaving them into a readable 

book; it includes mediating the process of getting the book done, 

making sure that Ike and John stay on track, and managing the 

editing and production process with the editor and designer. 
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At all points in the process, conflict can—and does—arise. 

What should be included, and how? What’s the title going to be? 

Who are we hiring to do the editing and design? How are we going 

to promote the book? Any project is comprised of thousands of 

decisions, and when multiple people are involved, any of those 

decisions might involve different perspectives. The skills in this 

book can help smooth the process of getting everyone on the same 

page when points of  view differ about how to proceed on a project.

M O V I N G  F O R WA R D  I N  C O N N E C T I O N

Besides using these skills in our own personal and business 

relationships, we also hear stories from people who have been in 

our trainings and used these maps and skills, moment by moment, 

conversation by conversation, to create significant change. Below 

are the types of stories we hear from those who have taken this 

work to heart, and who have, sometimes over long periods of time, 

shifted estranged relationships until they are characterized by care 

and hope. While based on actual stories of people we know, these 

examples have been modified to protect anonymity. 

D I F F I C U LT  D I V O R C E

“My ex-wife  of twenty-five years and I went through a 
difficult divorce a few years ago, with  so much hurt on  both 

sides. For the first few years after the divorce, it was diffi-
cult. Things got so bad at one point that she said she never 
wanted to talk to me again. I live not too far from  one of 
our two grown children, and she said that when she was 

visiting, she wanted me to leave. She wanted nothing to do 
with me and never wanted to be in the same room again. 

“Today, things are much different. My ex-wife has said 

recently that she wants us all to be together for holiday 
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celebrations. Our daughter is being honored for work 
contributions at a large gathering, and both of us will be at 
the event sitting at the same table. 

“Don’t get me wrong—it’s been a very long and 

difficult journey! For about a year, I’ve been using every 
tool and map I can. Much of the time I felt like I was 
fighting against my own reactions, which, had I  indulged 

them, would have been like pouring gasoline on a fire. I 
needed the regular support of other people to get out of 
my judgments, to empathize  with myself and with her, and 

to practice having conversations in a way that I  could show 
up with her and be present enough for her to have her 
needs met too. I’m so grateful, both for these tools and for 
her willingness to come to the  table with  the work I’m 

certain she’s undertaken on her side as well. I  feel much 
more  hope than I have in  a long time. To have some peace 
between us, to not have our children  feeling like they have 

to choose sides, and to be able  to move forward in 
connection are all priceless.”

B O A R D  C H A I R

“As chairperson for a board of directors, I’m often 

managing conflict. Recently, one of the board members 
called me very upset about a proposal in  front of the board. 
She wanted me to hear her views and proceeded to rant, 
hurling label after label, judgment after judgment. 

“I noticed I was triggered by what she was saying. 
Before learning the Mediate Your Life tools, I would have 
argued points with her, but this time I empathized and tried 

to listen for what she felt was important, which was difficult 
with so much story and judgment to wade through. When 
she spoke  up at the next meeting where we discussed the 

proposal, she still said things difficult for people to hear, 
but I continued to listen and reflect her underlying concerns. 
As a result, we were  able to develop a revised proposal 
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that everyone was pleased with, in part because I had taken 
the time to hear what she really cared about. 

“When I reflect on this whole  experience, I realize that 
from performing the practices I learned in the  Mediate Your 

Life  trainings, I now notice when I am being triggered in 
the moment. A few years ago, I would have either argued 
with her or not engaged at all; however, this time I was able 

to notice my reaction, breathe, and abandon my typical 
ways of reacting. Over time, my capacity to be with what is 
happening in the  moment has increased. While I don’t want 

to be in  that kind of intense conversation  every day, I can 
now recognize that I’m  triggered quickly and then recon-
nect enough with myself internally to be able to be with the 
other person.”

B R I D G I N G  M A R I TA L  D I F F E R E N C E S

“Before I started using these tools, my wife and I were 
thinking about separating. We knew we loved each other, 
but we  simply kept landing in a place where we felt like we 

were too different. We had many conversations about our 
incompatibility, each time determining it was too painful 
and difficult to be together, that we just weren’t right for 

each other. In using these skills, though, I began to see 
how we would both get hurt or irritated over a little thing 
the other person said or did, causing us to go into a 
combative state where the situation would escalate. 

“The  first step for me was getting to a point where I 
could catch myself and not say anything to make it worse. I 
learned that if I could be aware  and stop before  the 

toboggan surpassed the rim of the hill, I  would have more 
choice about what to do. Now, both my wife and I can more 
easily get back to feeling connected and aligned with each 

other—and to the love  that’s truly there between us. When 
we come back to that loving space, we can find ways to 
bridge the differences and collaborate with each other.” 
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We offer the example of our own and other people’s stories so you 

know that even in situations where it feels difficult or impossible, 

even when you still have hurt and lack trust that your needs will be 

met, there is always a way. It may take a little time, it may require 

some work on your part, and it may demand asking for some help 

to go through various processes. But it is possible to work through 

situations and emerge with relationships not only intact, but also 

strengthened.

W H AT  I S  S U C C E S S ?  

In many of the examples in this book, particularly the family story 

with James and Sally, both people know and are using the Mediate 

Your Life toolbox. Success, however, is not dependent on both 

parties knowing the skills. In the three examples above, only one 

person was coming to our trainings and incorporating the knowl-

edge into their life, yet they were still able to effect significant 

change. 

Based on the stories above, it might seem like success means 

that the conflict is resolved to everyone’s satisfaction, people are 

reconnected in a loving, compassionate embrace, and all is won-

derful in the world. While that is possible and delightful when it 

happens, it’s not an appropriate scale by which to measure success. 

Similarly, success is not living in a constant state of peace and 

connection in which disagreements and misunderstandings never 

happen. So how do we define it? 

In our view, success lies in:

✦ cultivating your awareness of  what is going on for you 

moment by moment

✦ increasing your skill to return to presence, regardless of  

what is happening
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✦ nurturing your ability to choose what to do instead of  react

✦ learning from whatever happens so that your skills, 

experience, and effectiveness expand over time

Notice that each of these markers of success reflects something 

occurring in you, that these tools are never about changing 

someone else, but rather about changing you. The target is to shift 

how you feel internally and your capacity to act in ways that 

contribute more to your own and other people’s lives. 

When you use the maps and skills with a realistic view of 

success, you can find success in each encounter regardless of the 

outcome. If a conversation doesn’t go the way you hoped, you can 

learn from what did happen. Even if you choose to no longer 

interact with a certain person—an outcome that by one point of 

view might be viewed as failure—if you’ve used the tools and come 

to that choice with conscious awareness, that is actually a success. 

The Mourn Celebrate Learn process is an especially helpful 

tool to begin to see your success, regardless of what happens in any 

interaction. Celebrate when you use the tools. If you forget that a 

map is available in the moment, celebrate when you remember, 

even if it’s a week later. Change will not come through using these 

tools as another way to judge yourself; it will come when you can 

emerge out of  judgment again and again.

A  W AY  O F  L I F E  ( N O T  A  Q U I C K  F I X )

When you begin to use the tools in this book, you will likely see 

some immediate benefits, even if they’re small. Perhaps you are in 

pain about a situation and begin to find some relief. You might 

notice that you enjoy connecting with yourself on a regular basis 
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and find that connection helps you interact in the world in a way 

that you enjoy. 

People often approach new learning with the hope that they 

will see an instant payoff, a quick fix or magic bullet that will 

create ease in their relationships for all time. The real hope of this 

book, however, lies not in quick fixes, but in practice and repetition 

that leads to incorporating these skills into who you are. The goal 

is to arrive at a point where you live the skills on a daily basis, 

knowing they are readily available when those sticky situations 

arise. In utilizing the skills and tools regularly, you change. People 

around you often change too, not because you are forcing them to, 

but because their responses reflect the change in you.

We’ve talked about mediator mind in the context of each map, 

but we also want to stress that it’s a state of mind you can access at 

any time, not only when you are using a map or exercise. Once you 

have a sense of that state within yourself where you can hold multiple 

perspectives, mediator mind can become a practice throughout the 

day. 

After all, how often do you find yourself stuck in a story, 

whether one about you and your inadequacies, or about other 

people and what’s wrong with them? Remembering mediator mind 

can help you shift away from believing in those stories and living 

your life from the judgments in them. It’s a way to come back to 

the present moment, detaching from the thoughts that keep you 

stuck. As you practice accessing mediator mind regularly, you will 

find that it keeps you connected to yourself and more able to 

access happiness and well-being, regardless of what is happening 

outside you. 
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C H O I C E  A N D  S E L F - K N O W L E D G E

With most of the tools in this book, you are connecting again and 

again with your observations, feelings, needs, and requests in the 

moment. This practice is a powerful form of learning about yourself. 

When you know what stimulates you into reacting and identify the 

needs that are motivating you, you gain greater capacity to change it. 

As you use the maps in this book over time, you will find that 

you become less reactive. This means that those habitual patterns 

of fight or flight, the normal ways you react when you encounter 

stress or conflict that lead you into deeper trouble, have less of a 

hold over you. Initially, you will likely find that each time you are 

triggered, you have to work through your reaction to return to a 

present, centered, connected state. By doing that over and over 

again, however, you will find that you begin to go less deeply into 

reaction before catching it. Eventually, you will notice the reaction 

but have immediate awareness that you can do something different. 

The key result of reducing reactivity? Choice! When you 

develop trust and confidence that you can manage your emotional 

responses to the world and choose what you do instead of reacting, 

you change your relationship to your emotions. Instead of being 

powerless over them, you have compassion for yourself and others, 

giving you the space to see new possibilities. 

Self-knowledge and the capacity to choose allow you to be 

more effective in your life and interactions with the world. If you 

become aware of your reactions and mitigate them, you can avoid 

being blindsided by your personal history as situations come up. 

For example, instead of acting out of habitual responses based on 

your early experience (that essentially re-enact your past), you are 

able to see those responses in contrast to new ones that give you 

more of what you desire. When you can see multiple options and 

be disengaged even a little from emotions, you are able to choose. 
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Each time you choose, it gives you new information to then make 

more choices in the next moment. Imagine how much more effec-

tive you can be when you are consciously choosing in each moment 

instead of  being triggered into a choice-less and reactive state! 

So often in both family and work environments, however, 

people operate from a sense of no choice, believing things like, 

“These are the people in my family. I just have to put up with 

them.” or “Well, he’s my boss, he can fire me and I have to go 

along with what he says no matter how idiosyncratic it is.” When 

people finally do make a choice, it is sometimes drastic, resulting in 

schisms that get passed down for generations in a family, or in 

actions that sabotage productivity and career advancement at work. 

We see these same patterns writ large on the world stage. 

Communal rifts and sectarian divides exist across the planet: 

religions pitted against other religions, tribal groups and ethnicities 

at war, class against class. Because these conflicts are pervasive and 

involve many people, the tendency is to feel hopeless about creating 

change in this larger arena. 

It’s important to remember, however, that even these long-

standing, large-scale conflicts begin the same way: people inter-

acting with each other out of their past hurts, being hijacked by the 

stress response, and acting in ways that do not meet their own or 

other people’s needs. When each side does this, the inevitable result 

is disconnection, violence, and suffering. People then feel justified 

and “right” in their perspective of how “wrong” the other side is, 

passing that point of view down to their children who continue the 

conflict, generation after generation. 

Whether we’re talking about individual conflicts in families or 

national-scale conflicts, how they begin and end is the same: one 

conversation at a time. 
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Peace starts right here and right now, with the conversation you 

are in with yourself and the people in your life. Do not under-

estimate the importance of coming back to choice again and again, 

choosing the response that leads to connection as much as possible. 

Your choices create a ripple effect, touching people you may not 

even know as they flow outward. When other people experience 

and witness your choices, you also open the possibility for them to 

begin choosing differently in their relationship to themselves and 

others. 

We hope the maps and skills in this book, and in the rest of the 

Mediate Your Life series, will contribute to people having conver-

sations that lead to peace. We would like everyone to be able to 

bring themselves and their concerns to the table, and to have 

conversations characterized by shared understanding and mutual 

care. In sum, we encourage you to use the skills and tools in this 

book so that every conversation becomes one in which you are 

creating the world you would like to live in. 

Whether you’re a stay-at-home mom or a Fortune 500 CEO, a 

school janitor or the President of the United States, every relation-

ship, every change, and every new possibility for a better world 

happens one conversation at a time. What will you create with your 

next conversation?
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A P P E N D I C E S





F E E L I N G S  L I S T

Feelings are bodily felt experiences and tell us about our needs being 

met or not met, and about what we are observing, thinking, and 

wanting.

PEACEFUL

tranquil

calm

content

engrossed

absorbed

expansive

serene

loving

blissful

satisfied

relaxed

relieved

quiet

carefree

composed

fulfilled

LOVING

warm

affectionate

tender

appreciative

friendly

sensitive

compassionate

grateful

nurtured

amorous

trusting

open

thankful

radiant

adoring

passionate

A



GLAD

happy

excited

hopeful

joyful

satisfied

delighted

encouraged

grateful

confident

inspired

touched

proud

exhilarated

ecstatic

optimistic

glorious

PLAYFUL

energetic

effervescent

invigorated

zestful

refreshed

impish

alive

lively

exuberant

giddy

adventurous

mischievous

jubilant

goofy

buoyant

electrified

INTERESTED

involved

inquisitive

intense

enriched

absorbed

alert

aroused

astonished

concerned

curious

eager

enthusiastic

fascinated

intrigued

surprised

helpful

314                         A P P E N D I X  A    |    F E E L I N G S



MAD

impatient

pessimistic

disgruntled

frustrated

irritable

edgy

grouchy

agitated

exasperated

disgusted

irked

cantankerous

animosity

bitter

rancorous

irate, furious

angry

hostile

enraged

violent

SAD

lonely

heavy

troubled

helpless

gloomy

overwhelmed

distant

despondent

discouraged

distressed

dismayed

disheartened

despairing

sorrowful

unhappy

depressed

blue

miserable

dejected

melancholy
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SCARED

afraid

fearful

terrified

startled

nervous

jittery

horrified

anxious

worried

anguished

lonely

insecure

sensitive

shocked

apprehensive

dread

jealous

desperate

suspicious

frightened

TIRED

exhausted

fatigued

inert

lethargic

indifferent

weary

overwhelmed

fidgety

helpless

heavy

sleepy

disinterested

reluctant

passive

dull

bored

listless

blah

mopey

comatose

CONFUSED

frustrated

perplexed

hesitant

troubled

uncomfortable

withdrawn

apathetic

embarrassed

hurt

uneasy

irritated

suspicious

unsteady

puzzled

restless

boggled

chagrined

unglued

detached

skeptical

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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U N I V E R S A L  H U M A N  

N E E D S  /  V A L U E S  

L I S T

The needs below are grouped into categories of core needs, three 

meta-categories and nine subcategories.

WELL-BEING

SUSTENANCE/

HEALTH

abundance/thriving

exercise

food/nutrition

nourishment

rest/sleep

relaxation

shelter

sustainability

support/help

wellness

vitality

energy

SAFETY/

SECURITY

comfort

confidence

emotional safety

familiarity

order

structure

predictability

protection from harm

stability

trust

faith

BEAUTY/

PEACE/PLAY

acceptance

appreciation

gratitude

awareness

balance

ease

equanimity

humor

presence

rejuvenation

simplicity

space

tranquility

wholeness

wonder

B



CONNECTION

LOVE/

CARING

affection/warmth

beauty

closeness/touch

companionship

compassion

kindness

intimacy

mattering

importance

nurturing

sexual connection

respect

honoring

valuing/prizing

EMPATHY/

UNDER-

STANDING

awareness/clarity

acceptance

acknowledgment

communication

consideration

hearing 

(hear/be heard)

knowing

(know/be known)

presence/listening

respect/equality

receptivity/openness

recognition

seeing (see/be seen)

self-esteem

sensitivity

COMMUNITY/

BELONGING

cooperation

fellowship

generosity

inclusion

interdependence

harmony/peace

hospitality/welcoming

mutuality

reciprocity

partnership

relationship

support/solidarity

trust

dependability

transparency

openness
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SELF-EXPRESSION

AUTONOMY/

FREEDOM

choice

clarity

congruence

consistency

continuity

dignity

freedom

independence

integrity

power

empowerment

self-responsibility

AUTHEN-

TICITY

adventure

aliveness

discovery

honesty

initiative

innovation

inspiration

joy

mystery

passion

spontaneity

MEANING/

CONTRIBUTION

appreciation/gratitude

achievement

productivity

celebration/mourning

challenge

efficacy

effectiveness

excellence

growth

learning/clarity

mystery

participation

purpose/value

self-actualization

self-esteem

skill/mastery

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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S E L F - C O N N E C T I O N 

P R O C E S S  ( S C P )

BREATH  (Awareness: being in the present moment)

1. Focus attention on your breathing, following the in-flow, 

extending the out-flow.

2. Observe your sense perceptions (sight, sound, scent, 

touch, taste).

3. Shift attention from thoughts and “stories” back to breath 

and sense perception.

BODY   (Presence: being with feelings, and accepting what is)

1. Put attention into your body.

2. Feel the sensations and animating energy and aliveness.

3. Name your sensations, emotions, and fight or flight 

reactions, then go back to experiencing.

NEEDS  (Choice: choosing thoughts, beliefs, and actions to 

 meet needs)

1. From awareness of  your thoughts and feelings now, ask 

yourself, “What are the needs underneath?”

2. What needs do you choose to focus on now? What 

inspires, uplifts, and empowers you?

3. Repeat the needs to yourself, feel your body, and 

experience the needs met within you through your 

imagination, self-talk, or taking action.

C



We encourage you to set aside at least five minutes a day to 

practice SCP, and also to practice throughout the day, in as 

many moments as you can, even when you’re not in a fight-

flight-freeze reaction. 

S E L F - C O N N E C T I O N  P R O C E S S :  

E X P A N D E D  V E R S I O N

BREATH

1. Slow and deepen your breathing.

2. Count to the same number on the inhale and the exhale.

3. Extend your exhale longer than your inhale.

4. Breathe in, hold breath, breathe out—all to the same 

count.

5. Practice relating to thoughts with kindness, humor, and 

friendliness. 

BODY

1. Feel your feelings without naming, analyzing, or thinking 

about them.

2. Focus attention on three body centers—belly, heart, head 

(“triune brain”: reptilian/instinctual, mammal-ian/

emotional, neo-cortex/intellectual/intuitive).

3. Relax your muscles; allow openness, softness, and 

flexibility in your posture.

4. Mind-body practices

a. Relax your muscles (e.g., eyes, tongue, jaw, shoulders, 

arms, belly).

b. Open your posture (e.g., open chest and arms, say 

“Ahhhhh”).

c. Align and balance around your spinal core.
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NEEDS

1. Breathe into three body centers (spinal “chakras”—belly, 

heart, head).

2. Connect core needs to the body centers. 

a. Well-being (peace)—sustenance, safety, order

b. Connection (love)—care, understanding, community

c. Self-expression (joy)—freedom, honesty, meaning

3. Focus on a “chemistry-changing” positive image for each 

body center.

4. Imagine the needs fully and completely met.

5. Gratitude practice: Celebrate how needs are met in your 

life; “mourn” any ways needs are not currently met.

6. Tonglen—breathe in suffering of  self, others, the world; 

breathe out peace, love, joy, happiness, well-being, 

connection, self-expression.

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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I N T E N S I T Y

E X E R C I S E

L E V E L  1 A :  P R A C T I C I N G  W I T H O U T  C O N T E N T

1. The receiving partner performs the Self-Connection 

Process, then asks the delivery partner to present the 

trigger. 

2. The deliverer says a neutral phrase, such as “Water is wet” 

or “Snow is white” in a conversational tone, pauses, then 

repeats it, gradually increasing the volume, intensity, and 

aggression level of  the words, amping it up slowly. 

3. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting to the 

intensity level, they raise their hand as a nonverbal way to 

ask their partner to stop delivering the trigger.

4. The receiver then physically moves into the mediator 

chair and performs the Self-Connection Process out loud 

until they feel calm, physically relaxed, and no longer in a 

fight-flight-freeze reaction mode. 

5. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair and asks 

the delivery partner to begin again.

6. The deliverer starts by saying the same words as before at 

a lower intensity level than what triggered their partner, 

and again incrementally amps it up in intensity. 

D



7. Repeat steps 3–6 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

8. Share with each other what came up for you.

L E V E L  1 B :  P R A C T I C I N G  W I T H  C O N T E N T

1. The receiver tells their partner what words they want to 

use for the practice, giving instruction on how to weave 

them together with specific tone, volume, or body 

language. For example, if  the words are from another 

person and often come with a particular gesture and tone 

of  voice, the delivery partner can incorporate that gesture 

and tone along with saying the words. 

2. The receiver performs the Self-Connection Process, then 

asks the delivery partner to begin.

3. The deliverer begins presenting the trigger at a low level of 

intensity, gradually increasing.

4. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting, they 

raise their hand as a nonverbal way to ask their partner to 

stop delivering the trigger.

5. The receiver physically moves into the mediator chair and 

performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel calm, 

physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-freeze 

reaction mode. When they feel they have choice about 

how to respond, they are ready to continue.

6. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair and asks 

the delivery partner to begin again.

7. The deliverer presents the same trigger as before, starting 

at a lower intensity level than what triggered their partner, 

and again incrementally amps it up in intensity. 
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8. Repeat steps 4–7 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

9. Share with each other what came up for you.

L E V E L  2 :  R E S P O N D I N G  T O  A  F I R S T  T R I G G E R

1. The receiver tells their partner what words they want to 

use for the practice, giving instruction on how to weave 

them together with specific tone, volume, or body 

language. 

2. The receiver performs the Self-Connection Process, then 

asks the delivery partner to begin.

3. The deliverer begins presenting the trigger at a low level of 

intensity, gradually increasing.

4. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting, they 

raise their hand as a nonverbal way to ask their partner to 

stop delivering the trigger.

5. The receiver physically moves into the mediator chair and 

performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel calm, 

physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-freeze 

reaction mode. When they feel they have choice about 

how to respond, they are ready to continue.

6. The receiver says out loud (still sitting in the mediator 

chair) how they want to respond to this person now, 

choosing between empathy or self-expression. 

7. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair, responds 

accordingly, and asks the delivery partner to begin again.
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8. The deliverer then presents the same trigger as before, 

starting at a lower intensity level than what triggered their 

partner, and again incrementally amps it up in intensity. 

9. Repeat steps 4–8 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

10. Share with each other what came up for you.

L E V E L  3 :  R E S P O N D I N G  T O  A  S E C O N D  T R I G G E R

1. The receiver tells their partner what words they want to 

use for the practice, giving instruction on how to weave 

them together with specific tone, volume, or body 

language. 

2. The receiver performs the Self-Connection Process, then 

asks the delivery partner to begin.

3. The deliverer presents the trigger at a low level of  

intensity, gradually increasing.

4. As soon as the receiver notices their body reacting, they 

raise their hand as a nonverbal way to ask their partner to 

stop delivering the trigger.

5. The receiver physically moves into the mediator chair and 

performs the Self-Connection Process until they feel calm, 

physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-flight-freeze 

reaction mode. When they feel they have choice about 

how to respond, they are ready to continue.

6. The receiver says out loud (still sitting in the mediator 

chair) how they want to respond to this person, choosing 

between empathy or self-expression.

7. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair and 

responds accordingly.
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8. The deliverer presents another trigger by reacting to the 

choice, saying something that would be hard for the 

receiving partner to hear.

9. The receiver physically moves again into the mediator 

chair and performs the Self-Connection Process until they 

feel calm, physically relaxed, and no longer in a fight-

flight-freeze reaction mode. When they feel they have 

choice about how to respond, they are ready to continue.

10. The receiver says out loud (still sitting in the mediator 

chair) how they want to respond to this person now, 

choosing between empathy or self-expression.

11. The receiver moves back into the receiving chair, responds 

accordingly, and asks the delivery partner to begin again.

12. The deliverer presents the same trigger as before, starting 

at a lower intensity than what triggered their partner, and 

incrementally amps it up. 

13. Repeat steps 4–12 until the receiver has practiced to the 

degree they desire or notices not being triggered anymore, 

no matter how intense the delivery. 

14. Share with each other what came up for you.

In Levels 2 and 3, after making a choice and moving back into 

the Self  chair: 

1. For empathy with the other, remember the four elements 

of  empathy—presence, silent empathy, understanding, 

and need language.

a. If  you’d like, you can use the empathy template:

i. “Are you ____ [FEELINGS] because you want 

____ [NEEDS]?”
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2. For self-expression, first connect with the needs you want 

to express, then let your words flow naturally, owning 

your observations and thoughts as your own, from your 

subjective frame of  reference, and connecting your 

thoughts, feelings, and what you would like from this 

person back to your needs. Also, try to speak from 

presence with the other person while you talk.

b. If  you’d like, you can use the expression template:

i. “When I see/hear you _____ [OBSERVATION], I 

feel ______ [FEELINGS], because I want _____ 

[NEEDS]. 

ii. Would you ______? [CONNECTION REQUEST: 

e.g., “How do you feel hearing this?” and “Would 

you tell me what you’re hearing me say?”]

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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E N E M Y  I M A G E  

P R O C E S S  ( E I P )

You can do this process with yourself, in your head or written 

down, or with an empathy or practice partner.

P A R T  I :  E M P A T H Y  F O R  Y O U R S E L F

1. Observations of:

a. What the other said or did that triggered your 

reaction

b. Judgments, “enemy images,” “stories” you have about 

yourself  or the other

2. Feelings: sensations and emotions in your body. Watch for 

“faux feelings.” 

3. Needs: your universal human desires, not specific to any 

“strategy.” Take time to feel and experience the feelings 

and needs in your body.

CYCLING: As you go through the steps, you may notice you 

have more reaction in you with which to empathize. Continue 

to cycle through steps 1–3 until you feel complete for the 

moment, connected to your needs, and feeling a degree of 

inner calm, relaxation, and centeredness. 

E



P A R T  I I :  E M P A T H Y  F O R  O T H E R  

In this step, you connect within yourself to the other person’s 

experience:

1. Observations of  

a. What you said or did that might have been 

triggering to the Other

b. What their thoughts about you and the situation 

might be

2. Feelings: sensations and emotions in their body

3. Needs: their universal human desires, not specific to 

any “strategy”

CYCLING: As you move through these steps, continue cycling 

through all three until you feel complete for the moment, 

connected to the Other, and more peaceful and non-reactive. 

Also, as you attempt to empathize with the other, you may get 

triggered into more of your own reactions. If this happens, go 

back to Part I and cycle back and forth between Part I and 

Part II as needed.

P A R T  I I I :  E M E R G E N C E  O F  N E W  

P O S S I B I L I T I E S

Ask yourself  about your:

1. Learning from doing Parts 1 and 2. Do you now see 

any new ideas, insights, or possibilities that have 

emerged? 

2. Plan of  action (specific) for how to meet your needs 

now that you are on the “other side of  connection.” 
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See if  you can form a specific, doable, action-

language (what you do want) request of  yourself, 

which may be to make a request of  the other person 

or someone else.

3. Practice: After forming an action request and a plan, 

you may want to practice whatever you came up with. 

If  this involves a conversation, you can practice what 

you might actually say and also practice dealing with 

challenging ways they might respond. One way to do 

this is to role-play a practice conversation (e.g., with a 

coach, practice partner, or through journaling).

CYCLING: As you go through these steps, you may notice 

more conflict reactions coming up in you. You could then go 

back to Parts I and II, and cycle back and forth between Parts 

I–II and Part III until you feel ready to complete Part III.

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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I N T E R P E R S O N A L  

M E D I A T I O N  ( I P M ) 
M A P  

The IPM map is a guide for helping you navigate difficult 

conversations between yourself and another from the perspec-

tive of  the inner third chair of  “mediator mind.” 

T H E  5 - S T E P  I P M  M A P  

1. Perform the Self-Connection Process (SCP)

2. Ask yourself, “Can I hear the message as a ‘please’?”

3. Empathize with the Other, if  you can

4. Self-Express

5. Make Solution Requests and Agreements 

M O R E  D E T A I L  O F  T H E  I P M  M A P  S T E P S  

1. Perform the Self-Connection Process (SCP)—breath, 

body, needs 

2. Ask yourself, “Can I hear the message as a ‘please’?” 

a. “Please” meaning that the Other is saying, “I’m 

in pain. I have unmet needs.” 

F



3. Empathize with the Other (if  you have capacity)

As mediator of  your own conversation, you choose 

from moment to moment where you want to direct 

the focus of  empathy, toward yourself  or the other 

person, to create connection. We suggest first giving 

empathy to the Other, if  you have the capacity to do 

so, then seek to be heard yourself. 

4. Self-Express

Now it is your turn to be heard by expressing what’s 

going on in you (speaking from connection with 

needs). As your own mediator, you are in essence 

directing empathy (rather than seeking agreement) 

toward yourself. We recommend ending your self-

expression with a Connection Request. Stay with 

steps 1–4 until there is empathy and connection 

between you, then go to step 5, Solution Requests and 

Agreements. 

a. Two types of  connection requests: 

i. For reflection, e.g., “Would you say what 

you’re hearing?“

ii. For expression, e.g., “How do you feel about 

what you’re hearing?” 

5. Solution Requests and Agreements 

a. Specific present, positive, action language 

(emergence from needs/connection) 

b. Request vs. demand (choice) 

c. Interdependence—seeking to get everyone’s needs 

met 

d. Need Behind the No process 

i. Clarify the request and the needs behind it. 
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ii. If  there is a “no,” empathize with the no and 

find the needs prompting it.

iii. Ask the one saying no for a request that 

would meet the needs of  self  and other, or 

the initial requestor could offer a new 

request. 

e. Agreements 

i. Primary—what you mutually agree to do to meet 

the needs between you 

ii. Supporting—agreements of  what to do to support 

the primary agreements 

iii. Restoring—agreements about what to do if  the 

primary agreements are not kept 

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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I N T E R P E R S O N A L  

M E D I A T I O N  

E X E R C I S E

I P M  E X E R C I S E  L E V E L  1

EMPATHY, SELF-EXPRESSION, AND CONNECTION 

REQUESTS

From the Self chair:

1. Tell your practice partner who they are and one 

observation of  something the person says or does that 

is challenging for you. 

2. Start by expressing something to the Other (practice 

partner) to begin the conversation

3. The Other expresses a challenging statement back to 

you.

Move to the Mediator chair, and:

4. Perform the Self-Connection Process (SCP).

5. Ask yourself, “Can I hear the message as a ‘please’?”

6. Choose, as the mediator, to direct the focus of  

empathy toward the Other, if  you have the capacity. If 

you don’t have capacity, stay with the previous steps 

until you feel ready to make this choice. Your practice 

partner can shift out of  role and support you with 

empathy for yourself.

G



Move to the Self chair, and:

7. Empathize with the Other. Give empathy to the Other 

(remember the four elements of  empathy), with the 

intention to create connection. Continue giving empathy 

until the Other indicates they feel heard as they would 

like. You can ask, “Is there more you want me to 

hear?” [Remember, at any time you can pause and 

move to the Mediator chair and repeat steps 4, 5, and 6.]

8. Self-Express. Now, focus the empathy toward yourself 

(in essence, you are asking the Other to hear and 

empathize with you as you). 

9. Express your honesty and inner truth and reality to 

the Other. This is your chance to be heard and to 

practice courageously expressing perhaps “scary 

honesty.” First, silently self-connect with your needs, 

then speak from those needs while being present with 

the Other. Express with the intention to create connection. 

• Use this self-expression template if  it’s helpful to 

you:

“When I see/hear [OBSERVATION], I’m 

[FEELINGS] because I want [NEEDS].”

10. End your self-expression with a Connection Request 

for reflection, e.g., “Would you let me know what you 

hear me say?”

11. The Other gives empathy to you until you say you feel 

heard as you desire.

12. Now ask the Other the Connection Request for 

expression, e.g., “How do you feel about what I 

said?”
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13. The Other at this point expresses with the intention to 

create connection.

14. Give empathy to the Other (elements of  empathy), 

with the intention to create connection, until they indicate 

they feel heard. You can ask, “Is there more you want 

me to hear?” [Remember, at any time you can pause 

and move to the Mediator chair to perform the SCP.] 

I P M  E X E R C I S E  L E V E L  2

ADDING SOLUTION REQUESTS AND NEED BEHIND THE 

NO PROCESS

Do all of  Level 1, and then add what follows after Step 14:

From the Self chair:

15. Make a Solution Request of  the Other, seeking to 

meet both your needs and theirs.

16. The Other says some form of  “no” to your request.

Move to the Mediator chair, and:

17. Perform the Self-Connection Process (SCP). 

18. Choose Empathy for the Other.

Move to the Self chair, and:

19. Give empathy to the Other, trying to get to the needs 

behind their “no,” the needs keeping them from 

saying “yes.” Stay with empathy until they say they 

feel heard.

20. Ask the Other if  they have a request that tries to meet 

both their needs and yours. The Other does their best 

to think of  a request, but if  they can’t, you can offer one.
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I P M  E X E R C I S E  L E V E L  3

THE FULL MONTY

 

From the Self chair:

1. Tell your practice partner who they are and one 

observation of  something the person says or does that 

is challenging for you.

2. Start by expressing something to the Other (practice 

partner) to begin the conversation.

3. The Other expresses a challenging statement back to 

you.

Move to the Mediator chair, and:

4. Perform the Self-Connection Process (SCP).

5. Ask yourself, “Can I hear the message as a ‘please’?”

6. Choose, as the mediator, to direct the focus of  empathy 

toward the Other, if  you have the capacity. If  you 

don’t, stay with the previous steps until you feel ready. 

Your practice partner can shift out of  their role and 

support you with empathy for yourself.

Move to the Self chair, and:

7. Give empathy to the Other (remember the four 

elements of  empathy) with the intention to create 

connection. Continue giving empathy until the Other 

indicates they feel heard as they desire. You can ask, 

“Is there more you want me to hear?” [If  at any time 

while empathizing you become triggered, you can 

pause and move to the Mediator chair and do steps 4, 

5, and 6 again.]
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8. Self-Express. Now, as mediator, focus the empathy 

toward yourself  (you are now asking the Other to 

hear and empathize with you as you).

9. Express your honesty and inner truth and reality to 

the Other. This is your chance to be heard and to 

practice courageously expressing perhaps “scary 

honesty.” First, silently self-connect with your needs, 

then speak from those needs while being present with 

the Other. Express with the intention to create connection.

a. Use this self-expression template if  it’s helpful to 

you:

“When I see/hear [OBSERVATION], I’m 

[FEELINGS] because I want [NEEDS].”

10. End your self-expression with a Connection Request 

for reflection; e.g., “Would you let me know what you 

hear me say?”

11. The Other self-expresses instead of  saying back what 

they heard.

12. Continuing to self-express and direct the focus of  

empathy toward yourself, use the mediator skill of  

Pulling by the Ears, e.g., “I want to hear you,” and 

“First would you let me know what you heard me 

say?”

13. The Other reflects back judgment instead of  needs.

14. Maintaining self-expression and the focus of  empathy 

toward yourself, use Pulling by the Ears again, e.g., 

“Thank you for saying what you heard. I’d like you to 

hear …”

15. The Other self-expresses in a triggered way that is 

challenging and difficult.
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Move to the Mediator chair, and:

16. Perform the Self-Connection Process (SCP).

17. Ask yourself, “Can I hear the message as a ‘please’?”

18. Choose to focus the empathy toward the Other by 

using the mediator skill of  Emergency First Aid 

Empathy. 

Move to the Self chair, and:

19. Give empathy (elements of  empathy) to the Other, 

with the intention to create connection, until they say they 

feel heard. [Move back to the Mediator chair and 

perform the SCP if  you become triggered.]

20. Choose the mediator skill of  Self-Empathy.

21. Tell the Other that you would like to take a break and 

come back to the conversation.

22. Your practice partner now steps out of  their role and 

helps you do a quick Enemy Image Process (EIP) 

with yourself. 

23. Come back to the conversation with the Other when 

you’re ready.

Continuing the Conversation with the Other:

24. Use the mediator skill of  Self-Expression; e.g., “I 

would like for us to both be heard and to get to a 

solution we both feel good about. Could we take turns 

talking and listening to each other?”

25. The Other says, “Yes.”

26. Use the mediator skill of  Tracking and return to the 

Pulling by the Ears, e.g., “I wonder if  now you’d be 

344     A P P E N D I X  G    |    I N T E R P E R S O N A L  M E D I AT I O N  E X E R C I S E



willing to let me know what you heard me say earlier 

in the conversation?”

27. The Other reflects back understanding and needs, with 

the intention to create connection. The Other continues 

reflecting until you say that you feel heard.

28. Thank the Other for hearing you.

29. Now, use the other Connection Request for self-

expression, e.g., “How do you feel about what I 

said?”

30. The Other self-expresses, continuing to talk until you 

interrupt them.

31. Use the mediator skill of  Interrupting (with empathy).

32. Offer a Solution Request that seeks to meet your 

needs and the Other’s.

33. The Other says a version of  “no.”

34. Empathize with the “no,” getting to the needs behind 

the no that are keeping the person from saying “yes.”

35. Ask the Other if  they have a request to meet the 

Other’s needs and yours.

36. The Other offers a Solution Request.

37.  Say “yes,” or offer another Solution Request.

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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N I N E  M E D I A T I O N  

S K I L L S

1. EMPATHY

a. Presence

b. Silent empathy

c. Understanding

d. Need language 

2. CONNECTION REQUESTS 

a. Message Sent, Message Received

“Would you say what you heard?” 

b. Quality of  Connection

“How do you feel about what you heard?” 

3. PULLING BY THE EARS: Re-requesting that the other 

person reiterate what they heard if  they self-express, or 

restate their judgments instead of  reflecting understanding 

or needs

4. EMERGENCY (FIRST AID)  EMPATHY: Giving 

empathy when you’ve asked the other person to repeat 

what they heard but they are too trigged to do it

5. TRACKING: Where the conversation is in terms of  the 5-

step Interpersonal Mediation map

H



6. INTERRUPTING: Using empathy to interrupt when the 

other person is saying more words than you can hear or 

that are disruptive to the process

7. SELF-EMPATHY: Giving empathy to yourself  during the 

conversation

8. SELF-EXPRESSION: Expression related to the process of 

the conversation

9. SOLUTION REQUESTS: Making specific, doable, action-

language requests 

a. Need Behind the No Process 

i. Clarify the request and needs. 

ii. Empathize with the needs behind the “no.” 

iii. Ask for or suggest a new request that seeks to 

meet needs for both people.

b. Three Types of  Agreements 

i. Primary: What you mutually agree to do 

between you 

ii. Supporting: What to do to support the 

primary agreements 

iii. Restoring: What to do if  the primary 

agreements are not kept

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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M O U R N

C E L E B R A T E

L E A R N  ( M C L )

P A R T  I :  M O U R N

Empathy with needs not met for you by what happened in a 

conversation or interaction with another.

1. OBSERVATIONS 

a. What happened that did not meet your needs?

b. Do you have any negative thoughts, judgments, or 

“stories” about this? 

2. FEELINGS: Sensations and emotions in your body

3. NEEDS: Connecting your observations, thoughts, and 

feelings to your needs

CYCLING: Move through the three steps in whatever order 

works for you. Continue to cycle through the steps until you 

feel an inner calm and are connected to your needs.

P A R T  I I :  C E L E B R A T E

Empathy with needs met for you by what happened in the 

conversation or interaction.

I



1. OBSERVATIONS

a. What happened that met your needs, including good 

things that might happen in the future from what 

occurred?

2. FEELINGS: Sensations and emotions in your body

3. NEEDS: Connecting your observations, thoughts, and 

feelings to your needs

CYCLING: As with Part I, you may cycle through the steps 

multiple times. Also, as you are in Part II, you may also notice 

more thoughts and feelings relating to unmet needs coming 

up. At any point you can cycle back to Part I, and back and 

forth between Parts I and II.

P A R T  I I I :  L E A R N

Emergence of  New Possibilities

1. Learning from doing Parts I and II. Any new ideas, 

insights, or possibilities you now see? 

2. Plan of  action (specific) for how you want to meet your 

needs now that you have connected with needs met and 

not met. See if  you can form a specific, action-language, 

“doable” (what you do want) request of  yourself. One 

way to achieve this is to do a “post-hearsal”—imagine re-

doing the conversation and what you might have said or 

done differently.

3. Practice: After forming an action request and a plan, you 

may want to practice whatever you came up with in order 

to make it into a new habit. One way to do this is to role-

play a practice conversation with a practice partner or 

coach, or to do this in journaling.
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CYCLING: After reaching step three, you may notice you 

have more learning and insights. If so, you can cycle back 

through the steps. You might also notice more needs (met or 

not met) coming up to empathize with. If so, you can go back 

to Parts I and II.

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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F L I G H T

S I M U L A T O R

The flight simulator is used for both the Intensity Exercise and 

for role-play practice of the Interpersonal Mediation (IPM) 

map, either the IPM role-play or the IPM Exercise.

SETTING UP THE FLIGHT SIMULATOR

1. Choose situation and clarify roles—who will play yourself 

working on your situation, and who will play the role of  

the other person in the conflict? The person whose 

situation it is plays the role of  mediator as well. 

2. Give one observation—tell the person playing the role of  

the “other” one thing the actual person said or did that 

was challenging. (Don’t tell the whole story.)

3. (For IPM Exercise/role-play only) Dial the difficulty to be in 

your “learning zone”:

a. How much intensity or challenge do you want the 

other person to give you?

b. What skill(s) do you want to focus on, if  any?

4. Make agreements with a coach or peer support person, if  

one is present.

5. Timekeeper—have someone keep time. 

6. Begin with SCP/self-empathy before starting.

J



FLIGHT SIMULATOR CONTROL PANEL OPTIONS:  

FOR DURING THE EXERCISE OR ROLE-PLAY

You can pause and:

1. Perform self-connection or self-empathy.

2. Consider out loud your options and choices.

3. (IPM Exercise/role-play) Dial up or down the 

difficulty/challenge level.

4. (IPM Exercise/role-play) Ask yourself  what skill(s) you 

were using and what you want to choose.

5. Ask your practice partners or coach for ideas or 

feedback.

6. Rewind and do over what you want to practice.

HARVESTING—”BIO-FEEDBACK”

1. Person in self/mediator role (if  you want to): Start with 

how it was for you. What did you like?

2. Feedback from practice partner: How was it for you? Start 

with needs met feedback.

a. What was connecting and helpful to you? Use 

connection as your guide. 

b. Try to find at least one positive thing to say, however 

small. 

c. Give specific observations.

d. Share your inner experience—feelings and needs.

3. Person in self/mediator role, what further feedback, if  

any, would you like?
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a. Choice about needs not met feedback.

b. Practice partner: Ask the person if  they want to hear 

about what didn’t work as well for you.

c. What could they have done differently to work better 

for you?

d. Give specific observations, and share your feelings 

and needs.

e. Keep checking to see if  the person wants to hear 

more.

For a printable version, visit:
 mediateyourlife.com/from-conflict-to-connection
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