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Step 6: 
PAIRS: Additional 
Tools to Respond in 
Difficult Situations

The 
Triggering

Event Cycle6

P: PAN

If you want to share what you are observing and panning about the group 
dynamics:

• It seems some people were impacted by that statement, am I right?
• I’m noticing that some people get interrupted as they try to share... 

anyone else notice this?
• I noticed when we started talking about this, a number of people looked 

down or checked their phones… I’m curious what is going on for folks?
• You shifted in your chair and looked away from me as I was responding to 

you. I am wondering if you had a reaction to what I was saying.
• I noticed how quiet everyone got. I’m curious why…
• The energy seems to have shifted in the last couple of minutes. I am 

curious what folks are thinking and feeling.

If you want to share what you are panning about yourself:
• I notice I had a reaction to what you said.
• That’s a trigger word/phrase for me...
• I need to stop for a moment and talk about what just happened. I’m 

feeling uncomfortable because…
• This may have more to do with me, but I’m feeling uneasy with what you 

said and I’d like to talk more about it.
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FOUR (4) TYPES OF PANNING RESPONSES

1. Redirect: Refocus the group without any reference to the current 
group dynamics
• I’d like to move on to the next agenda item.
• Getting back to what we were talking about…

2. Indirect: A more vague, general comment to refocus the group on 
the topic and effective group dynamics. 

Pose possibilities:
• It might be useful…
• I’d suggest we consider…
• One way to proceed could be…
• It may be more productive right now to…

3. Direct: Acknowledge the current situation, and/or the uninclusive 
or disrespectful dynamic 

State your thought or opinion:
• I think that… I need…
• I believe it’s important that…

Share your observation directly:
• I noticed that every time we start to talk about our team dynamics, 

someone shifts the conversation away from the topic.
• I’m noticing that the only time we talk about our group effectiveness 

is when I bring it up.
• I’ve noticed that when we started to discuss our dynamics, a number 

of folks look down, start writing notes…I’m curious what others have 
noticed? And what is going on for folks? 
 

4. Connect: Invite others to connect to what you are saying, and share 
what they notice

• Anyone connect to what I am saying?
• I’m curious what others are noticing?

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 2 of 8
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OBSERVING/PANNING GROUP DYNAMICS  

WITH AN INCLUSION LENS

Use the following prompts as you use an Inclusion Lens to observe and 
pan group dynamics. Identify “just the facts” and the actual details of 
the situation without any assumptions, interpretations, judgments, or 
conclusions. 

• What differences are present in the group?  Which group 
memberships? and how many from various groups?

• Who is talking? 
• Who is quiet? Doesn’t speak as often as others?
• How are people reacting nonverbally?
• Who initiates the topics?
• What ideas are brought up? By whom?
• Whose ideas get considered? Whose ideas don’t get much discussion?
• Whose ideas are discounted? Or “plop” without comment?
• How do decisions get made? 
• Who interrupts others? Who gets interrupted? Who is never 

interrupted?
• How and when do the tone and energy of the conversation shift and 

change?
• How much air-time do people take?
• Who has changed their way of engaging recently?
• Who do people look at when they are talking?
• Who has eye contact with whom while others are talking?
• Who engages in side conversations?
• Who brings up issues of respect and inclusion?
• How do people respond when different issues of inclusion are raised?
• What issues of inclusion and respect are not being brought up or 

discussed?
• As you notice interpersonal dynamics that are not inclusive, who 

intervenes to shift the dynamics? Who doesn’t?
• As you observe exclusionary comments and actions, wonder:  Is this an 

isolated incident or a possible common pattern of experience?

Adapted from materials developed by Elsie Y. Cross Associates, Inc. 

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 3 of 8
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A: ASK

If someone is strongly disagreeing with you, you could ask: 
• Could you say more about that? 
• Can you give an example?
• Can you give me some background on this situation?
• Help me understand how you came to that conclusion?  
• Can you help me understand what you disagree with or find frustrating?
• Can you talk about the reasons you feel so strongly?

If you do not agree with someone’s idea or opinion, you could ask:
• What are your intended outcomes for that idea?
• How does that idea advance our strategic goals?
• How does your approach connect with what I was suggesting?
• How might that play out if we go in this direction?

If you want to state your perspective after someone has disagreed with you, you 
can start with:

• I want to make sure I understand your point. You are saying that…  How close 
am I in describing what you are concerned about? 

• I can understand your perspective. And I’d like to share a few more thoughts….
• As I listen to you, a dilemma for me is….
• My experience has been somewhat different….
• Another way I might approach this is….
• I believe/think ____. How is this similar or different for you?

If you believe someone said something inappropriate or offensive:
• Here is what I heard you say. How well did I understand you?
• Come again? or Can you repeat that?
• What do you mean when you say…?
• Can you help me understand what you meant by that? 
• What did you want to communicate with your comment?
• What message do you think that comment could send?
• Can you help me understand your intent when you said…?
• I trust you didn’t intend to _____.
• You probably didn’t notice what the impact of that comment was when you 

said…

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 4 of 8
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If two or more people are in conflict and don’t appear to be understanding 
each other’s points, you could enter with:

• So, you’re saying that...
• So, from your perspective…
• I want to make sure I understand your point. Are you saying that…?
• I thought I heard you say… Is that accurate?
• I may have missed some of what led up to what was said just now. Can 

someone help me understand the context of what is occurring? 

If you sense someone hasn’t fully expressed their point, you could start with:
• I’m not fully understanding your point. Can you say more?
• I’m on a learning edge here… What I’m curious about is….
• What is underneath your comment/question?
• Is there a question or a concern behind your statement?

If you sense that someone may have felt triggered by something you said, 
you could say:

• I’m wondering if what I said had an impact on you…
• My sense is some folks may have been impacted by what I just said…

If a colleague is upset about something but not fully discussing it, you  
could ask:

• Can you say more about what happened and what the impact was?
• What’s the most ____ (frustrating, embarrassing, anxiety producing, etc.) part 

about that situation?
• What are your key concerns about this?

If you want to expand the discussion to see if others will engage the difficult 
dynamics, you could say:

• I am curious what others are thinking….
• What are some perspectives or reactions of others?
• How do others relate to what’s been said?
• I appreciate what you’re saying. Anyone have a different perspective or 

something else to add?

If you are concerned that you have been misunderstood, you could say:
• I want to make sure I am understood. Can you tell me what you’re hearing me 

say?
• I’m not sure I was able to get my point across. Would you share the essence 

of what you heard me say?

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 5 of 8



Navigating Difficult Situations in the Workplace: How to control your reactions and respond effectively 
Permission to reprint for personal or educational purposes with proper attribution • © Dr. Kathy Obear | 87

• I believe I said something different than you heard… What I said was… Is that 
what you had thought?

• I’d like to clarify what I said before because it is different than what you are 
referencing…

If the group is struggling to move forward, you could ask:
• What do you see as the next steps?
• Are there any actions we want to avoid as we move forward?
• What would you suggest?
• One thought could be to ____. What do you think?
• Might it be possible to ____?
• I’d like us to seriously consider…

When you want a group to reflect on its processes and improve team dynamics, 
you could ask:

• In what ways are we working together that help us be productive?
• Are there any group dynamics that could be getting in our way?
• What might you suggest we do differently in the future?

If you want to debrief the impact of a difficult conversation with a colleague,  
you could ask:

• I appreciate your discussing this with me, and I’m curious how that conversation 
was for you?

• Is there anything you would want me to do differently in the future?
• How would you like us to discuss issues in the future?

I: INTERRUPT 

If you want to interrupt and shift unproductive dynamics: 
• I’d like to try a different approach to this conversation.
• I’m going to interrupt and shift us to refocus on….
• I don’t feel we are engaging according to our group norms. 
• Let’s take a breath and slow down for a moment. 
• I hadn’t finished my comment yet…
• I don’t think that comment is appropriate or productive.
• Let’s table this discussion for now. And why don’t you and I talk after this 

meeting.
• I think we’ll be more productive if we talk directly about the issues and not make 

assumptions or negative comments about the people involved.
• I notice that there are some side conversations occurring. I’d like to hear 

people’s reaction to the proposal.

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 6 of 8
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R: RELATE
 
If you want to relate to the person or their comments so they may feel 
acknowledged:

• I relate to what you’re saying. 
• I share some of your concerns as well.
• I agree that what you’re saying could happen.

If you want to try to relate to the other person before you respond, you can  
ask yourself:

• How am I just like this person? Or I used to be? 
• When have I said or done something similarly?
• When might I say or do something like this in the future?

If you want to invite others to relate to someone or their comments:
• How do others relate to that comment?
• Who can relate?
• Who has a similar experience? Can you say more…?
• What you’re saying seems to relate to what so-and-so just said…

 

S: SHARE

If you want to connect by sharing a story or example from your own experience, 
you can say:

• I can relate. Just last week, I...
• I remember when I...
• I relate. I used to…
• This reminds me of when….

If you want to share the impact of someone’s comments or behavior, you can say:
• When I hear you say that, I think/feel....
• I’d like to share the impact of your comment...
• I’m feeling uncomfortable with what you’re saying…
• Here’s what’s going on for me as I hear you….
• My concern, if we move in this direction, is…

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 7 of 8
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To invite others to share their feelings or the impact they are experiencing, you 
can say:

• How are others reacting or impacted by this?
• I’m noticing I’m feeling___, anyone else?
• I’m noticing I have some concerns. Anyone else?
• I am deeply moved by your example. How are others impacted?
• When ____ just happened, I felt ____. Does anyone else relate to me? Or did 

anyone else feel triggered just now?

Step 6: PAIRS: Additional Tools to Respond in Difficult Situations, page 8 of 8



Navigating Difficult Situations in the Workplace: How to control your reactions and respond effectively 
Permission to reprint for personal or educational purposes with proper attribution • © Dr. Kathy Obear90 |

Shifting Less Effective 
Reactions To More Productive 

Responses
Directions: Below, make notes about three triggering situations in which you 
reacted unproductively.

Triggering situation 
where you reacted 

unproductively

Your less effective 
reactions

What might have 
been more productive 

responses?

 h Column 1: What was the triggering situation?

 h Column 2: How did you react less productively?

 h Column 3: What would have been a more effective response?
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Fight Responses

Aggressively argue and 
debate

Raise their voice, yells

Try to silence others

Try to compete, win at any 
cost

Interrupt

Self-righteous, arrogant, or 
condescending behavior

Controlling, manipulative 
behavior

Intimidating, threatening 
behavior

Force change

Common Unproductive 
Reactions During Difficult, 

Triggering Situations
Directions: 

1. Check-off () any of the following that you have experienced or 
observed from others during difficult situations.

2. Then, star (*) any that you have done when you felt triggered in 
difficult situations.

Aggressively attack and berate

Dismiss or minimize the 
comments of others

Explode and direct their 
feelings onto others

Sarcastic or off-handed 
remark

Belittling comment

Intentionally try to embarrass 
others

Criticize or accuse with the 
intent to humiliate and shame

Bully others into submission

Turn their words against them
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Flight Responses

Get defensive

Become overly guarded

Withdraw

Ignore or avoid issues

Try to smooth over conflict

Placate to keep things under control

Minimize, downplay the issues or conflict 

Shut down

Disengage

Use humor and jokes to distract and smooth things over

Quickly change the subject

Pretend to agree to avoid conflict

Use crying to distract and not engage

Freeze Responses

Blank out, forget what wanted to say or do

Zone out

Become immobilized

Don’t respond or interrupt exclusionary comments and actions

Overly anxious and scared

Common Unproductive Reactions During Difficult, Triggering Situations, page 2 of 2
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REFLECT

As soon as you notice you feel triggered, Begin Within, and reflect on the 
following: 

1. How am I feeling? How intense are my emotions? (-10 to +10)

2. What are my physiological reactions?

3. What story did I make up about this situation?

4. What intentions and motives fueled my reaction?

5. What intrapersonal roots are fueling my less effective reactions?

 h Current life issues

 h Cumulative impact

 h Unresolved issues and old wounds

 h Fears

 h Unmet Needs

 h Ego-driven desires

 h Assumptions, bias, shoulds, expectation and judgments

6. What might I have said or done that contributed to these difficult 
dynamics? Just now? Recently?

7. Relate to the person(s) whose behavior was the source of your trigger: 
How am I just like them?

RELEASE

1. Do some stress releasing activities to de-escalate the intensity of your 
physiological and emotional reactions 

2. Create the time and space to release your retriggered emotions

Recovery Tools:  The 3 Rs
It is critical to develop the capacity to demonstrate effective recovery skills when 
our comments and behaviors negatively impact others. We need the ability to 
acknowledge the other person’s perspective, apologize for any negative impact, 
and commit to responding differently in the future.
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REALIGN

1. Refocus on positive, productive intentions

2. Shift your initial story and subsequent thoughts

Then, choose how you want to RE-ENGAGE and RESPOND.

If you are unclear why the dynamics are so charged and difficult, but 
suspect someone(s) may feel triggered:

 h Did I say or do something that was offensive or triggering?

 h Have I done something recently that is related to what we are talking about?

 h Can you tell me more about what is troubling for you?

 h It seems my behavior had a negative impact. I’m open to hearing how I’ve 
impacted you.

 h I notice I’m feeling triggered, and I sense you are, too. 

If you realize your behavior crossed a line, own your behavior  
and apologize: 

 h I notice I just interrupted you. I apologize.

 h I realize what I just said/did was unproductive/offensive.

 h I regret what I just did.

 h I apologize. I was wrong to ______.

 h I misspoke just now, and I apologize.

 h I was wrong to just raise my voice and cut you off.

 h I want to apologize for my tone.

If you realize someone is triggered by your comment or behavior, even 
if you feel you had not crossed a line:

 h It seems something I did or said was triggering for you. Can we talk about it?

 h Can you say more about the impact of what I said or did?

 h I hear the impact of what I said/did. And I apologize.

Recovery Tools: The 3 Rs, page 2 of 3
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If someone gives you feedback about your behavior:

 h Acknowledge and paraphrase what behaviors they are concerned about 
and the impact 

• So it sounds like you felt demeaned and dismissed by my actions.

• When I interrupted, you shut down and didn’t want to participate any 
longer.

• You felt angry and disappointed when I followed up on Jerry’s idea 
and not yours.

 h If you are still unclear, ask about the impact

• Can you say more about the impact of what I said on you?

• What was the impact of my comment? Behavior?

 h Ask if they have any further feedback for you or other issues to discuss

• Is there anything else about the impact of my behavior you or others 
want to talk about?

• Are there other comments or actions that I’ve made that anyone 
wants to give me feedback on or discuss at this moment?

 h Apologize for the impact and your behavior

• I apologize for my actions and regret the impact I had on you.

 h Appreciate the person and the conversation 

• I appreciate your willingness to give me this feedback 

• I hope you’ll continue to feel free to talk to me about this issue or 
anything else I do or say that creates a difficulty for you or the team.

 h State what you intend to do differently in the future

• It’s my intention to think about all this, and to be far more aware of 
my tone and actions in the future.

• As we go forward, my intention is to ___. Does this work for you?

• Is there anything else you would like me to do differently in the 
future?

Recovery Tools: The 3 Rs, page 3 of 3



Navigating Difficult Situations in the Workplace: How to control your reactions and respond effectively 
Permission to reprint for personal or educational purposes with proper attribution • © Dr. Kathy Obear96 |

Directions: Reflect on a recent triggering, difficult situation in which you 
reacted unproductively. Below, identify 3–5 recovery tools that:

1.  Could have been useful during the situation.

2.  May help you repair and rebuild the damage of your impact after the fact.

Using Recovery Tools
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Navigating Difficult Situations:
Self-Assessment Checklist

Use the following scale to assess your current skills and abilities  
during Difficult Situations:

 h I acknowledge comments that seem inappropriate or triggering.

 h I effectively name and discuss group dynamics in the  
moment and use them as “teachable moments” to facilitate deeper 
learning.

 h I recognize that “resistance” and challenges are often doorways  
to deeper understanding and learning for the group.

 h I engage people in dialogue when they make inappropriate or 
triggering comments.

 h I encourage other group members to participate and engage in the 
discussion.

 h I effectively navigate conflict and disagreement among group 
members.

 h I can respond effectively to challenges and engage resistance from 
group members without taking it personally or feeling triggered.

 h I effectively navigate behaviors I believe are distracting, including 
dominating, interrupting, side-tracking, side conversations, etc.

 h I effectively navigate situations where group members are feeling 
and expressing deep emotions, including anger, sadness, fear, 
frustration, hopelessness, etc.

 h I am able to be “in the moment” ~ fully present and focused on what 
is happening in the group and in myself.

 h I use self-disclosure and share feelings, thoughts, opinions, and 
personal experiences as appropriate.

5
= Almost always

4
= Most of the time

3
= Much of the time

2
= Sometimes

1
= Rarely
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 h I easily “go with the flow” and am flexible with the agenda as I adjust 
to the needs of the group in the moment.

 h I can “meet the people where they are” and not demand or 
expect them to be farther along in their understanding or skill 
development.

 h I use silence effectively.

 h I use “Connecting Language” that bridges one person’s comments to 
another’s.

 h I effectively find some relevant point in each person’s comments, 
even those that seem way off the topic.

 h If I believe someone is on a tangent, I can effectively acknowledge 
their point, and redirect the conversation back to the group’s topic.

 h I minimize how much I use the “telling” style, and maximize how 
often I pose questions or dilemmas to facilitate dialogue among 
others.

 h I am aware of how I use my body language and nonverbal behavior 
to facilitate learning and engage others.

 h I am aware of the how people/I may experience and interpret 
body language and nonverbal behaviors differently based upon 
their cultural perspective, and their experiences in their multiple 
privileged and marginalized groups.

 h I am able to “relate in” and “see myself in others” to find compassion 
and connection, rather than judging them or distancing from them.

 h I pay attention to the social group identities of others and notice 
patterns of participation, including who’s talking, who is quiet, who 
interrupts, who gets interrupted, who assumes leadership, who’s 
ideas “plop,” etc.

 h I am aware of my biases, assumptions, and stereotypes for various 
privileged and marginalized groups.

 h I continually interrupt, reframe, and unlearn my biases, stereotypes 
and assumptions about privileged and marginalized groups.

Navigating Difficult Situations: Self-Assessment Checklist, page 2 of 3
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 h I understand how my various privileged and marginalized group 
identities impact how I am often perceived and experienced by 
others.

 h I continuously self-reflect to examine my behaviors, assumptions, 
feelings, and attitudes and their impact on others across social 
group memberships.

 h I continually seek and utilize feedback about my behaviors and 
attitudes from members of privileged and marginalized groups; and 
utilize their input to improve my practice.

 h I am aware of my “early warning signals” that I am beginning to feel 
triggered.

 h I am able to notice and navigate my own triggered feelings of anger, 
fear, stress, grief, etc., so that I don’t “work my issues on the group.”

 h I am aware of my triggers and their intrapersonal roots. 

 h I actively do my work around my triggers: explore their 
intrapersonal roots; do my healing work; etc.

Navigating Difficult Situations: Self-Assessment Checklist, page 3 of 3
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