
Communicating Mindfully 
in conflict and difficult situations 

“If you do 
 what you always did, 

you always get 
 what you always got.” 

 —Anon. 

Presenter: Carol Perry 
 

      If we identify only with form, our life will remain 
confined to known, familiar structures. But if we try to 
live only as pure emptiness, or absolute being, we may 
not engage with our humanity. In absolute terms, the 
personal self is not ultimately real; at the relative 
level, it must be respected. 

                                                              John Welwood 
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Looking In The Direction That Helps 
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Beliefs – Behaviours 

Espoused Ideal 
Beliefs / Values 
 
e.g.,loving kindness, 
compassion 
equanimity, skillful 
speech, skillful action 
diversity, non-
violence, equality 

Intended 
Behaviour 
 
e.g.mindfulness, 
co-operation,  
negotiation, 
consultation, 
listening, 
empathy,  

Trigger 
Event 

Compulsions 
of  
Conditioning  
 
Greed, Hatred, 
Delusion 

Actual 
Behaviour 
 
Fight / Flight 
 
Aggressive, 
Passive, 
Passive-
agressive 
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Mindfulness and Differentiation 
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No Mindfulness, No Differentiation 
No choice and default to Controlling 

withdrawal 

arguing 

blame 

advice 

judgment 

aggressive 

enmeshment 

Disconnected from my  body & feelings 
I don’t know what I need. 

 So I can’t tell you what I need.  I focus 
on fixing you so you can make me OK 

Mindfulness and Differentiation 
Choice and Skillful Speech 

Turning in the direction that helps. 
Connected to my body and feelings, so I  

know  what my needs are. 
I can tell you what I need 

I disclose my 
needs 

and concerns 

I listen to your 
needs and 
concerns 

We negotiate 
when we have 

differences 

Separation, alienation Connection and empowerment 
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Physiology of Emotional Reactivity 

FIGHT OR FLIGHT RESPONSE 

Heart rate and blood pressure increase.  
Large muscles prepare for quick action. 

From: “Emotional Intelligence”, Daniel Goleman 
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The Eight Basic Feelings 

Happy 
My experience of 

aliveness/fulfillment 
Passionate 

My experience of 
attaching to fulfillment 

Excited 
My experience of 

happiness about to happen 

Contented 
My experience of 

happiness maturing 

Afraid 
My experience of 

hurt about to happen 

Sad 
My experience of 

hurt healing 

Angry 
My experience of separating 

from a hurt that I have 
decided won’t go away 

Hurt 
My experience of deadness, 

or being damaged, destroyed or diminished 

(Stoic) 
I don’t feel my feelings 
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Physical Sensations 

 Pressure  Tickling  Sick 
 Creeps  Gooseflesh  Knot 
 Heavy  Itchy  Wound up 
 Light  Tingling  Buoyant 

 Prickle  Pulsing  Sunken/sinking 
 Hot  Shaking  Smelling 
 Cold  Shiver  Tasting 
 Icy  Shudder  Hearing 

 Warm  Shaky  Rush 
 Rigid  Tense  Flush 
 Tight  Stiffening  Beating 

 Cramp  Spasm  Palpitating 
 Ache  Gripe  Tears 

 Hollow  Empty  Nausea 

Some words describing physical sensations. Sensation is a reference point that connects us to the present moment.   
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Thinking 

 Planning  Devising  Analysing 
 Associating  Fantasising  Supposing 

 Imagining  Inventing
 Remembering 

 Inquiring  Worrying  Questioning 

 Evaluating  Reflecting  Judging 

 Speculating  Criticising  Exaggerating 

 Expecting  Estimating  Anticipating 

 Obsessing  Considering  Stereotyping 

 Pondering  Elaborating  Deliberating 

 Appraising   Comparing 

Here are some words describing different forms of thinking.  There is usually a feeling / emotional state associated with 
thinking.  For example, if the thinking is “planning”, they you may feel excited, afraid or happy. 
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Feelings Mixed with Evaluations 
“I’m in a state” verbs 

abandoned 
abused 
accepted 
attacked 
blamed 
betrayed 
caged 
cheated 
cornered 
criticised 
distrusted 
dumped on 
hassled 
ignored 
inadequate 
insulted 

intimidated 
isolated 
invalidated 
invisible 
left out 
let down 
manipulated 
misunderstood 
neglected 
overpowered 
overworked 
patronised 
pressured 
put down 
rejected 
ripped off 

When one of these words comes to mind, look behind it.  Ask: “When I think I am ……… (fill in the word) 
what I am feeling?” Then express the feeling behind the thought, e.g. “When I think I am neglected I feel 
lonely, sad or worried.”   

smart 
smothered 
stupid 
threatened 
trampled 
tricked 
unheard 
unimportant 
unseen 
untrusted 
unwanted 
unworthy 
used 
violated 
worthless 
worthy 
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Non-Feeling Expressions 
adapted from Marcelline Brogle, May 1994 

I feel like… 

I feel it… 

I feel you… 

I feel that… 

I feel as if… 

I feel I (he, she, they)… 

Feelings are not likely expressed after the following phrases: 

Thoughts, evaluations, judgments and criticisms usually follow these phrases. 

Carol Perry, adapted from NonViolent Communication. www.cnvc.org 
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Incident Chart 

Insight:   Please choose a conflict incident in which you were not satisfied with your response/behaviour. 

Trigger Event 
(What happened) 

Your response to the 
Trigger Event 

The goal of your 
response 

Did it move you 
towards connection 
or understanding? 

In what way was your 
behaviour unsatisfying or  
unfulfilling? 
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Fatal Peril Signals 

Signals 

Thoughts Emotions Sensations 

Danger 
 Signal 
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Fatal Peril Signals 

What’s happening to you? Managing “Fatal Peril” 

Head (thoughts) 
I am thinking… 

Heart (feelings) 
I am feeling… 

Physical / Body (sensations) 
The physical sensations I am feeling are… 
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Power Game Triangle 

Socially learned, dependent and controlling states of mind / roles 

Relatively 
Powerful 

Aware Self 

RESCUING 
“Aggression” - Persecutor in sheep’s clothing 
“I’m OK.  You’re not OK. 
“Other people need my help.” 

•  Solves problems for others by helping too 
much and too often 

•  Does not take care of self or pay attention to 
own needs 

•  Acts as a buffer between persecutors & victims 

PERSECUTING / BULLYING 
Aggression 
“I’m OK.  You’re not OK.” 
“It’s got to be your fault.” 

•  Often wins in the short term 
•  Frequently alienates others 

PLAYING VICTIM 
Non-assertion 
“I’m not OK.  You’re OK.” 
“I’m helpless and I need 
someone to fix things for me.” 
•  Maintain self-pity 
•  Stays stuck in inappropriate situations 

Pay off: 

Your behaviours: 

Pay off: 

Your behaviours: 

Copyright: The Conflict Resolution Network, PO Box 1018, Chatswood, NSW 2057 Australia (02) 9419-8500 

Pay off: Your behaviours: 
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Powerful Aware Self 

Breathing 
Grounded 
Centred 

Positive self talk 
Calm, relaxed 

Well developed observing or witnessing mind 
Aware of thoughts, emotions and sensations 

Sense of well-being is not dependent on what others do 
Does not need to win in a relationship 

Does not look for right or wrong 
Does not blame 

Sees the bigger picture 
Tolerant 

Flexible mind 
Adaptable 

Perceptive – 
listens at many levels 
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Inquiry and Co-Creation Circle 

Inquiry and 
Co-Creation 

(add your own word)  
__________________________________ 
•  Listen to others to find out needs 
•  Offer constructive feedback 
•  Reduce blame and criticism 
•  Include others in open and more 

flexible decision-making 
•  Show respect for all needs.  

Incorporate as many as viable 
•  Encourage sharing of expertise 
•  Provide information 
•  Acknowledge own needs and concerns 
•  Express own needs assertively 

Persecuting à Consulting 

(add your own word)  
__________________________________ 
•  Clarify own needs and concerns 
•  State needs assertively 
•  Ask questions to check how much help 

is appropriate 
•  Assist those playing persecutor and 

victim to listen to each other 
•  Ask questions to explore perspective of 

others 
•  Discuss consequences of persisting 

with current behaviours 
•  Help others develop strategies for 

effective problem-solving 

Rescuing à Facilitating 

(add your own word)  
__________________________________________ 
•  State assertively own intentions and perspectives 
•  Clarify and state own needs 
•  Seek appropriate support, information, skills and assistance 
•  Acknowledge that others have needs 
•  Ask questions to explore others’ needs and concerns 
•  Avoid blaming others and circumstances 
•  Reduce demand on others 
•  Check own motivation; am I willing to fix the problem? 
•  Choose and act upon a realistic option 

Playing Victim à Taking Responsibility 

Courtesy of Conflict Resolution Network 
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Managing Fatal Peril 

A Trigger Event is an incident 
that I take as a threat to my 
image of myself.  Trigger 
Events fit into one or more of 
the following categories: 
•  My authority is defied 
•  Services are denied 
•  I feel devalued or 

unsubstantiated 
•  My expectations are not 

met 

Some Trigger Events I can let go, 
but some lead to a state of fear 
called Fatal Peril.  When I 
experience Fatal Peril I have the 
same physiological responses as 
if someone was attacking my life.  
When I am not aware of the Fatal 
Peril moment, I will react with 
habitual fight/flight controlling and 
defensive behaviour.  When I am 
aware of the mental and physical 
signals of Fatal Peril, I can 
choose an assertive and effective 
response instead. 

Trigger Events Fatal Peril 

If I don’t recognise the signals of Fatal Peril, I 
unconsciously move into and cycle around the 
socially conditioned, dependent and controlling 
roles of the Power Game Triangle. These roles 
are: 
Persecutor:  I use aggressive behaviour both 

overt and covert to get what I 
want immediately 

Rescuer:  I deny my own needs and give 
disempowering ‘help’ to others 
regardless of whether they want 
help.  I do this so that people will 
need me and become dependent 
on me 

Victim:  I play victim in order to get other 
people to look after me so that I 
don’t have to take responsibility 
for myself.  I act helpless, I blame 
others for my circumstance and 
stay stuck in inappropriate 
situations 

The Power Game Triangle 
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Managing Fatal Peril (continued) 

The Power Game Triangle 

Once I have moved into the roles of the Power Game 
Triangle I go through the same predictable stages in 
each controlling incident: 
•  Thingafy the other – make them into a thing or an 

object so it is OK to go ahead and hurt them.  Some 
of the common ways in which we thingafy others are: 
the brat, the bitch, the bastard, the pig, the nerd, the 
incompetent, etc. 

•  Chase – this can be physical or verbal. 
–  Physical: march, flounce or bang fist 
–  Verbal: start an argument 

•  Reverse chase – deliberately push the other 
person’s buttons to get them to attack, so I can justify 
my controlling behaviour – “Well what else could I 
have done, he/she did/said…” 

•  Take action – from either Persecutor, Victim or 
Rescuer.  The action can be internal or external 

To manage Fatal Peril, stop my controlling behaviour and 
take assertive and effective action I need to: 
•  Recognise the signals of Fatal Peril – sensations/

body, emotions/heart and thoughts/head 
•  Hold Fatal Peril then breathe, ground and stop toxic 

thinking patterns 
•  Recognise that my difficult emotions arise from my 

unmet expectations.  The incident or situation is a 
trigger for my expectations 

•  Choose a wise and appropriate response 

Managing Fatal Peril 



© CAROL PERRY 2008 
Page 18 

Managing Fatal Peril (continued) 

I don’t like to think of myself as controlling or as behaving as a Persecutor, Victim 
or Rescuer, so I find ways to hide from the reality of my behaviour: 

Ways I Fail to Account for My Controlling Behaviour 

Denial 
“I wasn’t controlling” 
“I don’t do this behaviour” 

Minimise 
I only… 
“I only raised my voice a bit” 
“I only walked out for a while” 

Blame 
“he/she…; 
 tired, stressed” 

Collusion 
Laughing at my controlling 
behaviour 
Gleefully telling others what I did 
“Guess what I said to…. 
I really told them……..!” 
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A Controlling Incident 

Think of an incident when you were controlling.  Identify the moments. 

Trigger 
Event 

Authority defied or 
services denied 

You are devalued 
or unsubstantiated 

in some way 

Expectations 
not met 

or 

or 

What happened – 

Into 
“Fatal Peril” 

What 
happened – 

“Thingafy” 

What did you 
do or say – 

Chase or 
Reverse 
Chase 

What did you 
do or say – 

Action 

What did you 
think, do or say – 



© CAROL PERRY 2008 
Courtesy of Bill Moyer Page 20 

Deconstructing a Reactive Response 

Trigger Event 

Type of Trigger 
•  Service denied 
•  Authority defied 
•  Image not upheld 
•  Expectation not met 

Image destroyed 

Fatal Peril 
Describe your 
•  Thoughts 
•  Emotions 
•  Sensations 

“Thingafy” 
How I closed off to their 
views and needs 

Chase 
•  Verbal, physical 
Reverse Chase 
•  Pushing their buttons 

Action 
Victim, Persecutor, Rescuer 
or Powerful Aware Self 
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Dominator 
Approach 

TRIGGER 
EVENT 

1. 
Fatal Peril 

2. 
Centre 

3. 
Empowered 
 Aware Self 

4. 
Peaceful Action: 

Fulfilling 

Stays in fatal peril Off-balance, tense, 
resisting 

Persecutor, victim 
and rescuer 

Situation stays the 
same or deteriorates - 

unfulfilling 

Empowered and 
Peaceful Approach Identify, hold and release Centre body and mind Aware Create an action plan 

1. Recognise fatal peril 
by noticing three (3) 
signals 
•  Body (sensations) 
•  Heart (emotions) 
•  Head (thoughts) 

2. Breathe and relax 

1. Centre the body – 
breathe 

2. Ground the body – notice 
sensations of gravity, 
weight, connection with 
the ground or the seat 

3. Create an energy field 
around yourself 

4. Open your attention to 
include the other person 

1. Notice my feelings (the 8 
basic feelings) – how am I 
hurt?  What hidden part is 
activated? 

2. What do I need to give up? 
3. What are my needs now? 
4. I will not hurt the other 

person or myself 
5. Who is the issue between? 

My happiness and fulfillment does 
not depend on the other person or 
the event.  The issue is whether I 
exercise my choice of acting in an 
empowered and peaceful way. 
 
This is not about: 

•  Who is right or wrong 
•  Defending my image 
•  Justifying my actions 

Someone’s 
actions or an 
event does not 
meet my 
expectations 
and threatens 
my image of 
myself 

An Empowered Peaceful Attitude 
1. Recognition 

•  I recognise the “attack” on my image of myself 
•  I recognise that I cannot control the person or the 

situation 
2. Non-Resistance 

• How am I fabricating stories around the situation, e.g., 
Am I doing paranoia or black and white thinking? 

• How am I competing with the person or situation? 
•  I am invincible when I am not competing for anything? 
•  I am a safe person: everyone can feel safe 

An Empowered and Peaceful Response 

Curiosity, empathy and 
disclosure breaks the cycle 
 
Your plan could include: 
•  Understand the other 

person or situation 
•  Ask open ended questions 
•  Admit your own mistakes 
•  Disclose your hurts and 

fears. State your needs 
•  Withdraw or do nothing (as 

an empowered action) 
•  Independent action if 

needed 
•  Negotiate – state your 

needs.  Find out their 
needs.  Think of ideas for a 
mutually agreed situation 
(using a needs-based 
negotiation process) 

•  Seek assistance of a third 
party 


