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Dedication
To my fellow travelers on this journey to reclaim our voice and create the life we envision,
I hope you remember you are not alone and there is a way through.
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Introduction: If You Are Like Kerry, There Is Hope.
Kerry arrived at work irritated and thinking about how she had to go tell her supervisor that
she still hadn’t completed the final report. She was so pissed at her colleague John for dropping
the ball and not getting her that last section she needed. She didn’t mean to yell at him
yesterday, but when he just shrugged when she asked for the report (for the 4th time!), she just
snapped and let him have it! She was so tired of being let down by him and everyone else! As
she walked by a window she saw her frowning face in the reflection and knew she should smile
more and greet her coworkers as she rushed to her office, but they never seem happy to see
her, so why should she bother?
As she took off her coat she saw a message from her boss, Karen, to come see her
immediately, and she felt irritated all over again as well as stressed out about what she
imagined Karen would say. As she walked to her boss’ office she was practicing how she would
explain the delay when she bumped into a colleague who spilled his coffee on her blouse. She
looked really frustrated as she walked away thinking, “What an idiot! He should watch where
he is going!”
Just as she predicted, her boss was unreasonable and blamed her for John’s incompetence.
And then when Karen said she hoped she wouldn’t come to regret giving her this assignment,
Kerry just about lost it, but as always, she stuffed her emotions, smiled, and said she would
make it her top priority. She left thinking, “What a …!! It’s not my fault he is so unprofessional
and incompetent!”
Back at her desk, she was trying to put together a slide presentation for Friday, but couldn’t
concentrate as she kept replaying her conversation with her boss over and over. She kept

rehearsing what she should have said instead of just quietly nodding and smiling through
gritted teeth.
As the phone rang, she noticed she was now late to the project team meeting and ran out
the door as she answered her cell, stubbing her toe on the doorframe on her way out. When
she walked in late, the team leader looked irritated, and she thought, “He never appreciates all
I do for this team or thanks me for busting my tail on this presentation!” When he asked her for
an update, she blurted out, “I am doing the best I can!! I am so overloaded from doing
everyone else’s job right now! I will get it to you in plenty of time!” As she noticed the team’s
reaction, she felt so embarrassed that she went off like that, and worried that her boss would
hear about it. As she rushed out to her 10:30am meeting, Kerry was already feeling exhausted
and when she arrived, she realized she had gone to the wrong meeting room.
During the next meeting, Kerry tried twice to make her point and each time a male
colleague interrupted her and challenged her ideas. She just shut down, fuming and felt
completely disrespected. A few minutes later she heard another man put forth a very similar
idea to hers and all of the team seemed to love it! She felt so angry she almost started to cry,
but swallowed her feelings and put on her game face knowing what people would think of her if
she didn’t.
Nursing the start of another migraine, she thought, “I used to feel excited to come to work.
Maybe it’s time to start looking for a new job.” Back at her desk, she tried to finish the
presentation slides, but she had so little energy, she couldn’t concentrate. When John stuck his
head into her office with a big smile and asked if she’d reviewed the final section of the report
that he sent her, she just stared at him blankly, full of rage, and thought, “When did he expect

me to get to that? He was five days late and now he expects me to drop everything just
because he finally did his job?!?!” Or did she actually say some of that…given John’s face and
how quickly he left her office, she wasn’t sure. Later that afternoon, as she was reviewing
John’s section, she realized she would have to rewrite over half of it and stay late editing so she
could get the final report to her boss before she left and avoid disappointing Karen once again.
On her way home she called a friend to commiserate, “Why do I have to work with such
unprofessional and incompetent people!? They make me so mad all the time! I don’t mean to
blow up and be so short with them, but they make me so angry!” As she stopped to get a bottle
of wine, she remembered she still had to finish those presentation slides before the next
morning and resigned herself to the fact that it would be another long night.
Kerry had no idea why she was so angry all the time or why she seemed to over-react and
blast her colleagues. She was increasingly frustrated at how scattered and distracted she was at
work. She felt more and more isolated and alone as well as increasingly unappreciated. It
seemed her emotions had a life of their own and she couldn’t control them anymore. And each
day she woke up replaying the scenes from the day before over and over, feeling even more
angry and disrespected and taken advantage of.

You are not alone
If you are like me or the many people I have coached and trained over the years, you
probably relate to Kerry in some ways. So many people experience significant conflict at work
and have very challenging, toxic relationships with colleagues and supervisors. It is extremely
common to feel deep frustration as well as anxiety and self-doubt during difficult work
situations. So many people, especially women, not only get angry in difficult conversations but,

at the same time, start to question their own competency and wonder if maybe they are at
fault. They play the “if only game:” If only I had said it more gently or softly, if only I had smiled
more or been less direct, then everything would have been fine. Maybe I am not as competent
as I think I am…
While some people can keep their emotions under control most of the time, stuffing our
feelings takes a toll on our health and can undermine our ability to think clearly and
communicate effectively. While we may be able to keep it together in important meetings or
with our manager, we often then over-react and “take it out” on our colleagues and those with
less power and status in the workplace or explode at home with our family and friends. Our
reactions can undermine working relationships, stifle creativity and team effectiveness, damage
our reputation, and possibly impact our future career opportunities.
It can feel overwhelming at times, like there is no solution except to put up with it all and
just keep doing our job. Yet, there is another way ~ a way to greater satisfaction, peace, and
productivity at work. If you have ever wondered, “Why can’t I control my feelings?” or thought,
“I never know what will set me off next!” then this book may be useful to you. If you feel stuck,
depleted, and tired of all the negative reactions you experience at work, then the tools and
strategies in these chapters may help you get the respect and recognition you deserve.

Why this book may be helpful
I can understand why some people may not want to read this book. It can feel scary to take
a closer look at why these situations occur. It is far easier to just keep blaming everyone else
and hope they might change than to take the risk to look at how we react and explore what
responsibility we might have for co-creating these difficult situations.

When our buttons are pushed over and over in difficult workplace situations we may feel
burned-out, become more cynical, and think about switching jobs in hopes that the “grass is
greener” somewhere else. We may seem less invested in our work and the quality of our
productivity and innovation may diminish over time. We might get overlooked for stretch
assignments or promotions if we show up stressed out and frustrated more often than not. And
prolonged stress can seriously impact our physical and mental health.
You can learn to navigate difficult workplace dynamics with greater ease, clarity, and selfconfidence and develop the capacity to speak your truth in ways that helps teams make better
decisions and create higher quality products and services. I wish I had learned these skills
several decades ago! I may have saved myself countless wasted hours obsessing, as well as
thousands of dollars in therapy and self-help books. And, possibly, my career may have moved
along more quickly and successfully and I would have been of even greater service to others.

Who will benefit?
I believe this book can be useful to most employees as well as anyone with supervisory or
leadership responsibilities. Managers can more effectively supervise others when they both
understand why people may over-react or shut down, and then use these skills to coach
employees to effectively navigate difficult situations. Managers who model and implement
these tools can expect significant improvement in teamwork, innovation, productivity, and
customer service as well as far less workplace tension and fewer complaints, conflicts, and
time-consuming mediation sessions.

How to get the most out of this book
The concepts and tools in this book reflect the processes I have used for twenty-five years
with coaching clients and workshop participants to more effectively navigate difficult, triggering
work situations. There are a number of ways to use this book. If you need some tools and
solutions right now, then you may want to read Chapter 7 about effective ways to respond in
the moment, as well as visit my website for additional resources,
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets. Or you may want to read through the book to get
an overview of the key concepts and ideas, and then go back and complete the exercises.
To get the most out of this book, I recommend you start at the beginning and read each
chapter in order and commit to doing each exercise before you move onto the next chapter.
Reading for understanding and knowledge may be helpful to you, but I have found that only
actively engaging in all of the activities has resulted in long-lasting change. It is like the
difference between reading a delicious sounding recipe and actually preparing and eating the
meal. Or the difference between reading a book about working out and actually going to the
gym to exercise regularly. Completing these exercises and applying each of these concepts and
tools in your life will be critical if you want to get meaningful results.
Over the years, I have heard so many painful stories of seemingly insurmountable, toxic
workplace challenges. And yet, I have also witnessed hundreds of people find relief from the
hopelessness and despair by consciously and consistently using these approaches in their daily
lives. I hope you give yourself the gift of reading this book with increasing bravery and honesty.
You deserve greater peace and ease in your work life. You deserve to have colleagues,
supervisors, and mentors who value and respect you, who are excited to collaborate with you,

and who support you to grow to your full potential. Instead of constantly reacting to other
people and feeling so frustrated and out of control, you deserve to be in charge of your
emotions and actions and create a fulfilling, meaningful work life grounded in purpose, integrity,
and joy.
There is hope, there is a way through. I hope you join me on this journey.

Chapter 1: I Can’t Control How I React! Maybe I Can.
Have you ever said or thought any of these phrases? I just snapped. He pushed my buttons.
That rubbed me the wrong way. I got hooked! She got under my skin. I reached my boiling point.
I was caught off guard. She set me off. I was stopped in my tracks. I blew a fuse. He shut me
down. That pushed me over the edge. I was knocked off balance. They rattled my cage. I was
ready to explode.
These are common phrases I hear people use to describe what happens when we lose our
composure in the workplace and react unconsciously and impulsively to other people’s
behaviors. When someone says or does something and we snap; and in a split second we feel
this overwhelming, unexpected rush of intense emotions that come seemingly out of nowhere.
And, without thinking, we react on automatic pilot, often in ways that are not very productive
as we say and do things we may later regret. Or we stuff our feelings and shut down, and we
disappear, but our emotions don’t. Most often, they build up over time and come out sideways
when we least expect it. In whatever ways we react, our emotions take over and take center
stage. They are in charge and we are no longer in control of what we think or how we respond.
When our buttons get pushed, our “reptile brain,” the amygdala, takes over and we
automatically have fight, flight, or freeze reactions. This part of our brain is trying to protect us
from what it interprets as a dangerous situation. Stress hormones are released and we
experience immediate physiological changes, including a rush of adrenalin, a racing heart,
quicker breathing, and extra blood flowing to the muscles and vital organs. Our senses are
sharper and we are revved up on high alert. Now, in a real life-threatening situation, we will be

all set to quickly get to safety. However, most of the time, we are not in danger, yet the
intensity and speed of these stress reactions set us up to react ineffectively in the moment.
In the fight mode, our more aggressive and explosive reactions are counterproductive and
may have long-term consequences. Most likely, we create a chain reaction as others react to us
in ways that escalate the level of tension, disruption, and team dysfunction. If we freeze, we
often feel disoriented and don’t know what to say or do. We may be too scared to respond and
just shut down and withdraw. We may later judge ourselves for our lack of courage to speak up.
If we flee and leave the situation, we may regret the missed opportunity to get involved,
interrupt an inappropriate situation, or stand up for what we believe.
Like most people I meet, I never used to recognize what was happening to me when I had
these extreme, often disproportionate emotional responses. I believed they were caused by
other people and I commonly thought or said things like, “You embarrassed me! You made me
so angry! You scared me! You made me cry! You humiliated me!” And since I believed others
had caused my feelings, I saw nothing wrong with how I treated them and felt they deserved
whatever I did to them in response. Unfortunately, when I reacted unconsciously, I often
negatively impacted others in ways that, just like the saying, “What goes around, comes
around,” brought me negative consequences as well. Here are some of the common “costs” I
have heard from clients and workshop participants who reacted on automatic pilot during
difficult conversations. See if any of these are familiar.

Common frustrations
• Several people are no longer talking to me after that meeting when all I did was give
them feedback about the marketing plan.

• I hate all this tension on the team. Why can’t people be more professional, stop
gossiping, and just speak up like I do?
• I am so exhausted from all this extra work! I hate that management keeps piling it on,
but if I say anything, it could hurt my career here.
• It’s not my fault I missed that deadline. I had to redo other people’s sections. Now my
supervisor says he can’t depend on me! And when I tried to explain, he got even
angrier. I hate this place!
• I am so angry about this new reorganization! Once again, without our input,
management made another horrible decision and we suffer the consequences. No
wonder some employees want to unionize!
• These competitive jerks are keeping me out of the loop and meeting without me. Just
because I told the truth!
• These incompetent people on this team make much more money than I do and do half
the work. Yet, I’m expected to clean up their messes with a smile on my face. No
wonder I lose it in meetings.
To avoid these consequences, we may wish we had a “do-over,” a chance to rewind the tape
and try again; or fast forward through our unproductive response and hope no one noticed.
Unfortunately, once we have reacted, there is no way to undo our impact.

Core values
One of the more painful outcomes of my unconscious reactions is that I often treated
others in ways that violated my core values. I believe people deserve to be treated with respect,
dignity, kindness, and care. When I am more centered and grounded, I usually behave in ways
that reflect these values. Unfortunately, in difficult workplace situations I am more likely to
react in ways that are counter to these core beliefs. The seductive trap is that reacting in these
ways can feel really good in the moment. I have relished the times when I “put him in his place!”
or “went off on them.” The anger and adrenaline rush feel so good, though it can be addictive.
Yet, afterwards, I have often deeply regretted the long-term impact of these types of
unproductive behaviors and the reality that my actions violated the very core values that I
espouse and try to model. More disappointing to me is the fact that my inappropriate reactions

may have given other people permission to treat me and others in similar demeaning and
disrespectful ways.

It takes significant skill to navigate difficult situations
In a meeting with colleagues, I was sharing about some new, innovative approaches I was
using that I was very excited about. When one person started making fun of me and critiquing
what I was doing, my insides exploded. It took everything I had to contain myself and try to get
her to stop without fully going off on her. She finally stopped, but then turned away from me.
As the group moved on, I was still fuming and had difficulty following much of the next
conversation. I was easily provoked several more times in that meeting by most anything she or
others said. The atmosphere was tense and stilted, and others seemed to be walking on
eggshells. We got little accomplished in that meeting and most people left feeling frustrated.
Difficult, toxic workplace situations occur so regularly they have come to be viewed as a
normal part of the job. While it is common for us to react unproductively in these moments, it
is possible to deal with them in ways without contributing more fuel to the fire. We can actually
use tools to de-escalate the tension and dysfunction and lead others towards workable
solutions. In these challenging situations we can learn to stay present to our feelings and
thoughts and react in ways that are useful, respectful and aligned with our core values.
However, in my experience, it takes significant skill to be grounded enough to intentionally
choose effective responses. And one of the biggest obstacles is that we rarely realize we are
reacting impulsively, much less recognize the impact we are having on others.
Back in 1990, I was co-teaching a course on Facilitating Workshops and was feeling very
disappointed with the quality of the participants and their lack of engagement. They came late

to the sessions and hadn’t done all the homework I had assigned. I felt they didn’t respect me
or appreciate all the creative tools I was giving them. I didn't think they were very smart or
competent enough to be facilitators. About half-way through the course, my mentor and coteacher lovingly gave me some feedback and told me that my content was useful but the way I
engaged the participants interfered with their learning. I was shocked by this feedback and
worried that I had disappointed him. He said I was coming across as judgmental, self-righteous
and controlling and - in his opinion - the participants were shutting down and pulling back in
reaction to my behaviors. I had no idea I was coming across in these ways or why my buttons
were so easily pushed by the participants. But I definitely wanted them to learn in this course
and not let him down, so I was willing to do what was needed.
He helped me begin to reflect on what was going on for me and he wondered if I might be
reacting out of fear or old issues from my life. I wasn’t so sure, but he offered to pay for me to
attend an intensive workshop, “Holding On, Letting Go,” that was offered through the National
Training Laboratory (NTL). I agreed to attend, possibly out of not wanting to disappoint him any
further, and I had a life changing experience. At the workshop I learned how my emotional
reactions didn’t just happen, but were often fueled by unresolved issues and situations from my
past. I began to identify some of the types of comments and behaviors that “pushed my
buttons” and learned some tools to interrupt and shift my automatic responses. These were
transformative insights for me. I had never realized that I could influence or control my split
second reactions in difficult situations, or that other’s troubling behaviors might occur, in part,
as reactions to my initial unproductive behaviors, like in the Facilitating class I was co-teaching.

This was the catalyst for my lifelong passion to teach the tools and skills to react effectively
when we have our buttons pushed in difficult conversations.

Rate your triggers
For the last 25 years, I have used the term “triggered” to describe how we get “hooked” by
the comments and actions of others. I used to think that you either felt triggered or you didn’t,
like going from a dead stop to driving 100 miles per hour. I now realize that the strength of my
emotions can range along a continuum and I find it helpful to gauge their intensity using a scale
from -10 to +101.
A rating of 0 means we have no emotional reaction. This doesn’t mean we are numbed out
or unaware of our emotions. It means that we did not have any triggered feelings in a situation.
Between -3 and +3 we have mild emotions and feel slightly uncomfortable, nervous or irritated.
At these lower levels of emotional response we may not like the circumstances we are in, but
we generally still have the capacity to notice our feelings and interrupt any urge to react
automatically. We can pause to think more clearly and then choose a way to respond that
aligns with our core values and the needs of the moment.
We feel “triggered” when our emotions are so unexpected and intense that we are
distracted and quickly over-react without conscious thought. A rating of -10 means that we
experienced an extreme degree of negative emotions, such as anger, fear, disappointment,
grief, embarrassment, defensiveness, or hatred. At +10 we feel extreme positive emotions
including excitement, joy, happiness, attraction, enthusiasm, and passion. Even a more
moderate level of emotions, between 4-6, can still impact our ability to respond effectively.

-10 -9 -8 -7 -6 -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 +6 +7 +8 +9 +10
high
moderate
mild
mild
moderate
high
When our feelings are extremely high, we probably shouldn’t trust our initial perceptions or
thoughts. If we have an intense, disproportionate reaction, it is more likely that our response is
fueled by cumulative impact or retriggered issues from our past. Any impulsive reaction will
usually escalate the difficulty of the situation. In Chapter 5, I highlight some stress management
tools you can use to decrease your emotions to a more mild-moderate level from which you
can more accurately assess situations and choose effective responses.
I had such a powerful sense of relief and freedom when I finally realized that I did not have
to automatically, impulsively react in difficult situations; that I could influence and navigate how
I responded when I felt triggered. Through my research, I have identified a predictable series of
seven steps that occurs every time we react unconsciously when we feel triggered, “The
Triggering Event Cycle©.” Instead of feeling out of control and powerless to influence our
reactions, we can use The Cycle as a framework to first recognize where we are in the process
and then choose the right tools to help us respond effectively in the moment.

See if you can relate to the following example and notice how each of the 7-Steps of The
Triggering Event Cycle played out in this difficult situation. Maria had just been asked by her
supervisor to chair a new project team. During the first meeting, as she was reviewing the
overall purpose of the team, one of the older members of the team interrupted her and said,
“I’m curious, how did you get picked to lead this group?” (Step 1). She was thrown off balance
by the question and felt an immediate wave of anxiety and frustration (Step 4). Her chest and
throat felt tight and she thought, “Why is this person trying to embarrass me? Maybe it’s

because I didn’t enthusiastically support his idea in last week’s staff meeting.” She nervously
laughed and said, “Just my luck, I guess!” and redirected the group’s attention to the next order
of business (Step 6) hoping no one had noticed her initial facial expressions. Later, she realized
that she had felt shaky for the rest of the meeting and had trouble concentrating on what
people were saying, though she didn’t know why (Step 7). As she reflected during our coaching
session, she recognized that she had already been feeling nervous about that initial meeting
and the team member’s comment triggered her own questions about whether she was
competent enough or experienced enough to lead this project (Step 2). In addition, she realized
how the person reminded her of someone from her college debate team who constantly
competed with her and often questioned why she got chosen to take leadership roles (Step 2).
She saw that at Step 3 she had created the “story” that this team member was trying to
undermine her leadership among the group members. Her intention (Step 5) for reacting by
saying, “Just my luck,” was to avoid any conflict and just push through the agenda.
Unfortunately, her unwillingness to directly engage her colleague’s question may have left
others wondering about her leadership abilities as well (Step 7).
Maria felt disappointed with her reaction and wished she had responded differently. When
she kept replaying the situation over in her mind during the meeting (Step 4), she was
distracted from the conversation. In our session, she realized that she could have interpreted
the situation very differently at Step 3. If she had, instead, assumed that her colleague was
being curious, possibly wanting to know what he needed to do to be selected for similar roles in
the future, then she may have felt willing to mention the 2 previous projects she had cofacilitated and how her research was related to the focus on this team’s goals.

As I describe these Steps in more detail, see if you can recognize where each played out in
the previous story. We experience some circumstances at Step 1 that retrigger old issues, fears,
or memories at Step 2. I call these “intrapersonal roots.” Like the luggage we take on a trip, we
bring emotional baggage into workplace situations and these “roots” affect whether or not we
feel triggered as well as the intensity of our emotional response. These intrapersonal roots form
a “lens” through which we experience the situation or stimulus and influence which aspects of
the situation we notice and pay attention to and which facets we don’t even see.
At Step 3, we interpret what we see through the lens of the intrapersonal roots and make
up a “story” about what we think occurred and why. Often the story we create is far more
related to our re-stimulated intrapersonal roots than the actual facts and details of the
situation. Our interpretation shapes our initial physiological reactions, feelings, and thoughts at
Step 4. At this point, we might begin to recognize we feel triggered, though possibly not. We
are often unaware of what occurs at Step 5 when we “choose” the intentions or motives that
influence how we react at Step 6. At this point, we still may not be aware how deeply triggered
we feel or how unproductively we just reacted. If we have mismanaged the situation, then at
Step 7, our actions may be a trigger for others and/or ourselves, and The Cycle repeats as
workplace dynamics spiral into greater dysfunction.
Using The Triggering Event Cycle to reflect back on difficult workplace situations helps us to
recognize what was influencing our unproductive reactions and identify ways we could have
responded more effectively. We can also use The Cycle as we anticipate how we may feel
triggered in future situations. We can imagine how we might typically react unproductively and
then visualize and practice more useful responses. In the next chapters, I offer more details

about each of the 7 Steps to deepen your capacity to use The Cycle as a diagnostic tool during
and after difficult situations.

Summary
Even after 25 years of researching and studying difficult situations and triggering events, I
still feel unexpected deep emotions and get knocked off my game. The good news is that most
of the time I remember to use some of the tools in this book to de-escalate my feelings to a
more moderate level so that I can choose productive solutions in the moment. Occasionally, I
still unconsciously over-react in ways that undermine my core values, positive intentions, and
effectiveness. Luckily, today I have the skills to repair the negative impact of my actions and
rebuild relationships to work collaboratively with others to resolve the original problems or
issues.
There is a way out, a way through. We do not have to be prisoners of our automatic,
triggered reactions or feel so irritated, disappointed and anxious with colleagues all the time.
We can take charge of our reactions and respond effectively in difficult situations in ways that
result in greater productivity, teamwork, innovation, and customer service. The first step is to
deepen our awareness of the types of comments and difficult situations that push our buttons.

Chapter 2: Step 1 – What Pushes Your Buttons?
Earlier in my career, I was surprised to realize that not everyone had the same emotional
reactions that I did in the same situations. For example, during a presentation that I thought
was rather interesting a colleague leaned over and said they were bored to tears. This was
curious to me, so I looked around to see what others might be feeling. A few people seemed to
be taking copious notes and hanging on the presenter’s every word. Another person was trying
to hide the fact that they were playing a computer game on their laptop and a couple of others
were falling asleep. And then several people abruptly laughed as the presenter was telling a
supposedly funny story, but I was so offended I wanted to walk out. Each of us had very
different reactions to the same circumstances or “stimulus”. So I concluded that everyone must
have their own unique types of situations that push their buttons or trigger them. If triggers are
“in the eye of the beholder,” then it is important that we each identify which types of
comments and behaviors are common hot buttons for us, as well as for those with whom we
work.

Identify your common hot buttons, Step 1
Below is a sample list of some of the difficult workplace situations that people have shared with
me over the years. For a more extensive worksheet, visit my website
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets. As you read each one, consider how much of an
emotional reaction you would most likely have in that situation. Use the -10 to +10 scale I
discussed in the previous chapter to rate each item:

-10 -9 -8 -7 -6 -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 +6 +7 +8 +9 +10
high
moderate
mild
mild
moderate
high

Make a personalized list of your highest rated items in a journal or on a separate sheet of paper.
A. When someone (colleague, direct report, supervisor, client, etc.):
• Doesn't do what you ask or doesn’t follow your instructions
• Doesn’t acknowledge or respect your leadership
• Doesn't follow through on what they said they would do
• Keeps making the same mistakes
• Is not very competent in their job
• Takes credit for your work
• Goes behind your back to undermine you
• Interrupts you or others
• Ignores your ideas
• Loves your idea only after someone else suggests it
• Is belittling or demeaning
• Demonstrates bullying or threatening behavior
• Debates and disagrees with everything you say
• Is more concerned with protecting their “turf” than achieving the overall goals
B. When your supervisor or manager:
• Micromanages and second-guesses you
• Is controlling rather than inspiring and empowering
• Expects that you stop what you are doing and focus on what they want you to do
• Doesn’t ask for your input in decisions that affect your work
• Doesn’t give you as much guidance and direction as you ask for, and then is highly
critical of the outcome you produced
• Avoids making the hard decisions and makes you play the “bad cop”
• Doesn’t hold people accountable for low quality work, poor performance
• Expects you to work late and come in early for no additional compensation
• Is only concerned with “moving up the ladder” and “looking good” to the leader
C. When you:
• Make a mistake or an error
• Do or say something inappropriate or offensive
• Don’t know what to say or do next
• Believe the conversation is about to “get out of control”
• Have a strong opinion and no one else agrees with you

Not all difficult situations are “negative.” We can also feel intense, distracting emotions
during seemingly “positive” situations. For instance, if someone is assigned to lead a new major
project or gets promoted, they may feel overly excited as well as anxious and nervous that they
are not competent enough and they might fail. Or they may be concerned that others will be
jealous they were chosen for this exciting “stretch opportunity.” In addition, they may be so
over-focused on the new opportunity that they are distracted from completing their current job
responsibilities.
If you have additional examples of difficult workplace situations to add to this, I would love
to hear from you! https://drkathyobear.com/contact
I believe it is critical that we continuously identify our hot button behaviors and comments
for two key reasons. We will be able to better anticipate potential difficult situations and,
therefore, be more prepared to respond effectively. In addition, we will have greater capacity in
the moment to recognize situations when we commonly feel triggered and use the tools in this
book to avoid reacting in unproductive ways.

Journal about difficult situations
I recommend that you start writing about the moments and situations where you feel triggered
at work. Use the following prompts to make notes:

•
•
•
•
•

What happened?
What were you feeling and thinking?
On the -10 to +10 Scale, how intense were your emotions?
How did you react? (fight, flight, freeze)
What was the impact of your reaction on others? On yourself? On the group’s goals?

When you reflect back on these journal entries, you can begin to see patterns and common
themes. Given your stressful, packed lives, it is too easy to forget the details of these situations
or to minimize their importance or impact. These entries will give you a rich source of
information and direction for further learning, healing, and growth. My clients who make the
most progress keep an active journal and analyze these difficult situations using the tools in this
book and, as a result, gain meaningful insights into changes they can make to see immediate
results in their work lives.

Cumulative impact
A client I’ll call Vanessa woke up in a good mood and felt excited about her new project.
Driving to work she was humming along to the radio as she thought about some innovative
ideas she could implement. During her first meeting of the day, a colleague interrupted her and
she graciously paused for them to make their point, and then continued with what she was
saying while she wove their comment in and completed her thoughts. She felt little to no
emotional reaction and moved on. Nothing could ruin her good mood, or so she thought.
During my next two meetings, she noticed she was feeling mildly irritated as a couple of her
female colleagues were each interrupted. In those situations, she redirected the conversation
back to them, but the flow and productivity of the meeting were definitely disrupted. By the
last meeting of the day, when a male colleague interrupted her, she felt a familiar wave of
intense frustration and stopped him with a curt, “I haven’t finished my point.” As she continued,
she realized she didn’t feel as clear or focused. And it was clear from her tone that she did not
appreciate his behavior.

She had different levels of reactions throughout the day because she was impacted by the
cumulative impact of the multiple difficult moments she’d experienced over such a short period
of time. The residue and build-up of each situation resulted in her reactivity later in the day.
On reflection, she noticed that the group memberships of her colleagues also contributed to
her reaction. The initial interruption came from a female colleague whom she respected and
valued. During the rest of the meetings, the interrupters were all male. And in that last meeting,
the person who interrupted her fit the profile of the people who she felt had worked to
undermine her career: white male leaders in their mid-40s to mid-60s. She noted she is usually
less reactive if younger white men interrupt her or if women from any racial group or men of
color talk over her.
The social identity group of the person whose behavior is the source of the trigger is usually
a significant factor in how emotional we feel. We may be more or less reactive given their
combination of group memberships, including their age, hierarchical position, years of
experience, race, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, socio-economic class, disability
status, religion/spiritual practice, etc. Given the same behavior, we give some people a pass and
the benefit of the doubt while, for others, we have a more intense response.
Exercise: Recognize cumulative impact
In your journal, write about a difficult situation where you had a more intense emotional
reaction. Then, think back to that day or that week, and identify if you had previously
experienced a series of similar situations that may have contributed to your reacting out of the
cumulative impact from these multiple experiences.

Exercise: Recognize the impact of social identity group memberships
In your journal, use the -10 to +10 scale to note how triggered you might feel given the
different social identity groups of the various people involved. In addition, note 1-2 reasons for
your varying reactions.

1. Someone challenges and criticizes you as you are making a presentation. Would you feel
any differently if the comments came from someone who was a male colleague? Or one
of the youngest members of the group? Or a close female friend of yours?
2. Someone is having a side conversation during a meeting while you are talking. Would
you feel any differently if the behaviors were from your supervisor? Or from someone
who is a different gender or race than you? Or an older, more experienced colleague
you do not particularly like?
3. During a casual lunch, a colleague is making demeaning and belittling comments about
another co-worker. Would you feel any differently if the colleague is female, male or
transgender? A brand new employee? Or the executive secretary to the leader?

Exercise: Identify the social identity groups that influence the depth of your emotional
reactions
Think about a difficult workplace situation where you had an intense emotional reaction and
make some notes in your journal:

a.
b.
c.
d.

Briefly describe the situation
How intense was your emotional reaction on the scale -10 to +10?
What were the key social identity groups of the people involved?
Imagine what different social identity groups of those involved might have resulted in
you:
• Feeling less emotional?

• Feeling more emotional?
e. Why do you think you might have these varying reactions, given the different social
identity groups of those involved?

As you continue to reflect on your common triggers, it is useful to think about the following
questions:

•

Do I have the same level of emotional reactions to everyone who exhibits this
behavior?

•

Are there patterns related to the social identity groups of the people in these difficult
situations when I may feel more or less emotional?

Identifying these patterns may give you clues to some of the intrapersonal roots that are fueling
your reactions and may help you better anticipate and prepare for future workplace situations.

Have you ever entered a roundabout or traffic circle when you were driving and you
couldn’t figure out how to get off? Just like on a rotary, we can get stuck going around and
around in The Triggering Event Cycle and feel like there is no way out. But there are “off-ramps”
at each of the Steps, tools we can use to break the cycle and not react unproductively. I want to
thank my colleague Sam Killerman for this great metaphor. In the following chapters, I outline
Steps 2-7 of The Cycle and recommend specific tools and “off-ramps” that you can use at each
Step to respond more thoughtfully and deliberately in difficult situations.

Chapter 3: Step 2 - Intrapersonal Roots
“Life is a train of moods like a string of beads; and as we pass through them they prove to be
many colored lenses which paint the world in their own hue,
and each shows only what lies in its own focus.”
~ Ralph Waldo Emerson
See if you can relate to the following story a client told me:
I was in a pretty good mood as I was driving to my next meeting when, out of the blue, someone
cut me off and nearly hit my car. I felt intense anger and terror and had an immediate flash of
memory from 10 years before when I was rear-ended by a drunk driver. I started shaking and
sweating and had trouble breathing. I pulled over to the side of the road as soon as I could so
that I could calm myself down enough to drive. When I got to the meeting I was still a little
shaky…
Most people aren’t aware of how their past can get retriggered by current circumstances. I
know I wasn’t. I thought there were just two steps: You triggered me and I reacted! The truth is
that other people’s comments and behaviors push our buttons, but we have carried those
buttons around, often for a long time. Before I started my research, I had no clue that difficult
situations can “re-activate” some of my internal issues and unfinished business, what I call our
“intrapersonal roots.” And I had no understanding of how these roots influence every
subsequent Step in the Cycle.
A client I’ll call Margaret had finished her presentation to the top leaders and was
responding to a question. She had almost completed her answer when her supervisor chimed in
and basically repeated all that she had just said. At that point one of the other leaders started
to engage him and they both left her completely out of the conversation. She was furious and
felt an immediate surge of energy and heat throughout her body. She felt silenced and erased
when her manager took over the discussion without referencing or including her. She stuffed
her emotions and tried to listen to their conversation. Eventually, she sat down and couldn’t

seem to find a way to regain her position in the discussion. As we debriefed this situation, she
mentioned how her manager often takes over discussions when the women in the division are
leading them. When I asked if other situations from her past came to mind as she thought
about what happened, she rather easily remembered some unresolved issues, including times,
as a young professional, when her ideas were overlooked while the contributions of male peers
were discussed at length. I then asked her to search back further and she had a flash of times
her older brothers would “tease” her, steal her toys, and yet never get in trouble. Then I
wondered how she had been feeling before the presentation and she talked about being
nervous and concerned she wouldn't be taken seriously by these top leaders, and that she was
pretty tired from being up much of the night with a sick child and was starting to get a scratchy
throat herself.
“Don't let us forget that the causes of human action are immeasurably more complex and
varied than our subsequent explanations of them.”
~ Dostoyevsky
Margaret’s reaction to her supervisor’s behavior was shaped by her reactivated
intrapersonal roots. These roots formed a lens through which she made meaning of the
situation and her interpretation created the intensity of her emotions as well as her
physiological responses, thoughts, and reactions. Whenever we feel unexpected, intense
emotions during a challenging situation, one or more intrapersonal roots have been restimulated. We are usually completely unconscious in this process and end up reacting
unproductively. Knowing about the power of intrapersonal roots has helped me be more aware
and conscious in the moment. If I stay present to myself, I can recognize how my roots are
shaping my triggered reactions and have far greater ability to interrupt The Cycle and choose

more effective responses. A critical step is to realize that what I am feeling in the moment may
have less to do with what is occurring in front of me and more to do with the issues I brought
into the situation.
Few people reflect on these intrapersonal processes unless prompted in a counseling,
coaching, or training session. It can be hard to readily see the connections between the current
situation and our unresolved conflicts, personal issues, traumas, or suppressed emotions from
past or more recent life experiences. It’s critical to explore these roots if we want the freedom
to respond effectively in difficult situations and not be the prisoner of old habitual, automatic
reactions. You no longer have to feel out of control and overwhelmed. You can take back your
power and choose how you want to respond in every situation.

7 Types of Intrapersonal Roots
Through my research I have identified 7 types of intrapersonal roots, many of which were
operating in Margaret’s scenario:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Current life issues and dynamics
Cumulative impact of recent experiences
Unresolved unfinished business and old wounds
Fear
Unmet Needs/What I value
Ego-driven desires
Biases, assumptions, expectations, shoulds, and judgments

1. Current Life Issues and Dynamics
When things are going well in our lives, we are less likely to feel triggered by someone’s
comment or action. Yet, in another moment, when daily stressors build up and deplete our
ability to “let things roll off our backs,” we may feel deeply triggered. Our protective shield is
weakened by the impact of current life issues, including financial concerns, fatigue and burnout,
relationship dynamics, illness, problems at work or among family members, deadlines, and
angst over national or world crises. When our armor is down or we are preoccupied with
competing demands, we are more likely to have stronger emotional reactions in situations
where we might otherwise not be as reactive.

Question: A helpful question to ask ourselves in these moments is, “How might the current
dynamics and issues in my life be impacting my ability to feel centered and respond effectively

in this moment?”

A client told me about a meeting where a colleague was debating and harshly critiquing a
point he had just made. Usually, he would listen and ask a few questions to identify openings
for possible solutions. Instead, he aggressively matched the energy of his colleague and they
launched into a very heated, tense argument that hijacked the purpose and focus of the
meeting. As I asked him to reflect on the current life issues that may have depleted his usual
protective shield, he talked about how exhausted he felt from all the recent deadlines as well as
how distracted he had been with the drama and conflicts of his pending divorce.

Exercise: Recognizing current life issues
Think about a time you had an intense reaction during a difficult situation and make some
notes on the following:

•

What are some of the current life issues and dynamics that may have contributed to
your susceptibility to feeling triggered?

•

How might have these life issues affected the intensity of your triggered reactions?
2. Cumulative Impact of Recent Experiences

This intrapersonal root involves the cumulative impact from similar situations that occur
within a short period of time, like the “final straw.” Imagine that a glass represents the degree
of emotions you are feeling. The first time you feel triggered when someone questions your
competence, the glass fills halfway with water. The second time it happens that same day, the
water rises to just below the top. The third time, you feel someone is questioning your abilities,
the water overflows. This is cumulative impact.

If we hold in or stuff our emotional reactions to earlier incidents, our feelings build up over
time. The intensity of our triggered reaction in the moment may be disproportionate to the
current circumstance because we are reacting out of the cumulative impact of several previous
situations. The same people may have been involved in each situation or possibly different
people. The incidents may have happened to us or to people we know and care about.

Question: Helpful questions to explore if we are experiencing cumulative impact include, ‘‘How
does this situation feel familiar? and “When have I felt this way in the recent past?”

Exercise: Recognizing cumulative impact
Think about a time you felt triggered that may have been related to cumulative impact. Make
some notes in your journal:

On a scale of -10 to +10:
•

How triggered did you feel the first time it happened?

•

The second?

•

The third?

•

The fourth?

•

How effectively did you respond each time?
3. Unresolved Unfinished Business and Old Wounds
“One faces the future with one’s past.”
~ Pearl S. Buck

In the past, I would often have an intense reaction in meetings and presentations when
others used terms or phrases I did not understand or when they spoke in very abstract ways. I
felt like I was being “talked at” and I would feel irritated. I was very critical and judged them as

arrogant and out of touch, while at the same time, I felt less than and not as smart. This is a
common pattern when we are triggered: we often judge or blame others or critique and shame
ourselves, or do both at the same time.

During a period of self-healing work I made a connection between these common triggers
and some unresolved anger and shame related to my father. I have painful memories of sitting
through lectures from him at the dinner table about issues and theories I didn’t understand.
Instead of creating a participative environment where I could engage and learn with him, he
used one-way communication that left me feeling inferior, small, and voiceless. As I have
resolved these old issues as well as others related to him, I am far less likely to feel triggered in
the same way during one-way lectures and presentations. Today, I may not prefer this type of
experience nor easily learn this way, but I rarely retrigger those old feelings of inferiority or
shame.

“I may have pushed my buttons, but I didn’t install them.”
~ Marshall Rosenberg
A client I’ll call Sherry shared an example of re-stimulated old wounds that occurred when
she was preparing to facilitate a training session. While participants were getting settled before
the start of the program, she was writing on a chart pad and heard a voice that seemed familiar.
She immediately felt terror and flashed back to when she was sexually abused in her youth.
When she looked at the man whose voice had retriggered her old trauma she realized that he
was far too young to have been the abuser those decades before, and yet she could not shake
her feelings of fear and danger for the rest of the session.

Current situations can reactivate memories and emotions from our past. If we do not feel
resolved around past situations, it is like we wear them on our bodies like buttons that can be
pushed by others. When situations “hook our history,” we have difficulty staying present and
may unconsciously relive the past event in the moment. As a result, our triggered reactions are
more directly connected to these unresolved issues, and not necessarily to what is occurring in
the present moment.

There are a wide variety of possible types of unresolved issues, including those we
personally experienced or those we observed happening to others. Some sources include
dysfunctional family dynamics (neglect, abandonment, abuse, sibling rivalry, unrealistic
expectations, parental domination); violations of our boundaries through bullying and violence
(physical, emotional, sexual, and spiritual); acts of humiliation or betrayal we experienced;
times we were denied fair access or opportunities; experiences of discrimination and
oppression; the death of people or animals we valued; and the abuse of power or position by
authority figures in our lives.

We are usually unaware of how we have merged unresolved issues, emotions, and
perceptions from our past with the current triggering event. These connections can become
more clear with honest reflection and the willingness to take responsibility for our reactions. To
download a worksheet to help you explore and identify unresolved issues and old wounds, visit
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets

“Whenever you are about to find fault with someone, ask yourself the following question: What
fault of mine most nearly resembles the one I am about to criticize?”
~ Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

A related facet of this root involves aspects of our own behavior that we are uncomfortable
with. I remember feeling so angry when a leader was micromanaging me. While talking to a
friend, she reminded me how I recently had received feedback that I supervised others in a very
similar way. After that feedback, I realized I didn’t like how I was over-managing and being
hypercritical of others. Seeing what I did not like about myself reflected back in the behavior of
others gave me the opportunity to experience how others may have felt when I was
micromanaging them. At the time, I didn’t appreciate this lesson, but later I used it as an
impetus to change my style and approach to management.

Exercise: When others mirror our behaviors
In your journal, list 4-5 characteristics or behaviors that you do not like in others.
•
•
•
•
•
Then think about a time you felt triggered when someone displayed one or more of these
behaviors or characteristics.
•
•
•

How did you react?
When have you displayed similar behaviors or characteristics? How are you similar to
this person?
In the past, when your reactions resembled those of the person involved in this
challenging situation, what could you have done that would have been more
productive?

If we are aware and willing, we can use these times when the behaviors of others mirror our
own as opportunities to refocus on ourselves and shift our actions so they better align with our
core values and positive intentions.
Question: During the times you wonder if a current situation may have re-stimulated old issues

and wounds, it is useful to ask yourself, ‘‘How, if at all, does this situation remind me of any old,
unresolved issues or past traumas?’’ and “Who comes to mind as I think about the possible
connection between the current situation and old issues or wounds?” and “How is this person a
mirror of me?”

I believe it takes courage and inner strength to reflect on the possible old issues and
wounds that fuel our triggered reactions. In my experience, I often stir and re-awaken
memories that I have long buried. I am so grateful for the therapists, coaches, and friends who
have supported me on my journey to greater healing and wholeness. I hope you find powerful
supporters to help guide you on your path.

4. Fears
“Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgment that something else
is more important than fear.”
~ Ambrose Redmoon
When we carry any fear or anxiety into a difficult situation we are more likely to feel
triggered than during times we are more centered, grounded, and confident. A colleague of
mine was deeply concerned as he sat down at the head of the table. He hadn’t known the
senior vice president would be attending his presentation. He was convinced the SVP would
think he wasn’t competent enough to lead this critical project. As he began to pitch the team’s
recommendations about this new initiative, his voice quivered and he stumbled over his words.
When the SVP asked a question, he started to sweat when he couldn’t find the section in the
report that addressed the concerns and he lost his train of thought. He knew he was in trouble
when the SVP glanced over at his manager. As in this example, when we unconsciously react

out of anxiety and fear, we often behave in ways that end up creating the exact circumstances
we worried would occur.

Categories of fear and anxiety
Deepening our capacity to identify the types of fears that drive our triggered reactions can
help us more quickly recognize and shift them in the moment and increase our ability to choose
courage over fear. Among the seemingly endless types of anxiety and fear, these categories
help me recognize this intrapersonal root when I feel triggered:

Competence (What if I lose credibility? I don’t know enough; I can’t handle this; What if I make
a mistake? They will see how incompetent I really am!)
Control (People will get too emotional; This conversation will get out-of-hand; I will be
overwhelmed; I have to stay in control!)
Belonging and connection (People will not like me; They will reject me; I will be all alone; I’ll let
people down and they will be disappointed in me; I will be misunderstood)
Safety and security (People could get hurt; What if I can’t protect them? What if they attack
me?)
Effectiveness (Things won’t change; Things will be worse off than before; I have to do this
perfectly! What I do doesn’t matter)
Worthiness (What if I am a fraud? Maybe I’m not good enough or talented enough; Maybe I
should not be doing this work at all)
Question: It is important that we identify the fears and anxieties that could be the root of our
triggered reactions. Helpful questions to ask include, “What am I afraid could happen?” and
“What am I afraid of losing?” After recognizing each fear, it can be useful to use the tool, the
“Ladder of Fear,” to search for any deeper issues or anxieties by asking over and over, “So if this
fear were to come true, then what else am I afraid could happen?” To download a Worksheet
to help identify some of your common fears, go to my website www.drkathyobear.com/book-

worksheets

5. Unmet Needs/What I Value
I am grateful to Marshall Rosenberg for his work in NVC, Nonviolent Communication, where
he identified a full range of universal human needs. If some of our core needs or values are not
being met in a situation, we could feel triggered. For example, if someone raises their voice in a
meeting saying, “That’s a stupid idea,” then someone may feel upset because this behavior
violates their values for respect in the workplace. And the person who had offered the original
idea may feel angry and shut down because their needs for recognition and collegiality were
not met. Some of the needs and values that seem particularly related to the triggering events I
experience include dignity, respect, trust, integrity, safety, belonging, acceptance, honesty,
connection, mutuality, partnering, ease, fairness, understanding, recognition, competence,
consideration, equity, and inclusion.

The same challenging situation may impact several people differently depending upon
which of their unmet needs are re-stimulated in the moment. For example, if a supervisor
aggressively talks over a direct report in a meeting, the staff member may feel irritated from
having unmet needs related to clarity, respect, and recognition, while a peer observing the
situation may feel triggered because their needs for safety, consideration, and mutuality were
unmet.

Question: When we feel triggered, it is helpful to pause and search for any of our unmet needs
or values. Helpful questions include, “What might be my unmet needs in this moment?” and,
“What do I value that is not being honored right now?”

6. Ego-Centered Desires
“I look in the mirror through the eyes of the child that was me.”
~ Judy Collins
Earlier in my career, I was very attached to what people thought of me and I really wanted
to be liked. As a result, I would smooth over any hint of conflict or disagreement. If any tension
arose, I would make a joke and try to “keep things light” and downplay any difference of
opinion in order to gain another’s approval and acceptance. As I reflected on this pattern, I
realized that this was very similar to how I often reacted to family dynamics in my youth.

As many of us were growing up we may have learned some very useful skills and tools to
take care of ourselves and navigate our lives. However, it is also common that we developed
some unproductive survival strategies in response to any number of dysfunctional and unsafe
situations. Some of these beliefs, assumptions, and behaviors may have helped keep us out of
harm’s way in the past though, most likely, they are no longer productive approaches in our
current life.

I use the term “ego-driven desires” to describe this intrapersonal root and the constellation
of dysfunctional thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes that often fuel ineffective triggered reactions.
In contrast to the needs and values that add value to our lives and those of others, these egodriven desires often result in win-lose, power-over situations that only “benefit” some at the
expense of others. We may get an ego-hit or an artificial sense of power or belonging in these
situations, but our triggered reactions will usually undermine any of our positive intentions and
outcomes. When we are motivated by ego-driven desires, our behaviors are fueled by one of
these three types of unproductive desires that are inflated, overblown human needs: power

and control, status and approval, and belonging and admiration. You can download a
Worksheet to identify these in greater detail on my website, www.drkathyobear.com/bookworksheets
Question: In moments when our triggered reactions are fueled by ego-driven desires we are
over-focused on getting what we want and may have little or no concern for the needs of
others or how our behaviors negatively impact them. Questions to examine if we are reacting
out of ego-driven desires, include: “Am I focused on what would be helpful to others or on what
I think should happen, regardless of the impact on them?” and “Am I more concerned about
how I will be judged and evaluated than on achieving the productive goals and outcomes?” and
“Am I over-emphasizing my desire for acceptance, approval, and control with little thought to
how my actions impact others?”

7. Biases, Assumptions, Expectations, Shoulds, and Judgments
Whether we know it or not, we all carry baggage with us into every situation that is full of
our biases, assumptions, expectations, shoulds, and judgments. Most of these attitudes and
beliefs are grounded in our past experiences and cloud our ability to accurately assess what is
occurring in the present moment.

In the early 1990’s I was preparing to co-facilitate my first significant workshop at a national
conference on diversity in the workplace. The topic was Creating Inclusive Environments for
Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Employees. A few weeks before the conference there was a vote in
the city hosting the event to rescind the current law that prohibited discrimination based on
sexual orientation. When I heard that the people of that city had successfully voted to reinstate

discriminatory practices in housing and employment, I was far angrier than I recognized.
Unconsciously, I assumed that many of the participants who would attend the workshop were
homophobic heterosexuals who had voted to overturn the nondiscrimination policy. When I
“welcomed” the 300 people to the session, my energy was so angry, judgmental, hostile, and
toxic that over half the people left at the break. I doubt anyone learned anything helpful from
me that day. My ungrounded assumptions, biases, judgments, and expectations fueled my
totally inappropriate reactions and completely undermined my hoped for outcomes.

Questions I wish I had asked myself long before that day include, “What assumptions, biases,
and judgments might be affecting my assessment?” “What shoulds and expectations am I
placing on others, on myself?” And, “What is my ‘pay-off’ for holding onto these biases, shoulds,
and judgments?”

For Worksheets to explore these concepts further, visit my website,
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
I believe it takes significant courage to explore your intrapersonal roots and identify why
you might feel triggered. It is far easier to blame others and swirl in your triggered emotions.
Yet the way out is clear: When we recognize how our retriggered intrapersonal roots fuel how
we make meaning of situations and, therefore, how we react unproductively, then, and only
then, can we interrupt The Triggering Event Cycle and create a more productive end to the
story. Speaking of “story,” in the next chapter I explore how we interpret and make meaning of
situations at Step 3.

Chapter 4: Step 3 - Making Meaning: Change Your Story, Change Your
Reactions
“We either make ourselves miserable or we make ourselves strong. The amount of work is the
same.”
~ Carlos Castaneda
I woke up startled and immediately felt deeply anxious as I realized my alarm hadn’t gone
off and I was an hour late to an important meeting! This was a disaster! As I put on my glasses I
realized I had misread the clock and it was actually two hours earlier than I had thought. I felt
relieved and delighted. The clock hadn't actually changed. It was my interpretation of what I
thought I saw that created my different emotional reactions. Thinking I was late, I felt
extremely stressed and irritated. Realizing I was up before the alarm, I was eager to go back to
sleep.
At Step 3 of The Triggering Event Cycle, we make meaning of what we are observing
through the lens of the intrapersonal roots that have been re-stimulated. As you read the
following example, notice which (if any) of the people you most relate to:
Julie was completely caught off guard by the announcement that Shaun was promoted to Vice
President. Given what her manager had told her last week, she thought the job would be hers.
She was furious! She had more experience, had managed a much larger division, and had led
several more major projects teams, and yet, once again, another white male was promoted over
her. Maybe it was time to dust off her resume. When Deborah heard about Shaun’s promotion
she was happy for him as well as for her future possibilities. Since he had informally used her as
a co-lead of a recent project, maybe the top leaders would finally know how valuable she could
be to the organization. Jeff was very excited about his buddy’s promotion and chuckled thinking
that Shaun’s monthly golf game with the Senior Vice President had paid off! And now with
Shaun at the table with the executives, Jeff was feeling very hopeful that he would be the next
one to be promoted. Rob just couldn’t believe the news. How could they have made Shaun a VP
after he mismanaged that team project last year? Everything would have fallen apart if
Deborah hadn’t taken over. Now Rob was worried about how honest he had been in Shaun’s
360 evaluation. If he ever found out about the negative feedback, Shaun might make his life
miserable.

Each of these people interpreted the same circumstance, Shaun’s promotion, through the
lens created by their intrapersonal roots. All of them made up a “story” about what they
thought was occurring; and their story fueled their feelings and reactions. We “create our own
reality” by how we choose to make meaning and interpret situations we encounter. Our story
creates our feelings, the physiological “warning signs” that we are triggered, and our thoughts
about ourselves and others. We are usually unaware of why we created this interpretation and
we rarely question its validity or explore the intrapersonal roots that fueled our meaning
making. We accept our story as “fact” and are often unaware of how it results in triggered
emotions and unconscious reactions.

The power of changing our story
If we change our initial story, we change our reactions. I remember a time I had a few
questions for my supervisor so I sent her an email and copied in the team so they would directly
get the same information I did. I was still unclear after she wrote back so I sent a follow-up
email with a few more questions. She immediately responded in ALL CAPS! I felt like she was
yelling at me. I felt angry and embarrassed that my team saw her reaction. I did not deserve to
be treated that way! All I did was ask for greater clarity so I could do my job! The rest of the
morning I obsessed about the situation and tried to figure out what I should do. I took a walk
during lunch to clear my head. I called a friend for advice and she helped me try to see the
situation from my manager’s perspective and wondered if maybe she was especially stressed or
triggered by something else in her world, or maybe she didn’t realize the CAP tab was on when
she replied. As I considered my friend’s thoughts, I felt less angry and more open to these

possible scenarios. As I headed back to the office, I got the idea to stop by my manager’s office
and check-in with her. As we talked, she mentioned how overwhelmed she was feeling and how
grateful she was that I had such a good handle on this project. When I mentioned her email and
how she responded in all CAPS, she looked surprised and apologized. She said she was moving
so quickly this morning and she would send a quick follow-up email to counter the earlier one. I
felt relieved and back on track.

During workshops and coaching sessions I spend a lot of time focusing on shifting our
stories and I am often asked, “What if my original story at Step 3 was accurate? Why should I
change it?” In these situations I am reminded of that saying, “Do you want to be right or to be
happy?” I usually respond with the following points, “You could be right. And, how do you react
out of the triggered feelings you created by your ‘accurate’ story?”

Shifting our interpretation is not about being right or wrong about the other person’s
intentions. I change how I make meaning of a situation to de-escalate my emotions and create
a more grounded space from which to respond. From this more centered place, I am more
effective as I engage others, whatever their intentions. When I rewrite my assumptions and
interpretations in ways that result in my feeling more curiosity, compassionate, and empathetic,
then I tend to choose more productive responses.

I remember watching the TV show “Dragnet” in my youth and it always seemed one of the
detectives was saying to people they were interviewing, “Just the facts, ma’am, just the facts.”
When I feel triggered, I most often have made up a story based on just a few pieces of data that
I have selectively observed. Once I recognize I am triggered, it can be very helpful to put aside

my interpretation and assumptions, and refocus on the actual “facts” of the situation I had
noticed as well as explore if there are any that I had overlooked.

Revise your story and turn the tide
I remember feeling rather impatient in a meeting that was moving more slowly than I had
time for that day. As we were figuring out how to fix an unexpected problem, I suggested we
pull together a short-term task force to identify a set of recommendations. Right after I spoke
someone said, “Another way of proceeding might be…” and I felt even more irritated that he
was trying to upstage me. As I noticed I was about to interrupt him and expand on my point, I
luckily stopped myself, knowing I was feeling triggered. I “hit pause” for a moment and noticed
my depth of frustration and how revved up my energy was in the moment. I realized my initial
thought that he was trying to upstage me was clearly an assumption and the fact was that he
had merely started to offer another idea. I then remembered that he had turned to me as he
spoke with a tone that now seemed more connecting, not undermining. I began to wonder if
maybe he was trying to build on my suggestion and, as a result, I felt more open to what he was
saying. I was then able to refocus on the conversation as I asked him to say more about how he
thought this could help us solve the current problem. Once I shifted my initial story, I was able
to remember additional data, de-escalate my emotions, and re-engage in a more productive
way. We don’t have to react out of our triggered emotions; instead, we can shift our story and
create new, more useful feelings that help us expand our vision and explore alternative
responses that may be more useful in the moment.

Exercise: Practice shifting your initial story
Below are some examples of how to shift the initial story at Step 3 so that you de-escalate your
triggered emotions. After you review the first couple of examples, practice rewriting the rest of
the interpretations in your journal.

1. If your initial story at Step 3 is, “He is trying to undermine me,” then you de-escalate
your emotions by shifting your interpretation to, “Maybe he has a legitimate question;
let’s see where this goes.”
2. If your assumption is, “She stole my idea and is passing it off as her own,” you can get
more centered by shifting it to, “Maybe she didn’t hear me say it just now….I can
connect her comment to my earlier one and keep the conversation moving.”
3. Practice shifting these stories:
• “He deliberately kept me out of the loop!”
• “She is trying to bully us into agreeing with her plan!”

Exercise: Shift your reactions by changing your story
Shifting your interpretation results in your feeling less triggered and opens up energy and space
to choose a productive response. Reflect on the following prompts as you write about a recent
difficult situation:

•

Describe “just the facts” of the situation, the circumstances.

•

What did you make it mean? What “story” did you make up about what you thought
was happening?

•

How was your story shaped by any intrapersonal roots?

•

When you thought this initial story:
§ What were your feelings?
§

What were your physiological reactions?

§

And what thoughts did you have about:

•

Yourself?

•

Others?

•

The situation?

•

What unproductive reactions were you considering?

•

How does this story serve you? What is the “pay-off”?

•

How do you want to feel?

•

Shift your story: Create a different interpretation that leaves you feeling less triggered
and possibly more open, receptive, and curious.

•

Re-imagine the same situation, but with your new interpretation, your new story.
o How would you feel?
o What are your physiological reactions?
o What are your thoughts about yourself, others, and the situation?
o What potentially more productive responses might you consider from this new
perspective?

For more resources on how shifting our story at Step 3 impacts how we react, go to
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
If we notice we feel triggered early enough in The Cycle, we can change our initial
interpretation, scale back our emotions, and turn the tide before we experience too many
dysfunctional thoughts and physiological reactions. However, if we miss this opportunity, the
power of our triggered story will propel us to Step 4 where it is much more difficult to interrupt
and shift the speed and momentum of our unproductive reactions.

Chapter 5: Step 4 - Common Physiological, Emotional, and Mental
Reactions
"It is the mind that makes the body."
~ Sojourner Truth
A client of mine was rather anxious about his upcoming performance review that was
scheduled in an hour. While he had a solid track record of success over the years, his most
recent project had stalled and one of his direct reports had recently created a huge fiasco for
the organization. As he was finalizing his thoughts about his accomplishments and professional
goals for the coming year, he noticed that his mind was racing and his heart was beating out of
his chest. He was trying to anticipate every possible critique from his leader and was
formulating how he could possibly counter each one. One of his team members knocked at his
door with a pressing crisis and he moved into triage mode to help find a solution. Afterwards,
he realized how good it felt to solve critical problems and how competent he felt as a leader. In
the last few minutes he had before his review, he decided to quiet his mind and remind himself
of his strengths and capacities. He envisioned his boss giving him some negative feedback and
he imagined himself asking for more context and looking for ways he could improve. As he
walked in to meet with his supervisor, he felt centered and open. Ironically, 95% of the
feedback was positive and he completely agreed with the 1-2 concerns his leader raised. If he
had continued to anxiously spiral with all those negative thoughts, he might have entered the
session very defensive and guarded and his negative energy might have impacted how his
review turned out.
How we make meaning of a situation at Step 3 influences the types of physical reactions,

emotions, and thoughts we experience at Step 4. Most people do not recognize they are
triggered until they begin to notice their body sensations and emotions, though many still do
not know it even then. If we realize we feel triggered at this point, we can use a variety of tools
to shift our thoughts, feelings, and physiological reactions in order to make more intentional
responses. But we first need to be present enough to notice we are triggered and conduct a
“systems check.” Just like a doctor will order an x-ray, we can scan ourselves to heighten our
awareness of all of our reactions in the moment.

Warning signs
"The ability to observe without evaluation is the highest form of intelligence."
~ Jiddu Krishnamurti
Our physiological reactions can serve as an early signal that we are deeply triggered. Most
people, in retrospect, can identify a number of their personal warning signs, such as when their
mind races, their heart pounds, their face flushes, they feel a rush of heat, their fists clench,
they have difficulty breathing, or they physically shut down and pull away. When I am triggered
I often have a general sense of “grrrr” throughout my upper body and feel a surge of energy
and urgency to respond.
For people who struggle to identify these signals, it can be very useful to ask your
colleagues and friends for help since, most likely, they have been on the receiving end of your
reactions! You can ask, “How do you know I am feeling triggered? What are my nonverbal
reactions and warning signs that I am triggered?” Asking for feedback may give you insight into
some of your more unconscious signals, including eye twitching, fidgeting, a certain “look,”
pushing your chair away from the table, pointing your finger at others, clenching your jaw, or

rolling your eyes. Increasing your awareness of early warning signs can increase the chance that
you recognize you feel triggered before you react in ways you later regret.
Exercise: Identify your common physiological reactions
Take a moment to get quiet, comfortable and relaxed. Close your eyes and remember a difficult
work situation where you felt deeply triggered. Then journal about the following:
•

What body sensations did you notice in your chest? Neck? Head? Stomach area? Arms
and legs?

•

What other physiological responses did you have?

•

As you reflect on other difficult situations, what are additional body sensations and
physical reactions you often have?

Our physiological reactions are caused by the rush of adrenaline we experience when our
amygdala, the “reptile brain”, is triggered into a fight, flight, or freeze reaction. We can counter
these instinctive reactions if we pay attention to our early warning signals and use stress
management tools to interrupt these automatic responses.

Tools to let off steam
Like a teakettle that is about to whistle, we can “let off a little steam” with some quick
physical activities, including stretching, rolling our neck and shoulders, and taking a brisk walk.
If you are unable to leave a meeting, there are some techniques you can do under a table or
internally so no one can see, such as clench and release your fists a few times, reposition your
body and stance to appear more relaxed and centered, roll your toes in and out over and over,
refocus your attention on a piece of art in the room or on some nature or the horizon out the
window, and breathe slowly and deeply at least 5 times while concentrating on your breath. If I

can take notes easily, I often will write a few thoughts over and over to center myself, like “This
will work out eventually” and “I have handled this before.”
When using these tools doesn’t release enough stress, then I often will find a way to take a
break. I can literally ask for a break in the meeting and then find a quiet space to do a more
meditative visualization. I can imagine a scene where I always feel calm and centered, such as a
quiet beach on a warm, sunny day or I can visualize myself responding in ways that lead to a
productive outcome of the situation. When we refocus our mind in ways that leave us feeling
more positive or at least more neutral, then we can observe and shift our triggered thoughts
and emotions, rather than being driven by them.

Identify your range of emotions
Mike was caught off guard in the leadership team meeting when the vice president
announced a major change in practice that would significantly affect his operation. He looked
around and noticed no one else looked very surprised. He spoke up and asked the leader to say
more about his intended outcomes and how he came to this decision. As he continued, it
became all too clear that the leader had made this decision with a few of Mike’s peers when
they had been traveling together last week. He was incensed at being left out of the decisionmaking process, yet now expected to implement the new direction. When he started to ask a
few more questions to explore the unintended impacts in his area, the leader cut him off and
said there were a couple more critical issues to discuss before they ran out of time. Mike felt
diminished, overlooked, and discounted in that moment. He thought about pushing back one
more time, but given the intensity of his feelings, he decided a better tactic might be to stop by
to talk with the leader later that day.

When we feel deeply triggered, we often experience a variety of emotions, though we may
not be able to identify them at the time. It is important to increase our capacity to be aware of
our feelings in the moment so we can recognize when they seem out of proportion to the
current circumstances or possibly fueled by our intrapersonal roots. If we can use some tools to
take this off-ramp at Step 4, we may be able to avoid reacting in ways we later regret.
Exercise: Identify your triggered emotions
We usually experience a wide range of intersecting emotions when we feel triggered, including
those we may consider to be both “negative” and “positive.” Reflect on a recent difficult
workplace situation and use the following to make a list the feelings you experienced.
Participants in my workshops are often surprised by how many different emotions they felt in
the short span of a single triggering event.
Angry, frustrated, agitated, irritated
Embarrassed, ashamed
Guilty, remorseful
Scared, anxious, nervous, uneasy, concerned
Distrustful, apprehensive
Sad, depressed, disappointed
Judgmental, disgusted
Defensive, guarded
Confused, unsure
Powerless, helpless
Exhausted, overwhelmed
Bored, disinterested
Indignant, hurt
Surprised, caught-off guard
Enthusiastic, excited, inspired
Overjoyed, ecstatic
Attracted, connected
Empathetic, compassionate
Honored, humbled
Grateful, appreciative

For a more comprehensive list of emotions, visit my website www.drkathyobear.com/bookworksheets
If I notice I have a mild to moderate range of emotions between -5 and +5, I may still be
present enough to make conscious choices. When I experience more intense emotions, I am
more likely to be distracted and overwhelmed and react in ways that do not align with my core
values.

Unpack your baggage
Exercise: Explore what you “brought” to the situation
Another powerful tool when you recognize your emotions at Step 4 is to use the following
prompts to tease out how you might be contributing to your reactions. Reflect on the situation
you used in the previous exercise as you consider the following:
§

Why was I so triggered then? What else was going on for me (current life issues,
cumulative impact, unfinished business)?

§

Is what I am feeling directly related to what is happening right now? Or fueled by old
issues and past experiences?

§

Which of my values and needs were not being met in this interaction?

§

Who did this person remind me of?

§

I wonder if I did something earlier that triggered them...

If you recognize that the current circumstances retriggered stuffed emotions or old issues, it
can be helpful to create safe spaces to explore and express these emotions so you minimize the
impact they have on your ability to assess what is actually happening in the moment.
Another category of early warning signals at Step 4 is the thoughts we have about ourselves,
others, and the situation. These thoughts are extensions of the initial story we created at Step 3

and are often fueled by our retriggered intrapersonal roots. When I am triggered, I often keep
replaying these negative thoughts over and over like a hamster running on a wheel. If we are
unable to recognize the barrage of negative thoughts at this Step, we will likely experience a
downward spiral of emotions that will undermine our concentration and productivity.
The direct reports of her counterpart kept coming to Rosa with their questions. She initially
didn’t mind helping them out, but it was now taking time away from her own team and key
projects. She mentioned this to her colleague and he said, “Oh yea, thanks. I have been so
swamped by this major deadline. In fact, I have to get to another meeting.” As he ran out the
door she was indignant and thought, “How dare you think you are so much more important
than I am! So arrogant and condescending! They are coming to me because you are
incompetent and gave them the wrong information to start with! And you keep taking
advantage of me because you know I won’t turn them away. You should never have been
promoted to this management level!”
Five categories of unproductive thoughts at Step 4. See which of Rosa’s thoughts fit into
these:
1. Judgments of others (‘‘She is so patronizing,’’ ‘‘How can he be so rude and immature?’’
and ‘‘They just don’t get it!’’)
2. Judgments of self (‘‘I am so incompetent,’’ ‘‘How could I make such a horrible mistake?’’
and ‘‘I am letting people down.’’)
3. Expectations and ‘‘shoulds’’ (‘‘I should be perfect,” “They should know how to handle
this,’’ ‘‘She should maintain control,’’ and, ‘‘They should never disrespect me, much less
in public!”)
4. Absolute thinking (‘‘I don’t know what I am doing,” I can’t do anything right,” “They are
totally incompetent,” and “They are a horrible person.”)
5. Victim stances (“They attacked me!” ‘‘He is trying to humiliate me,’’ and ‘‘She is out to

get me.’’)
Exercise: Identify common negative thoughts and self-limiting beliefs
Our negative thoughts at Step 4 are like a song on a CD that is stuck in repeat mode. They will
keep replaying over and over until we reject them and replace them with a new CD or a playlist
from iTunes! But we first need to recognize the old songs that may need updating. Think about
several challenging situations and, in your journal, make a list of some of your common
negative thoughts and self-limiting beliefs. Note how you felt when you think these.
For a more comprehensive list of negative thoughts and self-limiting beliefs, visit my website
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
The truth is, if someone else said to me all the negative things I think about myself or others,
I would never tolerate it. Yet, it almost seems normal to have this endless stream of criticisms
and judgments as background music as I go about my day. If we can increase our awareness of
these negative thoughts, we can shift them in ways that will de-escalate our emotional and
physiological reactions.
“I no longer agree to treat myself with disrespect. Every time a self-critical thought comes to
mind, I will forgive the Judge and follow this comment with words of praise,
self-acceptance, and love.”
~ Miguel Ruiz
As a kid, I loved playing with an Etch A Sketch. I could doodle and draw and then just shake
it and quickly erase it all so I could start over. I often wish my mind would work in the same
way! I am just glad my negative thoughts don’t appear in a bubble over my head where others
could see them!

Exercise: Self-management tools ~ Change your thoughts
The unproductive, self-limiting thoughts we have during difficult situations decrease our
effectiveness in the moment. When we change these thoughts, we are better positioned to
choose effective responses. Below are some examples of how to change negative thoughts at
Step 4:

1. When I think, “They’re not getting it! This is a failure” I can shift my thoughts to, “I will
do the best I can. I am not responsible for everyone's learning. People will take away
from this what they need.”
2. If I think, “I should know the answer to that,” then I can change it to, “I am not the
expert here. My role is to facilitate the team’s creativity. I can tell them I don’t know and
ask others for their input.”
In your journal, practice changing the following negative thoughts:
•
•
•

You are such a jerk for interrupting me!
I can’t handle this!
What if I make a fool of myself?

Next, think about a recent triggering situation and write down several unproductive thoughts
you had at that time about yourself and others. Then, identify alternative thoughts that could
leave you feeling less triggered, if not more open and curious.
Using these self-management techniques at Step 4 will help us stay present to what is
actually happening in the moment, instead of obsessing about the negative, self-limiting
thoughts in our mind.
For more practice shifting negative self-talk and limiting beliefs, visit my website
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
When we consciously choose where we put our attention, our body and our mind follow. By
shifting our mental chatter, we can moderate our emotions and our physical reactions.

Exercise: Shift your thoughts, shift your feelings
Get in a comfortable position and think about a recent difficult work situation where you had
an intense emotional reaction. Focus on the many negative thoughts you had about others,
yourself and the situation, and note:

o What emotions are you experiencing?
o What body sensations do you notice?
Stay in the same position, and think about a recent work situation that you handled with great
confidence and competence. Remember all the positive ways things worked out as you:

o Notice how you feel
o Notice your body sensations
What, if any, differences did you experience between the two activities?

When we notice we have negative thoughts, we can replace them with more calming,
empowering ones in order to be more grounded and better positioned to shift our
unproductive thinking at Step 4. I can remind myself about the common dynamics of triggering
events (I’m just triggered right now…this too shall pass), focus on the positive (What can I learn
and take away from this situation to help me in the future?), remember to trust the process
(Everything happens for a reason), consider adjusting my approach (So that approach didn’t
seem to work…what else can I try?), and focus on the intent of others (They are doing the best
they can and not trying to be difficult).
For additional resources about using these self-management tools, visit my website,
www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets

Pause
In challenging situations, we can always hit the pause button! It is important to develop the
habit of pausing when we are about to over-react. If we step back from the interaction and
watch what is occurring in ourselves and among others, then we may get an insight into how to
best move forward. From a place of reflection, I am more likely to ask a question that could
benefit me in several ways. It gives me time to breathe and center myself and to gather more
information. I may realize I misunderstood what the person was saying or realize there were
other data I had overlooked when I initially felt triggered. Asking questions can also give me the
time and space to use stress management tools or explore how I interpreted the situation and
what was fueling my story.
Another tool to shift triggered reactions at Step 4 is to quiet your mind and become still. We
can pause, clear our minds, and be in silence. Some may find it helpful to pray and surrender
the situation to a Higher Power of their understanding. Often in these quiet moments, I receive
helpful intuitive insights and feel more peaceful, centered, and clearer about what to do next.

Unmet needs
At times, when I struggle to shift my negative thoughts at Step 4, I have found it useful to
think about the possible reasons or intentions behind what the person said or did. I remember
Marshall Rosenberg talking about a foundational premise of Nonviolent Communication (NVC)
when he emphasized how people behave in ways that meet their unmet needs. For instance,
during a meeting, if someone makes an offensive joke, they may be trying to meet their needs
for belonging or play. Or if two people are having a side conversation, they may be meeting
their needs for understanding or clarity. And if someone interrupts me, they may be trying to

feel included or recognized for their ideas. While I may not appreciate someone’s actions in the
moment, it is useful to try to understand and relate to the possible underlying reasons for them.
When I shift my focus away from my negative thoughts to think about the reasonable intent
and unmet needs of the people whose behavior is the source of my trigger, I am more likely to
feel greater empathy and enough distance to de-escalate my emotions to a level from which I
can choose a productive response.

Visit my website if you would like to practice identifying intentions and unmet needs fueling
unproductive behaviors, www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
There is an old Cherokee story2 of an Elder talking with his grandson about the battle that
goes on inside of us. He said we all have two wolves fighting in us. One is peaceful, loving,
compassionate, and kind. The other is full of anger, jealousy, greed, false pride, arrogance, and
resentment. The young child asked, “Which one will win the fight?” And the grandfather replied,
“Whichever one you feed.” If we replay and obsess about negative thoughts and criticisms, we
will strengthen them, and they will win. However, if we intentionally change these
unproductive thoughts and focus on what is positive about a situation or at least possible, then
as a result, we shift our emotions and are far likely to respond effectively. It will all depend on
our ability to choose positive, productive intentions at Step 5.

Chapter 6: Step 5 - “Choosing” Your Intentions
“That was the day she made herself the promise to live more from intention
and less from habit”.
~ Amy Rubin Flett
As Laura paused to move to the next slide of her presentation, Bill asked, “What are the sources
of your data for that last statement?” She felt immediately irritated that he had interrupted her
flow. As she felt her chest tighten and her jaw tense, she thought, “Why does he always ask
questions that make me look unprepared? He always questions my competence!” Sounding
frustrated she said, “I sent that information to everyone last week to review for this meeting.”
As she pulled up the next slide she noticed he looked frustrated and turned away. He seemed
checked out for the rest of the presentation.
When she told me this story, I asked her what her intentions had been at that moment. She
said she was just trying to focus everyone back on the presentation. As I asked her more
questions, she realized that under her tone had been her intention to shut him down so he
wouldn’t interrupt her again. She then saw how her negative intention had fueled her
unproductive reaction. Step 5 is one of the more unconscious steps in The Triggering Event
Cycle. Based upon our interpretation at Step 3 and our additional thoughts at Step 4, we
“choose” the motives that will influence our reaction. I say “choose” because most people
seem completely unaware of this part of the process until they have used the activities in this
section to increase their capacity to navigate Step 5 effectively.
Our actions follow our thoughts and intentions. Just like using a GPS, we set our destination
with the intended outcomes of the action we are about to take. If we choose unproductive
thoughts and intentions, we will most likely react in ways we later regret. If we choose
productive, positive intentions, then our focus, energy, and actions move into alignment with
them.

Unproductive intentions
Similar to the previous example, if I intend to put someone in their place, then my tone,
facial features, stance, and words all seem to send that message and accomplish my intention.
However, if instead I intend to honor their question and deepen understanding, then my body
posture will most likely soften and open, my tone will ease, and the tempo and sharpness of my
speech will slow down and shift. Positive intentions are like a compass that guides us along the
more productive path.
When I am more aware of my common unproductive intentions, I am more likely to notice
when I am about to react out of them in the moment. This split second of awareness can be
enough for me to shift my thinking and choose more productive intentions. Some negative
intentions that have fueled my past unproductive reactions, include: to be right and prove
others wrong, to try to make people learn, to change their perspectives, to prove I am
competent, to seek approval, to put others “in their place,” and to avoid conflict and
confrontation.
Think about a few times you have reacted less effectively during difficult conversations. In
your journal, make a list of your less productive intentions at Step 5 and note how they may
have fueled your reactions.
For a more extensive list of negative intentions, visit www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets

Productive intentions
“There is nothing more potent than thought. Deed follows word and word follows thought. And
where the thought is mighty and pure, the result is mighty and pure.”
~ Gandhi

If we notice we feel triggered at Step 5, we can shift our negative intentions and refocus on
more positive, productive outcomes. Some of the intentions that have helped me respond
more effectively include: meet people where they are, do no harm, engage in respectful
discussion, explore differences of opinion, deepen understanding, trust the process, and model
the skills and concepts I am teaching.
Think back to some examples when you responded more effectively during difficult
workplace situations. In your journal, note the productive, positive intentions you chose at Step
5. Then reflect, how did your various responses impact others? For a more extensive list of
positive, productive intentions, visit www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
When we choose negative intentions, we are more likely to react in unproductive ways.
Below is an example that shows how we can respond more effectively if we shift our negative
intentions at Step 5.
A client, let’s call her Briana, shared a common difficult situation she often experienced on
Search Committees. When the Chair asked the members for feedback on the three finalists, one
senior leader, Jerry, said, “I like Chad. And Kelly would be fine as well. But Tiana wouldn’t be a
good fit. Don’t get me wrong, I think diversity is important, but we also don’t want to lower our
standards.” She was enraged, especially when no one else countered his comments. Once again
she was the only one who had the courage to speak up and confront these biased comments.
Her first thought was to say something like, “This is another example of racist practices that
keep our organization so white!” But she stopped herself knowing that this could be a CEM, a
career-ending move! A couple of others offered their assessment of the candidates while she
took a few deep breaths and thought through her options. She then said, “I want to ask us to
slow down a moment. Before we make our recommendations, I’d like us to revisit the core
competencies we identified for this position and then use these as we offer our feedback about
each candidate. I actually liked all three of them on a personal level, but I think we will find
some clear distinctions when we assess their demonstrated capacities against our envisioned
outcomes.” After a pause that seemed to last forever, the Chair agreed and they started to
center the competencies in the conversation.

Initially, Briana wanted to call out her colleague on his racist comment and put everyone in
the room on notice that she would not stand for similar behavior. She stopped herself when
she anticipated that her approach, fueled by these intentions, would most likely damage her
relationships with this colleague and the other members of the committee. In addition, she was
concerned she might lose some credibility in the group and miss an opportunity to teach the
group how to be effective in similar situations in the future. She decided to address the
inappropriate comment in a way that furthered learning and refocused the conversation on
competencies, not personal opinions and “likability.” Her intent was also to model how to
respectfully engage during a challenging situation while maintaining effective working
relationships. When she responded, the group members readily focused on the core
competencies, including the capacity to create inclusive work environments and effectively
serve the increasingly racially diverse client populations. Her colleague was able to “save face”
and actually participated in identifying a few competencies in the conversation. In the end, she
believed they identified the most competent candidate.
Exercise: Shift negative intentions
Think about a recent triggering situation in which you reacted unproductively. Make some
notes in your journal using the following prompts:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What were the less productive, negative intentions you had in that moment?
How did you react less effectively? What was the impact of your reaction?
Rewrite these negative intentions into more productive ones.
If you had responded out of these new intentions, what would you have said and done
differently? What might have been the impact of your response?

Next, in your journal, make a list of 4-5 of your more common unproductive intentions. Then,
practice rewriting them into more positive intentions.

Anticipate and prepare
We can increase the likelihood we will respond effectively if we prepare for difficult
situations. Just like an athlete improves their performance by visualizing success, we can
anticipate potential triggers and practice effective responses. In your journal, write about the
following:
§
§
§
§
§
§

What is a situation in the near future in which you anticipate you could feel triggered?
Write out the common unproductive intentions you have thought in similar situations.
Rewrite these into more productive intentions.
Imagine being in the situation and thinking about these more positive intentions.
What body sensations do you notice? What are your emotions?
What are 1-2 productive responses you might make? What do you envision the impact
will be of your actions?

Start with a positive intention
I was on a project team and we were brainstorming possible ideas. A few members of the
group got very excited about an idea that I thought was completely outside the scope of our
project. I was getting very concerned that the “train had left the station” and more and more
people were backing this idea. I wanted to get the conversation off of this tangent, so I started
my comment by naming my intention in hopes that folks would pause and notice our dynamics:
“I like the ideas we are discussing, but I am wondering if they are outside of our scope. Could
we take a moment to revisit our charge?”
Reflect back on a difficult situation where you reacted less productively and imagine how
you could have started your response by stating the positive intentions behind your comments.
I have had good success with this technique, especially when I thought there might be some

resistance to my ideas. I believe people appreciate the transparency of my intentions since they
don’t have to second-guess or figure out my motives.

Self-management tools
When you notice you are about to react out of negative intentions, you can use some of the
self-management tools from Step 4 and pause, breathe, and take a break from the conversation
to complete the following:
•
•
•
•

Write down the negative intentions you were thinking
Then cross them out completely
Write out more productive intentions
Repeat these to yourself 4-5 times or write them out 4-5 times

Most of our negative intentions are like old ruts in a road. If we keep driving the same way, we
end up stuck in the same rut. We need to practice and repeat these new, positive intentions
over and over until they form new pathways for us to easily take. To create new positive tracks,
add this practice to your morning routine:
•
•
•

Imagine 3-4 activities you have planned for the day
State aloud your positive intentions for each one or write them in your journal
Repeat these intentions a few minutes before you start each of these activities

Just like using a GPS, we can intentionally set our course as Laura might have done if she
had been able to shift her intentions at Step 5:
As Laura paused to move to the next slide of her presentation, Bill asked, “What are the sources
of your data for that last statement?” She felt immediately irritated that he had interrupted her
flow. As her chest tightened and her jaw tensed, she thought, “He does seem to always ask
questions about my sources, though I doubt he is intentionally trying to trip me up. Maybe he
didn’t have a chance to review the prep materials I sent. I can answer him, and maybe others
need this information as well.” She took a deep breath and answered his question, “I appreciate
your question. There are several key sources I want to highlight….” Once he seemed satisfied,
she mentioned, “I know this is a busy time and my guess is folks didn’t get a chance to review
the materials I sent a few days ago. I will have them resent so they are in your inbox again this
afternoon.” He nodded as she pulled up the next slide.

When we successfully navigate Step 5, our positive intentions fuel productive responses.
But what if you only have a couple of tools in your toolbox? In the next chapter, I outline a wide
range of skills that have helped me react effectively at Step 6.

Chapter 7: Step 6 - Tools to Respond Effectively
I used to believe that if I just learned enough tools or had enough experience then I could
handle any difficult dialogue or triggering event. While both expanding my toolkit and
deepening my experience are helpful, I have found the greatest way to prepare to respond
during triggering events is to focus on myself as the key instrument of change. I am far more
likely to choose a productive response at Step 6 if I have effectively navigated all of the previous
Steps in The Cycle. The order in which I do them may not be as important so long as I use stressreleasing activities to de-escalate my emotions and physiological reactions and then revise my
initial interpretation as well as any negative thoughts and intentions.

In the following section I revisit several of Kerry’s triggering situations I outlined in the
Introduction and identify ways she could have responded more effectively if she had used some
of the tools at the different Steps of the Triggering Event Cycle.

As she is taking off her coat, Kerry sees a message from her boss, Karen, to come see her as soon
as she gets in, and she is irritated all over again as well as stressed out about Karen’s reaction.
She stops this train of thought by remembering that other teams have submitted their reports
late and that Karen can be reasonable at times. As she takes two more deep breaths, she
repeats her favorite mantras several times, “All will work out in the end. This too shall pass.” She
takes a moment to plan how she wants to engage Karen as she walks to her office. With a smile
she greets her boss, “Hey Karen, I want to apologize for not sending you the report yesterday. I
know this has put you in a bind.” After Karen gruffly replies, “I hope I don’t come to regret giving
you this assignment,” Kerry takes another deep breath and says, “My next stop is to work
closely with John and I believe I can get it to you by mid-day tomorrow. And I appreciate your
giving me this opportunity. I already see how it has benefited some team members.” She pauses
to see if Karen would say anything else, and then continues, “And next week I’d like to do a
“Lessons Learned” meeting with the group and then debrief the whole process with you. Is there
anything else you need me to do at this point?” When Karen says no, she thanks her and then
leaves to stop by John’s cubicle.

She anticipates he might still be frustrated with her as she says, “John, do you have a moment?
I’d like to talk about the project. If not now, might we be able to gather within an hour?” John
says he could meet then, so Kerry continues, “I first want to apologize for raising my voice with
you yesterday. I was wrong to treat you that way. I know you are working on this project and
juggling other priorities as well.” She pauses to see if he wants to respond, and when he doesn’t
she says, “I also want to see if you have any questions about what I need from you as well as to
clarify the revised timeline. Is there anything else you need in order to send it to me by 3pm
today?” Satisfied that he understood her message and didn’t seem to need anything further,
Kerry goes back to her desk to finish up the slide presentation for Friday, knowing that the
project lead would ask about her progress at the next meeting. She is having trouble
concentrating as she’s replaying her conversation with Karen, so she decides to take a moment
to make a quick appointment for a massage that weekend and take her mind off of work for a
moment. Then, grabbing her water bottle, she reminds herself that she is doing the best she can
with the people and resources she has and that there is nothing more she could do right now on
the report. She does a few stretching exercises as she walks to the water cooler to re-center
herself. Back at her desk, she pulls up the slides and takes a moment to read a few of her
favorite motivational quotes on her bulletin board and imagines herself completing the slides
and emailing them to the team.
She is so focused on the presentation that she is now a few minutes late to the project meeting.
Walking quickly to the meeting room, she pauses at the door to think about her intended
outcomes for the meeting and the 3 key points she wants to report. As she enters, she catches
the leader’s eye to send a nonverbal apology, and then at the next pause in the conversation she
apologizes to the group for being late.
She has a quick 15 minutes to eat lunch and think about her next meeting where she anticipates,
as at the last two meetings, being interrupted by the men in the room. Unfortunately, she is
right. After the 1st time someone speaks over her she pauses, listens to her colleague’s point,
then continues what she was saying with an even tone. The 2nd time she experiences a man
interrupting her and challenging her point, she says, “I’d like to finish my comment, and I think I
will have addressed your question. If not, I’ll gladly discuss it then.” She then glances at the
team leader as she continues. A few minutes later she hears another man put forth a very
similar idea to the one she had suggested earlier and all of the team now seems to want to
move in that direction. When no one else notes how his idea is what she had said at the start of
the meeting, Kerry takes a deep breath and says, “Rich, I like the idea, and it seems related to
what I said earlier. To keep building, what if we…” After the meeting, she asks for some time
with the project lead to talk about the group’s progress. Her intention is to raise the pattern of
gender dynamics she experienced and ask the leader for his ideas on how to address them so
the group is more productive in the future.
Just as she sits back down in her office, John drops by and asks her what she thought of the final
section he just sent her. Kerry looks at her computer to take a moment to adjust her facial

expressions and remind herself that he is doing the best he can. She thanks him for getting it to
her. She checks her tone as she tells him she has been in meetings since they last spoke but after
a short phone call she will have about 20-minutes to look at it. She then asks if he will be around
to meet with her after that.
As she looks over the section, she notes four areas that need reworking and emails John about
them saying she would call in a few minutes to talk with him. She focuses on a few other emails
to give him time and also to give herself a moment to ease her frustration, and then calls and
they agree he would send her the final revision within an hour. She checks her watch and
realizes that would still give her a few moments to give it a final review before sending it to her
boss by end of day.
In a follow-up coaching session that week, I asked Kerry to identify all the tools she used to
help her navigate this series of challenging situations. I think she was surprised by how many
ways she had effectively implemented all of the skills we had practiced in our sessions. It can be
very helpful to identify times in your own life when you responded effectively during difficult
situations. Regularly reminding yourself of these tools and ways of engaging may increase the
probability that you can choose to respond in similar ways in the future. Keep a list in your
journal of all the ways you have responded productively in difficult situations, as well as the
impact your response had on others. You may want to review this list before meetings or
conversations you anticipate may become challenging.

Build your toolkit
I often wish I had an instruction manual that told me exactly how to respond to every type
of triggering situation. There is no checklist or prescription that works every time, except
maybe to be fully present, authentic, and intentionally respond to what is actually occurring in
the moment for you and others. While there is no rulebook, I have found numerous tools and
approaches that have helped me to engage during difficult situations. Which of these tools I
choose depends on the context and complexities of each specific moment. Below are some of

the tools I tend to use more frequently.

P.A.I.R.S.
Over the years, I have developed different acronyms to help me remember various skills.
“PAIRS” is the most recent version that I use. The acronym stands for:

P ~ Pan
A ~ Ask
I ~ Interrupt
R ~ Relate
S ~ Share
I do not necessary use these tools in any set order, though I do tend to pan and
ask questions initially to gather more information and get more centered in the
moment.
P: PAN
PAN stands for Pay Attention Now. Just like a video camera takes a panoramic shot of a
scene, we can “pan” or scan ourselves and the people in the environment in order to get a
fuller, wider view of what is actually occurring. The first aspect is to pan and notice both what I
am experiencing in my body as well as what is occurring around me. The next part is to consider
if I want to share what I am panning with others. I deepened my understanding of this skill
through the work of Elsie Y. Cross and Associates and their concept of “Tracking.”

I was consulting in an organization and started to feel anxious as two of the organization’s
top leaders got into in a very contentious argument with each other during a meeting. My heart
started racing and my breathing was very shallow. I felt tension and stress in my chest and was
beginning to question if I could handle the situation. My initial story was I was over my head
and not competent enough to help them move through this. I noticed how the voices of the
two top leaders were louder than earlier in the conversation and each started talking before
the other had completed their statement. Several other team members seemed to be looking
at the ground or each other with frowns and raised eyebrows. The energy in the room had
shifted to far greater tension and heaviness.
When I focused on observing or “panning” myself and the environment, I gathered more
information that helped me diagnose what was occurring in the moment. Based on my
assessment, I identified a variety of options to engage. I could redirect the conversation (I think
we may be getting off the topic a bit; How does this relate to the agenda we were discussing?)
or use a more indirect approach to productively move forward (I think this is a good time to
take a break and we can revisit this when we come back). I also could choose a more direct
response and one of these tools to describe what I was panning as a way to intervene and have
the group members reflect on their process:
§
§
§
§

I am noticing you each are speaking with more energy and volume than a few minutes
ago. I am curious what is going on for you.
I notice you both seem to start talking before the other has finished. I wonder if we can
slow down to better understand what everyone is trying to communicate.
I don’t believe he was finished with his comment.
I’m noticing the body language of people who are not engaged in this conversation right
now.

If I decided that the group seemed to have the capacity to discuss their dynamics, I might
then ask a question to involve more participants in the conversation, such as:
§
§
§

I am curious how others are making meaning of what is occurring?
How are these dynamics similar or different to what commonly happens in your
meetings?
What is the impact on you when top leaders engage in this level of disagreement?

Doing a “systems check” (see the related section in Chapter 5) is an example of panning
myself. During a difficult situation, it is helpful to notice and observe the following as I am
deciding how I want to respond:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What am I feeling? (Step 4)
How triggered am I on the -10 to +10 scale? (Step 4)
What are my body sensations and physiological reactions? (Step 4)
What was the stimulus, the trigger for me? (Step 1)
How am I interpreting what I think is happening? (Step 3)
What assumptions am I making? (Step 3)
What additional data or information might I have overlooked initially? (Step 3)
What are my initial negative thoughts (Step 4) and unproductive intentions (Step 5)?
Why might I be triggered? What intrapersonal roots might be involved? (Step 2)

It is also important to pan the details of what is occurring around you. The challenge is to
simply witness and observe without making any judgments, interpretations, or conclusions. It
takes skill and practice to consistently distinguish between the stories and assumptions we
create and the actual details and facts of what occurred. The following prompts help me focus
on “just the facts” and remind me of some of the interpersonal dynamics to pay attention to as
I pan the environment:

§
§
§

How are people reacting nonverbally?
How has the tone of the conversation shifted?
Who is talking? Who is quiet?

§
§
§
§
§
§
§

How much airtime do different people take up?
Who has changed their way of engaging recently?
Who is interrupting? Who gets interrupted?
Who is looking at whom?
Whose comments get addressed? Whose “plop” without comment?
What issues are brought up? By whom?
Whose ideas get considered? Whose don’t?

To use what we pan as we respond requires a more complex, advance skill set. There are a
number of tools we can use to share what we are panning in the moment, including:
§
§
§
§
§
§

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.

There may be times when it is also useful to share what you are panning about yourself using
tools such as:
§
§
§
§

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.

I find that panning helps me to slow down, get more present, and notice what is actually
occurring rather than reacting out of my stories and assumptions. If I decide to respond by
sharing what I am panning, then the conversation may help people deepen their self-reflection,
authenticity, and productivity.

A: ASK
A client shared this story with me: In our bi-weekly one-on-one, my supervisor told me one
of my direct reports had complained to her saying I was too aggressive and direct. I was
surprised since I hadn’t heard anything close to this, so I asked, “Ok. So what did you say to
them?” I felt irritated when she said she had just listened and thought she would bring it up in
our next meeting. She should have asked if they had talked to me before coming to her and
then sent them back to have a conversation with me. Then, I remembered a couple of recent
encounters with some direct reports where I had to stand my ground more clearly than I
usually do. I stopped myself from offering an explanation at that point, thinking she might judge
me as being too direct in this moment as well. Instead, I decided to ask questions, including,
“Can you tell me more about what they said? What have been your observations of me over
the past six months? What, if any concerns, do you have? And, how do you think gender
expectations might be playing into this feedback?” As we talked, I shared more about my recent
experiences as well as my belief that women leaders are held to very different standards and
often penalized when we are clear, direct, and hold people accountable. I then said I definitely
want to consider feedback about the impact of my actions and would appreciate if, in the
future, she would encourage people to come and talk with me directly so we can continue to
build clear communication, clarify expectations, and work together to address any
misunderstandings. I shared that her support in directing team members back to me will help
send a message that going around people is not a productive workplace practice.

Strategic questions for challenging situations
I wish I would first pause every time to ask a few questions before I had a knee-jerk reaction.
Asking questions gives me both the time to get more centered as well as the chance to gather
more information that might shape my response. In the process, others may “hear themselves”
and possibly reflect on what they have said, as well as the impact of their comments. Below are
several types of questions I have found useful in addressing difficult situations, especially if I am
feeling triggered.
If someone is strongly disagreeing with you, you could ask:
§
§
§

Can you give an example?
Can you give me some background on why you feel so strongly?
Can you help me understand what you disagree with or find frustrating?

If you do not agree with someone’s idea or opinion, you could ask:
§
§

What are your intended outcomes for that idea?
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?
As I listen to you, a dilemma for me is….
I believe/think ____. How is this similar or different for you?

If you believe someone said something inappropriate or offensive:
§
§

Can you help me understand what you meant by that?
You probably didn’t notice what the impact of that comment was when you said…

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…
If a colleague is upset about something but not fully discussing it, you could ask:
§ 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….
I appreciate what you’re saying. Anyone have a different perspective or something else
to add?

For an expanded list of the PAIRS tools, visit www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
I: INTERRUPT
While asking questions is almost always a useful approach, there may be times when it is
important to interrupt unproductive dynamics in the moment. A client I’ll call Steve shared this
example with me:
In a budget meeting, we were brainstorming ways to increase efficiency and cost effectiveness
in our area. As some of the newer employees offered possibilities, the person with the most
seniority kept dismissing their ideas. The third time that she rejected someone’s suggestion, I
interrupted the process and said, “I’m concerned we may lose some of these good ideas. What if
we chart them all and then go back and discuss the pros and cons?” When she then dismissed
my idea for how to proceed, I continued, “Well, having them all written down would help me in
this process. Many of these ideas are from the newer staff and I believe having a fresh
perspective may help us now. Maybe times have changed and some might work.”
Most often, in my experience, leaders and team members overlook and avoid addressing
inappropriate or dysfunctional interpersonal dynamics in the workplace. I relate to feeling
nervous about directly discussing issues for fear of making things worse or having the
conversation get out of control. However, there are times it may be important to interrupt the
dynamics that are occurring in order to be more productive and to create a more inclusive work
environment. Here is another example from a client:
I had just finished painting the big picture for our teams’ report to the senior leadership team
and introduced one of my direct reports, Yolanda, to present our initial findings. After a couple
of minutes, I noticed that several of my colleagues were looking at their cell phones while she
was talking. At the next natural pause, I interrupted and said, “Yolanda, this may be a good
point to stop and see if anyone has any questions before we continue.” I looked around and

made direct eye contact with my colleagues as they looked up from their phones. If this dynamic
had continued, I would have made a more pointed comment the next time.
In addition to panning and asking questions, the following tools may be useful ways to ask
people to stop and shift the current 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…
I hadn’t finished my comment yet…
I don’t think that comment is appropriate or productive.

After you interrupt, it may be useful to offer an alternative way to proceed such as, “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,” or “I notice that there are some side
conversations occurring. I’d like to hear people’s reaction to the proposal.”
Exercise: Working Agreements
In my experience, it is helpful for any intact group to discuss and negotiate Working
Agreements to guide their discussions and conversations. This important group development
process can provide a structure within which group members can raise issues and concerns
more easily if they want to interrupt unproductive group dynamics. In addition, groups that
operate within these norms can minimize the chance of people feeling triggered. Below is a list
of Working Agreements I commonly use with clients in workshops and meetings. Review the
following list and note any you want to review in the meetings you attend:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

ENGAGE IN OPEN AND HONEST DIALOGUE
PARTICIPATE FULLY
SPEAK FROM PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
LISTEN RESPECTFULLY; SEEK TO UNDERSTAND; LISTEN HARDER WHEN YOU INITIALLY DISAGREE
SHARE AIRTIME; ENCOURAGE OTHERS TO PARTICIPATE

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

BE FULLY PRESENT
BE OPEN TO NEW AND DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES
ASSUME GOOD INTENT; EXPLORE THE UNINTENDED IMPACT OF COMMENTS AND BEHAVIORS
TAKE RISKS: LEAN INTO DISCOMFORT; BE BRAVE
RESPECT AND MAINTAIN CONFIDENTIALITY
NOTICE AND SHARE WHAT’S HAPPENING IN THE GROUP, IN YOU
RECOGNIZE YOUR TRIGGERS; SHARE IF YOU FEEL TRIGGERED
TRUST THAT THROUGH RESPECTFUL DIALOGUE WE WILL DEEPEN UNDERSTANDING AND ACHIEVE OUR
GOALS

R: RELATE
Barb hesitated to go talk to her supervisor after he used an offensive term related to people
with disabilities in their morning meeting. But she had seen a couple of people look startled and
impacted, so she decided to talk with him before their next leadership meeting. She started by
saying, “I know you didn't intend this, but I think you may want to revisit your comment from
this morning’s meeting.” When he looked surprised and asked what she was referring to, she
reminded him of what he had said. He immediately said, “Oh, I didn't mean anything by it.
That’s just the term I heard growing up. I’d never say it in front of customers.” Barb decided to
“relate in” as a way to ease the tension and possibly increase the chance he would consider her
perspective. So she said, “I relate. I heard that term and many others like it that no one told me
were offensive back then. I actually have to catch myself sometimes or I might unconsciously
use it, too. I did see a couple of people react when you used it, and I know it got my attention as
well.” He changed the topic and seemed to dismiss her input, but in the next meeting, he
referred back to that moment and apologized for using the offensive term.
I have found “Relating” to be one of the most productive tools I can use during difficult
situations. In the past, and still today, I have sometimes not reacted effectively when others
have disagreed with me or seemed to “resist” what I was saying. I would assume an adversarial
stance and push back or state my position more strongly which usually resulted in their digging
in their heels. I have found it far more useful to move out of this “right/wrong” energy and,
instead, initially explore how I can relate to the other person and their ideas. When I enter the
conversation using some of the following tools before I offer a different perspective, I find that
others tend to feel more acknowledged, respected, and open to considering my suggestion:
§

I relate to what you’re saying.

§
§

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

I also use Relating to shift my own triggered reactions. When I recognize I am judging
someone or wanting to distance myself from them, I can ask myself the following questions to
build more of a connection from which to engage:
§
§
§

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?

When I see myself in others and try to relate to those whose behavior is the source of my
triggered reactions, I am more grounded and emotionally present. From this energetic place, I
am far more likely to choose an effective response that aligns with my core values and positive
intentions.
At other times when I am triggered, I may not be ready to engage the person directly. It can
be useful to invite other members of the group to relate to what the person is saying using
some of these tools:
§
§
§
§

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…

These approaches not only give me more information and context but also the time and space
to center myself using the tools from earlier Steps. If it seems useful, after relating in, I may
offer additional information and possibly an alternative perspective for others to consider. I
find that people are more open to my ideas once they feel heard and that I have seriously
considered their points.

S: SHARE
Jamal was excited to talk with his manager, Alex, about the progress his team had been making.
Since their meeting two weeks before when his leader had finally signed off on the plan, the
team had moved quickly to research possibilities and was ready to sign a contract with the
preferred vendor. As Jamal was updating his manager, Alex interrupted and said he had
changed his mind and wanted to go in a different direction. Jamal was shocked and speechless
at first. As his boss started to talk about his latest idea, Jamal took a moment to calm himself
and decide his approach. When Alex paused to breathe, Jamal said, “I have to say I am surprised
and a little shocked by this change of direction. I thought we had already worked through
numerous options and had agreed to this at our last meeting.” When Alex dismissively said, “Yes,
but I think this will be better,” Jamal continued, “Actually, that idea seems similar to what we
discussed a while back. We have already spent an extra month coming up with the plan and I’d
like to continue in this direction. I am proud of all the hard work of my team and I believe this
would be a beneficial move for our organization.”
“Share” is the final set of tools in PAIRS. I find that difficult situations can escalate when
people are arguing about abstract thoughts and opinions. In these moments, I find more
success when I use self-disclosure to share my personal experiences, thoughts, and feelings. A
colleague told me about a time his manager was complaining about the lack of results from a
new team leader. He asked a few questions to understand more of the context and then said,
“You may remember when I first started in that role. I didn’t know what I was doing! It took me
at least a month to get my feet under me, and even longer to get a solid handle on how to get
things done around here. Do you remember?” When his manager nodded with a slight smile,
he continued, “You actually were a great help to me back then. You showed me the ropes
without making me feel too incompetent. What if I check-in on her and see if I can be of any
help?”

When I share more about myself and my experience, others seem to engage more
effectively and the conversation may shift out of the “head space” and into a more connecting
“heart space.”

Share to turn the tide
There are numerous ways we can use tools to Share during difficult situations, including:

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...
This reminds me of when….

If you want to share the impact of someone’s comments or behavior, you can say:
§ 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….
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?
For an expanded list of the PAIRS tools, visit www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
It takes great skill, presence, and self-confidence to effectively share in these ways during
difficult situations. When we authentically share our feelings, reactions, and personal examples
we may be better positioned to use triggering events as "teachable moments" where everyone
can develop powerful insights from honestly panning and reflecting on what is occurring in the
moment. I believe that the dynamics that occur during many difficult situations often mirror
those we experience in other areas of our work. If we can slow down the conversation and
honestly explore what is happening in the moment, then all involved may develop greater
insight, knowledge, and skill to more effectively handle similar difficult situations and conflicts
in other settings.

There is no prescription for the perfect time or place to respond after a triggering event.
There have been times I felt it would be more useful to talk to an individual privately either at a
break or afterwards. In a one-on-one setting they may be more likely to engage with less
defensiveness and more willingness to consider the feedback. More often, I tend to choose to
respond publicly so that everyone who was involved in the situation can hear my comment. In
this way my actions may support those negatively impacted during the triggering event and
open the door for productive dialogue and learning.

Exercise: Applying PAIRS to a difficult situation
Reflect back on a recent difficult situation as you review the sets of skills in this chapter. In your
journal, write down 4-5 different tools that may have been more productive ways to respond in
that moment.
Using PAIRS (Pan, Ask, Interrupt, Relate, and Share) has been incredibly productive for me
over the years, yet there still may be difficult situations that are not easily resolved with these
tools. In those cases, I’ve often suggested the group take a break to reflect and de-escalate the
level of emotion by saying:
•

I think it would be useful to table this conversation for a couple of days so we all have
time to reflect on what has been said and explore other possibilities.

•

I suggest we take a break and come back to this conversation after we each have some
time to reflect on what has been said and what may still be unsaid.

In some situations, it may also be prudent to consult with human resources personnel or your
supervisor to explore a wider range of options for resolution and response.

Whatever tools and approaches you choose at Step 6, it is most important that you first get
clear about your intention for responding by asking yourself:
•
•
•

What do I hope to accomplish in this moment?
How can I respond in ways that leave others feeling respected? And the group moving
towards our goals?
How might I feel if someone said this or did this to me?

If we have successfully completed all of the first 6 Steps in The Cycle, then our response will
most likely contribute to the group’s effectiveness and productivity. However, if our reaction is
ineffective or is a trigger for others, we can still try to find a useful resolution at Step 7.

Chapter 8: Step 7 - The Impact of Your Triggered Reactions
"We are dangerous when we are not conscious of our responsibility for how we behave,
think and feel."
~ Marshall Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life
I was co-facilitating a diversity training session many years ago when I responded to a
participant who had made a very sexist remark. I initially felt very good about my response until
he said, “You cut me off at the knees!” I couldn’t remember what I said to him because I was
“out of my body” when I reacted. But I do remember feeling deeply disappointed that whatever
I had done had felt so violent to him. My behavior had violated my core values of respect and
leaving people whole. Today, I have the skills to re-engage effectively and to work to repair the
damage, but at the time I just moved on.
A client I’ll call Robert told me of his over-reaction when his colleague, Lisa, showed up as
the “know-it-all” in a meeting he was leading. As this colleague was once again telling others
what to do and critiquing every idea that was proposed, as well as correcting his leadership
approach, he felt very angry and impatient. The next time Lisa started to speak he just couldn’t
listen anymore and so he focused on his notes to figure out how to move the agenda forward.
After a moment, he cut her off somewhat abruptly and refocused on the other participants.
When she tried to come back into the conversation a few minutes later, Robert ignored her and
kept addressing others in the room. Later that afternoon, one of the group members
mentioned to him how much they actually agreed with Lisa’s idea, but had noticed it didn’t get
much traction and that she had seemed shut down and withdrawn for most of the conversation.

Robert realized he had not been paying attention and had missed Lisa’s comment in the
meeting.
If we effectively navigate the first 6 Steps of The Triggering Event Cycle, then our impact on
others at Step 7 will most likely be productive and useful. However, when we react impulsively
on automatic pilot, our actions more often have negative consequences for those around us
and even for ourselves. In this case, the group lost an opportunity to explore a potentially
innovative idea and, in the future, may not get the best effort from Lisa. If Robert had more
effectively navigated his triggered reactions, he might have acknowledged her idea while also
gathering several more from the group and then inviting folks to identify the advantages and
possible downsides of all the ideas.
There are many ways we react ineffectively in difficult situations. If we are in the “fight”
mode we might self-righteously argue, interrupt, or debate to make our point, dismiss and
minimize the input of others, direct explosive emotions towards others, use sarcastic humor or
belittling comments to “correct” or embarrass others, aggressively attack or berate the person
with whom we disagree, or bully others into doing things our way. Out of the “flight” mode, we
might get very defensive and guarded, ignore and avoid the issue or dynamic, frantically try to
smooth over any conflict, or shut down and disengage from the conversation. If we “freeze,”
our less effective reactions include blanking out and forgetting what we had wanted to say, as
well as being immobilized by our emotions and unable to respond.
When we react in these ways, our actions not only undermine productivity and creativity,
they often can trigger others. And then their over-reactions may become another trigger for us,
and The Cycle repeats. One helpful tool to interrupt this continuous loop of multiple triggers is

to stop and ask ourselves, "Could I have done something earlier that may have triggered their
reaction?”
A client I’ll call Jen told me a story of how she felt caught off guard and defensive when a
colleague, with very intense energy, directed a pointed, sarcastic comment at her. She felt
angry and her initial thought was to pull away and disengage. Instead, she said, "I’m noticing
your comment. Did I say or do something that was offensive or triggering for you?" Her
colleague was a little taken aback at first but then said she hadn’t appreciated how Jen had
dismissed her earlier suggestion. Not fully remembering that situation, she asked the person to
say more about their experience and realized as she listened that she had been somewhat
flippant and dismissive of her colleague’s idea. She then invited others to weigh in about the
suggestion and the group had a productive conversation. Towards the end of the discussion,
Jen acknowledged the impact of her earlier comment and apologized for her off-handed remark.
It takes constant practice and presence for me to stop and wonder if I my behavior might
have been a trigger for others. I may not always name the dynamic as directly as Jen did, but if I
hold it as a possibility, then I am often less reactive and more open to ask questions of the
person whose behavior was my trigger. As a result, I often gain critical insights about myself,
deepen understanding, and build more effective working relationships.
How we react in unproductive ways may become a new trigger for ourselves as well. I felt
angry when a colleague made a racist remark, but I reacted in a way that was not at all effective.
Instead of staying in the conversation and trying again, I started to obsess about my “mistake”
and swirled in negative thoughts like, “You really blew it,” “You’re not as competent as you
think,” and “The people of color in the group have lost respect for you.” I missed the next

several minutes of the discussion and by the time I was able to refocus, the conversation had
moved on and I couldn’t find a way to circle back. The best I could do was to talk with some
colleagues after the meeting and identify a couple of ways I could respond more effectively the
next time this happened. Upon reflection, I wish I had been able to say something like, “I realize
what I just said wasn't very effective. I wanted to do something to acknowledge the impact of
your comment, but even now, I don't know what to say except I felt uncomfortable.” If I had
been able to do even this much, I trust that others would have offered their perspectives and
we could have reached a productive resolution in the conversation.
Exercise: Identify your common less effective reactions
In your journal, list some of the common ways you have reacted in difficult situations that were
unproductive. Then note the negative impact your behavior had on others as well as on
yourself at Step 7 of The Cycle. Think about how you could have responded differently in those
moments that would have been more useful and furthered organizational goals.

When I am feeling triggered, I am far less likely to notice (or care about) the impact my
comments and actions have on others. However, it is critical that we deepen our capacity to
stay present to ourselves while also observing and panning the group dynamics as we react. If
we do not notice and effectively respond when our reactive comments negatively impact
others, then the intensity of the conversation may escalate and spiral out of control.

Recovery Skills
I believe it takes great humility to effectively engage others when our behavior has had a
negative impact on them. I often want to explain, defend, and justify my actions, often by

blaming others for causing my reaction. It can be tempting to get into a tug-of-war over who
said what first and who started the chain reaction of triggers. I have found it far more
productive to, instead, take responsibility for the impact of my actions without demanding that
others do the same. If done with sincerity, acknowledging and exploring our impact will help
de-escalate the triggered energy in the room and open up a space for honest dialogue about
the mismatch between the intent and the resulting impact. It may not ever matter that others
do not reciprocate and take responsibility for their behaviors as well. Modeling recovery skills
will leave a powerful impression, rebuild damaged relationships, and serve as an example for
others to emulate in future situations.
You may remember the part of the story from the Introduction when Kerry became
extremely angry when her colleague’s coffee spilled on her blouse as she was rushing to a
meeting. Later that night, as she was telling her friend about how she had thought her
colleague was an “idiot” and gruffly reacted when she bumped into him, she realized that she
needed to go talk with him. The next day she stopped by his office and asked, “Do you have a
moment? I’d like to apologize for making you spill your coffee yesterday…” As he invited her to
take a seat he said, “No worries, accidents happen.” She continued, “Thank you for your grace,
and I should have been paying attention to where I was going. And I particularly wish I had not
had such an irritated tone with you. Plus, I owe you a replacement coffee!” He again said it was
no problem, and they talked for a few more minutes about a joint project and she left on a
positive note.
When I create another difficult situation with my triggered behavior at Step 7, it is a relief to
know that I can go back and talk to others about my unproductive reaction. My negative impact

doesn't have to be the end of the story. I can choose humility and courage as I revisit the
incident with others and make amends for my actions.
In these situations, I wish I could just hit a reset button and erase what I did or turn back the
clock and start again. Unfortunately, the only way out is through! If I notice behaviors that
might signal folks feel triggered by my actions (angry frowns, eye rolls, head shakes, crossed
arms, turning away, looking down, side conversations), I can slow down the conversation and
ask questions like, “Did I just have an impact on you?” or “It seems something I said had an
impact, am I right?” If I am still unclear, I can ask the person if they are open to sharing more
about the impact of my behavior. Once we understand another’s perspective, we can
acknowledge the impact and apologize for our comment. It is also helpful to thank them for the
feedback and talk about how we intend to change our behavior in the future.
Sometimes we may not have any negative intentions and others still feel triggered by our
comments or actions. In a recent training session on equity and inclusion, I was passionately
talking about my anger at the seemingly daily news reports of more and more people of color
across gender identity being killed while interacting with police. As I moved people into small
groups for the next activity, a participant came up to me and said she was so deeply triggered
she had shut down when I said that. She thought about “checking out” for the rest of the
session, but had committed to being honest in the workshop, and so she chose to speak up. I
asked her if she was willing to have a conversation with me and the whole group and she
agreed since there were several people sitting near her who were also triggered.
We stood in front of the room together and told the group what had happened. I thanked
her for her courage and asked her to say more about the impact of my comment. She told the

group that she had a blue ribbon tied around a tree in her yard to honor police officers and she
felt that the media was victimizing the police. As I looked around I assumed that there were
other people in the room who felt triggered by my comment as well as some who were now
reacting to her strong stance.
I acknowledged her passion and apologized for the impact of my comment and said, “I wish
I had shared more fully before. I believe that most police officers are committed, dedicated
public servants who sometimes have to risk their lives in the line of duty. And, as I hear story
after story of another death, I am outraged that a small minority of officers are abusing their
power and breaking the law.” She then said she agreed and felt so devastated for the loss of life
and for the families of the people who have been killed. I am grateful we had the space to talk
through this difficult situation and I believe the whole group benefitted from the experience.
In difficult situations, many people seem to hesitate, hold back, and stay silent - possibly out
of fear of negatively impacting others. While it is useful to be mindful of the potential impact of
our actions, we also cannot eliminate any chance of triggering others. We have to have faith
that we can repair and mend relationships when we engage others with humility, openness to
learning, and authentic regret. It is important that we accept the reality that what we say and
do may be a trigger for others and, if that occurs, we can seriously consider their feedback and
make amends as needed. At times, they may be reacting out of old wounds or from
misunderstanding what we said. And other times, we may realize that our behavior was out of
alignment with our core values or the organization’s expectations and we have an opportunity
to own our part and shift our behavior in the future.

Throughout our lives we will always encounter situations where others feel triggered by our
actions. Our first instinct may be to retreat or try to smooth things over. Instead, it is important
that we stay engaged and listen deeply to others in the moment. Recently, I have heard
numerous examples of workplace conflicts where someone with strong emotion says
something like, “What you said triggered me!” and the conversation stops abruptly. People
shut down, disengage, and move away from each other. I can relate to being at cumulative
impact and only being able to say something like, “I am so upset by what you said!” And
sometimes, I may not have wanted to explore it any further for fear of experiencing additional
triggers or micro-aggressions.
People who experience these types of comments may pull away because they are afraid
they made an irrevocable mistake or will now be seen as a bad person. Some have told me that
this dynamic of people saying, “You triggered me!” is evidence that people are misusing the
concept of triggers. I believe these dynamics may actually signal progress that at least people
are finally speaking their truth instead of stuffing their reactions or writing others off. However,
we can’t stop there. In these moments, especially if your behavior is being named as the source
of the trigger, we need to move towards others and stay engaged in the conversation. Recently
I was “called in” about the consequences of something I said, and, after a deep breath and a
quick prayer, I asked, “Can you say more?” By leaning into the conversation instead of pulling
away or shutting down we ended up having a powerful discussion that had many of us learn
and connect at deeper levels. The positive benefits of staying engaged in these moments will
yield significant, measurable benefits to the organization and the people involved, but only if

we have the courage to stay present, be open, and honestly reflect on how our behaviors may
have contributed to the difficult dynamics.
And, at times in which I have been the one expressing deep emotion, it has been so
powerful when others have joined me in meaningful dialogue to explore their impact. Once I
felt heard and understood, I was more inclined to take a closer look at why I felt so triggered in
that moment. Because I didn't have to use my energy to fight or argue with them, I was more
willing to go inside and figure out what intrapersonal roots had been retriggered. And I could
focus on identifying ways I could continue in my healing process, as well as honestly
acknowledge how my behavior may also have contributed to complicating the difficult situation.
Exercise: Explore possible recovery tools
Reflect back on several ways you reacted when you felt triggered that had a negative impact on
others. If you could have a “do-over,” what recovery tools would have helped you make
amends and repair the relationship? You may want to ask others for advice and coaching about
the ways you can respond more effectively at Step 7.

We can’t do this alone. We need the insights and coaching of others. It is critical that we
consistently seek feedback and counsel from trusted mentors and peers so we deepen our
capacity to effectively respond at Step 7 when our triggered reactions negatively impact others.
Life is a constant learning journey. We make progress step by step. In the spirit of Dr. Maya
Angelou:
“Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, you do better.”
~ Dr. Maya Angelou

And as we continually learn new skills and tools to respond effectively in difficult situations,
it is also critical that we focus on ways to minimize the chances we will feel triggered in the
future by prioritizing our self care and the healing of our intrapersonal roots.

Chapter 9: Maximize Your Effectiveness: Focus on Self-Care and
Healing Practices
“No matter how long you have traveled in the wrong direction, you can turn around.”
~ Simple Reminders
See if you can relate to this client’s story:
I wish I had just taken a moment before I answered his question. But when he first questioned
my research and then said my project plan was inadequate, I couldn’t help myself. I was so tired
from finishing up the presentation at 3am and was still getting over the flu, so I didn't have it in
me to pause, ask a question, and engage him more respectfully. I just snapped and, raising my
voice, “put him in his place”! It took me months to rebuild that relationship and regain his trust
and respect. As I look back, I realize that his question triggered a memory of the times this one
professor would publicly critique my work and never give me any positive feedback. Once I
unhooked these old memories from my experiences with my colleague and did some healing
work to take the sting out of those past situations, I was not as triggered by him anymore. In
fact, we are beginning to partner on a new project.
We lose so much of our time, energy, and organizational capital when we over-react and
mismanage difficult situations. But there is hope. We can use the tools at each Step to decrease
the intensity of our triggered reactions and even eliminate many of our hot buttons. In this
chapter, you will review self-care practices that can help minimize your feeling triggered during
difficult situations and then explore tools to deactivate the power of old issues and unresolved
situations that fuel your triggered reactions.

Self-care practices
So many clients and workshop participants tell me how exhausted and stressed out they are
at work. And no wonder! We have been socialized to take care of everyone else, to put others’
needs first, to do whatever it takes to fix, solve, and serve. And add to this the pressure and
expectation to be available 24/7/365, both virtually and personally. We are rewarded, even

promoted, for over-working, over-stressing, and over-doing. The level of expected performance
has consistently risen year after year due to a myopic focus on short-term gains without regard
for the devastating impact on the humanity of workers.
We each play a part in creating and maintaining these dynamics. Many of us believe we are
only worthy if we work extremely hard for very long hours and that we have to always be doing
more in the office, at home, and in the community. We have come to worship this culture of
busyness and gain a sense of self worth by how over-worked and exhausted we are. We feel
pressure to stay current with the relentless tsunami of information and connectedness on social
media. It seems almost impossible to take a break and turn away from these insistent demands.
We seem to come up with increasingly creative excuses for putting ourselves last on our “to-do
list”. Everything and everyone is always more important. There is never enough time to do it all.
We fear the backlash when we imagine if we even try to talk about the need to slow down, take
a break, or delegate some responsibilities. We feel guilty if we even think about changing our
feverish patterns. Like a hamster on a wheel, the fast-paced, frenetic momentum has a life of
its own and it feels very dangerous to try to jump off.
We believe in the illusion that we can keep up this pace just a little longer. But, each day,
our life force drains away more and more. If we do not begin to take better care of ourselves
we will continue to deplete our capacity to weather difficult situations and we will feel
triggered much more frequently. It is crucial that we pay closer attention to the warning signs
that our lives are out of balance and that we need to prioritize ourselves and our self-care. Do
you wake-up obsessing and replaying yesterday’s challenges over and over? With waves of selfdoubt and anxiety? Do you have insomnia and feel exhausted from lack of sleep? Do you spend

your time with family, friends, and colleagues complaining about people and situations? Feeling
resentful towards others? Are you isolating yourself? Have you depleted your energy stores so
much that you need caffeine and sugar just to function? Are you so wired at the end of the day
that you use alcohol or prescription drugs so you can wind down and possibly sleep? Are you
lethargic and fatigued much of the time? Like you are hung over from the constant rush of
adrenalin in your body? Do you have more headaches or seem to catch colds and flu more
easily? Have nagging aches and pains in your body? Have you lost your enthusiasm and passion
for work? For how you live your life?
“If another can easily anger you it is because you are off-balance with yourself.”
~ Scottie Waves
When we are off-center, we are far more easily triggered and if we do not change directions,
we will react with increasing ineffectiveness. We must invest as much time and attention into
ourselves as we do into our work, our friends and family, and our social/community life. We
cannot operate at our highest capacity if we are running on fumes and burning our candle at
both ends. We have to make ourselves a priority and constantly rebalance our life activities to
refill our stores of energy and replenish our emotional shield. We can no longer be useful and
of service to others if we are running on empty and burned out. And just like we need to bathe
every day, we have to focus on our self-care daily so that we have the capacity to live, work,
and serve to our full potential.
“Rest and self-care are important. When you take time to replenish your spirit, it allows you to
serve others from the overflow. You cannot serve from an empty vessel.”
~ Eleanor Brownn
One of the most common excuses I hear is, “I don’t have time to take care of myself.” A few
months ago, I decided to keep a daily record of how I use my time. When I reviewed my notes

from the week I was shocked to realize how much time I wasted on activities that did not add
much value to my life, like watching TV, zoning out on Facebook, and completing low priority
tasks so I could get the illusion of productivity. I also discovered that I am far more efficient and
innovative in the hours after I workout. So I have “found” more time lately by going to bed
earlier and working out in the mornings before I focus on top priority projects.
Exercise: Identify how you spend your time
On a sheet of paper, draw a large circle and create a pie chart with 12 equally-spaced
intersecting lines. Each space between the lines represents 2 hours of time. Near the edge of
the paper make a list of all the common activities you do in a day. Next use different colors to
fill in the spaces in the circle to represent how much time you spend in each activity. For
instance, if you sleep for 8 hours, you would use one color to fill in four spaces and label that
area “sleep.” If you watch a couple of hours of TV at night, you would use a different color to fill
in 1 space and label it “TV.” After you completely fill in the circle, notice how you spend your
time. Then, keep track of how you use your time over the next 1-2 weeks. As you review your
notes, identify 2-3 changes that will help you find more time for self-care.

A well-balanced life is key to taking care of ourselves. While each person’s schedule will
likely differ due to personality, current life issues, and interests, it may be useful to ensure that
you have enough time each day for the central elements of a healthy life, including work, play,
fun, exercise, socializing, good food, rest and relaxation, joy, self-enrichment activities, and
sleep. We all deserve meaningful work in our lives. When I am engaging in activities that feed
my soul I am re-energized. But I have to make sure I get enough sleep on a regular basis to

maintain my energy and stamina. Consistent exercise and movement can refuel our energy
stores and release built-up stress and anxiety. Eating a healthy nutritional diet is central to our
self-care. We are what we eat and a diet full of sugar, caffeine, alcohol, and other chemicals or
pesticides will deplete us over time. Many believe that drinking 8-10 glasses of water to flush
our system is a relatively easy way to create greater health in our lives. Getting enough rest and
quiet time can help deflect and ease the external noise in our lives. Meditation, prayer, or other
spiritual/religious practices can also be powerful tools for living on purpose and engaging
others effectively.
It seems that as we grow older we take less time to play and have fun. Unstructured time
and deep laughter are fabulous ways to re-center and refuel. Others find rejuvenation through
hobbies or learning activities that enhance their energy and good spirits. Whatever brings you
joy, happiness, love, and relaxation; whether it is through dancing, singing, art work, socializing,
community service, coaching a child’s sports team, hanging out with family members - do more
of these in your life!
There may be times when we need some additional support in order to lead healthy,
meaningful lives. Seeking counseling, coaching, or participating in 12-step programs can provide
significant insight and guidance during stressful and challenging times. Regularly attending to all
of these proactive self-care strategies will help us effectively navigate current life issues and
difficult situations, as well as minimize the chances that we will feel deeply triggered.

Set clear boundaries
“Let today be the day you learn the grace of letting go and the power of moving on.”
~ Steve Maraboli

I remember a time I received a blasting email from a work colleague, like one of those red
envelopes that get delivered by the owls in Harry Potter books! This had happened before and I
had tried to work through the issues with the person, to no avail. At that time, I had been clear
about how I expected them to interact with me in the future and made a commitment to
myself that I would not participate in this type of dysfunctional dynamic. As I began to review
my colleague’s email, I quickly realized how inappropriate it was and I deleted it without
reading it. I decided if they needed something from me, they could write back in a much more
respectful way.
Taking care of ourselves involves clarifying our needs and boundaries for what we want and
what we will no longer tolerate. People will push up against the boundaries we create and if we
have loose boundaries, they may violate them over and over again. But if we are willing to get
clear and hold the line, then others either will learn to respect and work within our clear
expectations or we may need to let go and walk away from people and situations that no longer
serve us.

Build a community of support
Creating and nurturing a meaningful social support system can be an invaluable source of
self-care. Reflect on the quality of your connections with friends, family and colleagues in your
life. Do you have enough spaces where you can be your full self? Where you can exhale and
breathe deeply? Where you can express yourself authentically and release? Are there people in
your life that feed your soul? Who appreciate and celebrate you? Who deeply recognize your
value and worth in the world?

Exercise: Assess your self-care practices
In your journal, draw several continuum scales using a 0-10 rating: 0 = not at all and 10 =
completely. Label the first scale “exercise,” and place an “X” at the number that reflects how
satisfied you are with the amount and quality of movement and exercise in your life. Create a
scale for each of the following areas as you rate your current self-care practices: work life,
healthy eating, sleep, time with family and friends, play, meditation, religious/spiritual practices,
activities that add joy and happiness to your life, rest and relaxation, emotional care and
release, stress management, activities that enrich your learning and creativity, ways to be of
service, etc.

I wish I could say I am peaceful and centered all the time and that I never feel triggered! But
I do notice that when I focus on my self-care, get enough sleep, am eating well, exercising, and
paying attention to my thoughts, I am far less triggered and far more likely to coach myself out
of any intense emotions before I react in ways that violate my core values.

The Body Compass
“You will know you made the right decision; you feel the stress leaving your body your mind,
your life.”
~ Brigitte Nicole, lessons learned in life
I learned how to use “the body compass” as a way to access my inner knowing during my
Life Coach Training program with Dr. Martha Beck. When I get quiet and tune into my body, I
can use the sensations I feel to give me guidance. This tool is especially useful when I am trying
to decide what I want to do. Once I have a sense of my body sensations that tell me “yes, do it!”
or “no way!” then I can consider different activities and notice how my body reacts. Recently, I

was asked to collaborate on an article and I was initially excited about the idea, but when I
slowed down and tuned into my body, I felt anxious and stressed out. My chest was tight and I
felt my energy drain away just thinking about the idea. In the past, I have ignored these
messages and pushed through to accomplish tasks I thought I had to do or one that others
expected from me. The result, as you can predict, was I felt more exhausted and burned out in
the end. Using the body compass to listen to ourselves in a deeper way can give us critical
information to help us live a more balanced life of self-care. When we are a witnessing
presence to our emotions and physical sensations, we can gain insights to guide our decisions.
“When I finally realized that I don’t have to please everyone, I became free to be myself.”
~ Katina Meyer
Exercise: Daily practice of reflection
Just like weeding a garden, we need to spend time each day reflecting on our actions, thoughts,
feelings, assumptions, and attitudes and pull out those that no longer serve us or align with our
core values. Each night we can identify those that deplete our energy and distract us from
focusing on our top priorities as well as note ones that add value, result in positive outcomes,
and bring us energy and joy. You may find it useful to complete morning journal entries to
determine your positive intentions and goals for each day.
“The more you stay focused on your blessing the less stressed your life will be.”
~ Jenni Young
Exercise: Express gratitude
Another daily practice that yields immediate results is to intentionally identify what I am
grateful for both when I wake up and just before I go to sleep. If I focus on gratitude, I set the
tone for my day and find that I am more productive and engage far more positively with others.
And, at those times when I may feel irritated or disappointed, I can balance my perspective by

also recognizing what I value and appreciate in others or the situation. From this stance, I am
far less likely to react ineffectively out of deeply triggered emotions.
“I have come to believe that caring for myself is not self-indulgent.
Caring for myself is an act of survival.”
~ Audre Lorde
I am recently getting over a cold that wiped me out for over a week. The thought of starting
to exercise again or to create a more balanced life while I am trying to finish this book feels
overwhelming! According to the laws of motion, it takes far more energy to start doing
something than to keep it going. This has been my experience. I dreaded going to the gym this
morning, but once I reached the 10-minute mark on the elliptical I felt like I could easily do
another ten! And going again tomorrow feels more doable. Push through the inertia and start
today to take better care of yourself. I suggest you set some goals in your journal and review
them every few days. You might start with writing out a few declarative statements like, “I
deserve to take care of myself,” “I can only serve others if I have deep energy reserves,” “I can
put myself at the top of my to-do list so I can be more useful to others,” and “There is enough
time.” Then, you can specify how you intend to take better care of your health and energy
levels as well as how you plan to create a more reasonable and revitalizing work/life balance.
Feeling deeply triggered can be a wake-up call that indicates that something is out of
balance in our life. In these moments, we may need to slow down, take a break, and check-in
with ourselves to see what we need in our lives. It may also signal that we need to put far more
emphasis on our self-care practices. We all need to be at our best if we are to create productive,
inclusive work environments. There is far too much critical work and meaningful change that

have to occur to create the world we envision for ourselves, our children, and our future
generations. We all need to be healthy, centered, and fortified for the long haul.

Triggers are a gift
“With everything that has happened to you, you can either feel sorry for yourself or treat what
has happened as a gift. Everything is either an opportunity to grow or obstacle to keep you from
growing. You get to choose.”
~ Wayne Dyer
A client I’ll call Teri told me about a meeting in which she felt deeply triggered when a
couple of her team members were having a disruptive side conversation while she was
discussing a recent policy revision. In a sharp, snarky tone she said something like, “Anything
you two would like to add?" She immediately regretted her reaction as she noticed the rising
tension in the room. As we discussed this in our session, I asked her to identify which of the
seven intrapersonal roots may have been fueling her ineffective response. As we talked, she
realized that she had felt anxious about the group’s reaction to the policy change and was
worried that she would have trouble supporting this policy since she didn't agree with it either.
As we delved even deeper, she remembered a time at her former organization when she had
been severely reprimanded for questioning her division leader about how a policy negatively
impacted staff across gender and class. As she talked more about that situation, out of the blue,
she remembered a painful memory of a time her mother had publicly disciplined her when she
had disagreed with something she said.
At times, when our triggered reaction is out of proportion to the current circumstance, we
have most likely reactivated old baggage and intrapersonal roots that we brought into the
situation. In my experience, I continue to trigger myself in similar instances until I have

completed enough healing work to decrease the power and sting of those old memories.
"I've come to trust not that events will always unfold exactly as I want, but that I will be fine
either way. The challenges we face in life are always lessons that serve our soul's growth."
~ Marianne Williamson
A client was deeply distressed that she had again felt triggered into remembering her
experience of sexual assault from over twenty years ago. She had spent significant time in
individual therapy, support groups, and several types of body work and had felt that, while she
never forgot the horrific experience, she had made peace with it and had moved on with her
life. As we talked, her frustration eased as she shifted her interpretation of this flash of memory
to be a sign that she was ready for another layer of inner work. I believe triggering events are
amazing gifts that illuminate areas in our lives and our past that need further attention and
healing. These moments can be a wake-up call that leads us to deeper self-awareness and
growth.
“Painful as it may be, a significant emotional event can be the catalyst for choosing a direction
that serves us more effectively. Look for the learning.”
~ Louisa May Alcott
Our triggered experiences may be an opportunity to see something about ourselves we
have been avoiding or overlooking. They may offer a chance to see something new about
ourselves we hadn’t recognized before. If we embrace the opportunity and lean into the
triggering moment with a sense of curiosity and wonder, we can ask ourselves questions, like:
“What am I supposed to be learning in this moment?” “What unresolved issues and old
baggage am I still carrying around that am I ready to let go of and release?” and “What life
lesson is here for me to learn?”

Exercise: Triggers as gifts
In your journal, reflect back on times you felt deeply triggered and identify the gifts you
received from those experiences. Did you identify attitudes or behaviors that no longer serve
you? Did you get a gentle nudge to do some more inner healing work and find greater freedom
from old traumas? Did you gain insights and life lessons about how you want to be in your life?
When I feel triggered, it has been helpful for me to repeat a mantra like, “I am open to the
learning of this moment. I am willing to learn and grow.” Take a moment to write out these
statements or any others that could remind you to stay open to the lessons of the triggering
event.

Focus on healing
I am convinced we can heal ourselves enough to minimize the impact of most of our
intrapersonal roots. As I continue to do healing work around my father and my experiences
with other men, I now rarely, if ever, feel deeply triggered in the same ways I did when men
would interrupt me or try to exert power over me. Now, I easily respond in productive ways.
Today, we have more tools to engage and respond effectively than we did in the past. We don't
have to react out of old habitual patterns and outmoded survival strategies. We can take back
our life and respond differently than we did when we didn’t have the skills or safety we needed.
But we first have to heal and release old traumas. It takes courage to honestly explore the past
and identify unfinished business and unhealed wounds. By using your current skills and wisdom,
you can be free from the baggage you have carried for so long. Healing old unfinished business
will help you complete these aspects of your past, learn from them, move on, and know you
have minimized the possibility of feeling deeply triggered by similar situations in the future.

"Everything is falling together perfectly, even though it looks as if some things are falling apart.
Trust in the process you are now experiencing."
~ Neale Donald Walsch
There are many effective ways to do healing work, including individual and group
counseling, community support groups, working with a spiritual adviser or mentor, life coaching,
executive coaching, Re-evaluation Counseling, 12-Step recovery programs, Nonviolent
Communication workshops, energy and body work, meditation, yoga, and numerous others.
Whatever path you choose, you deserve the space to heal the past, release old baggage, and
rewrite your stories about what happened so you can be free today to apply the lessons to your
life. I believe we each have an ethical responsibility to continuously do our inner healing work
so that our old wounds and unfinished business no longer seep out and negatively impact
others and undermine our effectiveness in the moment.

When my life is going well, I dread the thought of digging around in my intrapersonal roots
and unresolved old wounds. I ignore the gentle whisper of an issue or a fear, and push through
it because life is feeling pretty good at the moment and I don’t want to “ruin it.” However,
when I am feeling good is exactly the right time to invest in some deeper healing work because
I will have the strength, stamina and life balance to reflect on the past and identify new insights
without getting stuck and spiraling into difficult, scary spaces. And remember that pulling
weeds when they are small is much easier than when they have grown 3 feet tall and sent footlong roots into the ground. Listen for the whispers, the mild irritations, and the minor worries
as clues to deeper healing. Explore these and shift them when they are malleable, before they
take deep root. Because unprocessed issues, pain, anger and resentment will ALWAYS surface,
often when we least expect or want it to! So the proactive healing work we do when we are

feeling good in our lives will reap significant benefits for us as we respond more effectively in
difficult, challenging times.

Some clients tell me, “I am too old. I believe you should leave the past in the past!” I believe
it is never too late to heal and to reclaim more joy and freedom in your life. We need to be
gentle with ourselves in this healing process. Every insight, no matter how small, is important.
Every step leads to the next one. We may have years of habitual patterns and old wounds to
heal and release. But once we make the decision to invest in ourselves, we may find we can
heal rather quickly and shift our unproductive, reflexive reactions with increasing ease.
Exercise: Explore old wounds
I have found it invaluable to make the time and find a safe space shortly after I feel deeply
triggered to journal about my emotions and begin to explore the intrapersonal roots that fueled
my reaction. As I noted in Chapter 3, you can ask yourself some questions, including: “Who
does this person remind me of?” “What past situations seem similar to what I experienced
recently?” and “What feels familiar about this situation?” As in an earlier example, it is
important to not stop asking these questions after you find your first answer. Be willing to
continue to explore deeper down the root to see what older, unresolved issues may also be
fueling your reaction. Over time, it can be useful to look back and read what you have written
and add any insights and reflections as you review your entries. Writing about triggering events
in this way is a powerful reminder that triggers are a gift, a valuable teacher, and a path to
healing and liberation.

Release your emotions
You can also gain insights from being present as you express and release your emotions in a
safe, comfortable place. I remember feeling deeply triggered watching the movie “Rangoon.” I
started to unexpectedly sob at one scene and so went into the spare bedroom and stretched
out to cry and release my emotions. I had no idea why I felt so upset. After a few moments I
saw a flash of my mother in my mind and started to cry even harder. She had died a couple
years before and somehow I had triggered deep grief by watching the movie. To this day, I
don’t see a direct connection, though I am deeply grateful for that opportunity to grieve some
more for the death of my mother. Afterwards, I felt such love for her and deep appreciation for
all she gave me. Some people use a similar practice of making space whenever deep feelings
arise, while others access their feelings and find release through dance, drawing, music, writing
poetry, or other avenues. However you choose to create this sacred space, you deserve to
always find ways to safely experience and release your triggered emotions. I am so grateful to
have a community of friends and a life partner with whom I can explore triggering situations
and honestly express my emotions. I hope you cultivate a group of people who can be a
witnessing presence and support you in your healing journey.

Exercise: Your plan for healing old wounds and other intrapersonal roots
In your journal, make a plan for how you will take the next steps, with others and by yourself,
to resolve unfinished business and heal old wounds. You deserve to create this space! You
deserve to be free!

If you create and follow a lifelong practice of self-care and inner healing, I know you will
experience meaningful results. You will notice you are more centered and effective in your daily
activities and you will feel triggered far less often. You may even find you laugh and smile more
knowing you have all you need to make productive, intentional choices as you thrive in difficult
situations.

Chapter 10: We Always Have a Choice
“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our
response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.”
~ Viktor Frankl
I was under a deadline and about to call the person in IT who was supposedly helping me.
We had already exchanged several emails and they still hadn’t fixed the problem. I was irritated
and stressed out because I could not miss this deadline. As I started to pick up the phone, I saw
a card posted on my bulletin board that read, “PAUSE!” I am so grateful I listened to that
message or who knows what I might have said on that call! I took a couple deep breaths and
noticed the negative thoughts I kept replaying, “This problem should have been fixed days ago!
They better be able to help me right now! How incompetent can they be?” As I breathed again,
I saw two other notes posted in front of me, “It all works out in the end” and “It’s never too late
to be what you might have been.” I am so grateful I had the presence of mind to stop myself in
the moment and use some of the tools from The Steps to shift my story and turn the tide. I felt
so much more centered after repeating my new interpretations, “They are doing the best they
can. Maybe this is a far more complicated problem than I think it is. If I am calm and grateful for
their efforts, it may help them be less anxious and better able to help me.” I imagined the
problem completely solved as I called to ask if they needed anything further from me at this
point. I was respectful, understanding, and actually, rather delightful! Funny thing, they had the
solution to me by the end of the day. These tools saved me hours of stressing and obsessing!
I hope you realize you are not alone. It is very common to feel intense emotions during
difficult workplace situations. And some particular colleagues seem to give us endless

opportunities to practice these skills! It’s not something to be ashamed of or an indicator of
incompetence. Triggering events are not problematic in themselves; however, how we react
can result in misunderstanding, escalating conflict, unproductive interactions, and resentment.
The goal is not to stuff our feelings or never feel triggered, but, instead, to develop the capacity
and the toolkit to intentionally choose how we respond in every moment. To turn off the
automatic pilot and be thoughtful, not thoughtless. In difficult situations, others may act
unprofessionally around us, but we can use the tools in The Cycle to respond with the respect,
confidence, and clarity that meet our needs and help the organization move forward. As Victor
Frankl reminds us, there is this space between the stimulus and our reaction where we have a
choice. We have the power to choose how we will respond and what impact we intend to have
on others.
And if at times we react unproductively in difficult situations, we can always begin again.
We can acknowledge our impact and work to rebuild relationships. I believe that well-facilitated
difficult conversations can provide powerful benefits in the workplace, including opportunities
to clear up miscommunication, accelerate understanding of differing perspectives, build more
effective relationships, and identify innovative solutions to complex problems. Authentic,
engaged discussions ignite productivity, increase clarity, and mobilize team effectiveness.
At the same time, triggering events have given me amazing opportunities to learn and grow
as a person and as a leader. When I shift my focus away from obsessing about others to
examining my own reactions and intrapersonal roots, I find a treasure chest of insights and
opportunities for further growth, healing, and skill development. Over time, I have developed a
far greater capacity to stay present during difficult situations and intentionally respond in ways

that align with my core values and further organizational goals. I have come to believe that it is
not the situation, per se, that is the issue, but my reaction to it that holds the keys to greater
effectiveness and my freedom. Today, I am far less triggered than I used to be and I more
effectively facilitate difficult conversations when others are experiencing intense emotions.
I hope you discovered a wide variety of tools, concepts, and ways of being that help you
anticipate, prepare for, and effectively navigate the intrapersonal and interpersonal dynamics
you experience during difficult workplace situations. There is a Quaker saying, “Let your life be
your teaching.” I believe what we “teach” as we react in triggering events may have a far
greater impact on others than most anything else we do as leaders. If you work with others,
particularly in a developmental or supervisory capacity, I believe we have an ethical
responsibility to continually deepen our competencies and self-awareness to effectively
navigate triggering events so we model the skills and values we espouse.
I hope you track and celebrate your progress and success. Make a personal commitment to
yourself to prioritize your development. Continue to deepen your awareness of your common
triggers and implement a self-care and healing practice to explore and resolve your
intrapersonal roots. Create opportunities for work teams and committees to talk about
triggering situations and learn ways to effectively navigate through conflict and disagreement.
Pay greater attention to the impact of your comments and actions and, if necessary, apologize
as you rebuild relationships. And, maybe most important, be patient with yourself when you
feel triggered. It may take a lot of practice before you readily use these tools in everyday work
experiences. And if you occasionally make a mistake, remember you can learn as much from

your ineffective reactions as when you respond productively. And you can always go back and
make amends for the impact of your actions.
I want you to be the most powerful and effective instrument of leadership and change you
can be. I want you to make a significant difference in your life and leave a legacy that continues
to help others for generations to come. I believe the tools in this book are critical to our ability
to achieve these goals and to show up as our best selves each and every moment. And the next
time you are in a difficult situation, I hope you pause to use these skills so you can say “yes” to
this powerful question from Allan Lokos,
“Am I about to speak and act as the person I want to be?”
If you would like more resources, please visit my website to download additional worksheets
and exercises about navigating triggering events, www.drkathyobear.com/book-worksheets
And I would love to hear from you! You can contact me at
https://drkathyobear.com/contact to share your top three take-aways from the book and
updates on your progress as well as more examples of difficult, triggering situations!
I look forward to our paths crossing again in the future.
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Thank you
Thank you for reading my book! I hope you found a treasure chest of tools and skills
that you will dig around in for years to come! To show my appreciation, I want to give you
access to my 10-minute Training Video that describes the dynamics of triggering events,
as well as a Companion Discussion Guide to help you lead “Lunch & Learn” sessions in
your organization. Visit www.drkathyobear.com/book-gift to access these resources.
For information about working with me as an Executive Coach or Life Coach, as
well as upcoming webinars and in-person training events, visit my website,
www.drkathyobear.com or contact me directly www.drkathyobear.com/contact.
To schedule a free 30-minute strategy session to explore the possibility of us
working together, use this link www.drkathyobear.com/complimentary-session.

