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When It Hits Home

Maintaining Presence and Managing Reactivity in Conflict

Participant Guide

Misha Safran, PCC - Cassandra Waterman

This guide is yours to write in, return to, and share. It accompanies the webinar but is
designed to be useful long after—as a reference, a self-reflection tool, and a reminder that
the capacity to stay present is a practice.

The Central Question

What do we do when the conflict is also ours?

Every conflict professional has a history. Sometimes a conflict walks through the door that
touches it directly—whether it echoes a personal loss, a family pattern, or a deeply held value.
These moments test our ability to stay grounded and genuinely present.

Tonight we explore what happens internally when conflict triggers our own experience, and build
practical tools for recognizing, managing, and working skillfully with reactivity—so it informs
rather than hijacks our practice.

Opening: What Just Happened?

We opened with a brief roleplay. Before reading on, take a moment to capture your initial
reaction.

Reflect:

What came up for you as you witnessed the confrontation? Where did you notice it—in your body,
your thoughts, your breath?

Reflect:

What do you think was happening internally for the person doing the confronting? What did their body
language tell you?



The Landscape of Reactivity

What is reactivity?

Reactivity is the internal response—bodily, emotional, cognitive—that arises when something in
the room activates something in us. It is biological before it is behavioral: the amygdala fires

before the prefrontal cortex can intervene.

Being moved by what you witness is not a failure of neutrality. The question is whether you are

driving or being driven.

Reactivity can be a source of connection—when we recognize it, it can deepen our
attunement to others. The goal is not to eliminate it, but to meet it with awareness.

Triggered vs. Attuned

The following table describes the difference between being triggered (activated without
awareness) and being attuned (present with your experience and theirs).

Triggered

Attuned

Narrowed awareness—tunnel vision on the
threat

Involuntary: an emotional hijack happened
before you noticed

You've been activated by something in your
history

Disconnection from the party you're meant to
accompany

Urgency to fight, freeze, flee, or faint

How do we know in our body?

Open and expansive awareness

Choice in how you respond

You're present to the current moment and
relationship

Emotional resonance that connects you with
the party

Presence with your own experience and theirs

The body is your earliest signal. Learning to read it before our internal stories takeover creates

space for us to make a choice.

When triggered, you may notice:

When attuned, you may notice:

Agitation, restlessness, discontentment

Calm, patience, a sense of being at peace




Racing thoughts; a felt need to fix something Reflective, no physical urgency to act

Sweaty palms, racing heart, faster speech Intentional breathing, relaxed body, open
posture

Jaw clenching, shoulders rising, stomach Feet on the floor; weight settled; breath full

dropping

Reflect:

Is there anything missing from these lists that reflects your own experience of being triggered or
attuned?

Why It Happens: Key Concepts

Countertransference

When a party’s story resonates with our own unresolved experience, our responses can shift
from professional presence to personal echo. We may find ourselves reacting to who a party
reminds us of, rather than to who they actually are.

Example: A mediator who experienced a domineering parent finds it difficult to maintain
neutrality with a controlling party.

Value Conflicts

When what'’s unfolding in the room violates something we hold deeply—fairness, honesty,
safety—our protective instincts activate, often before we've named the value that was touched.

Example: A conflict professional who values honesty above all else struggles to stay present
with a party they perceive as deceptive.

Vicarious Trauma

Sustained exposure to others’ distress leaves residue. We may find ourselves carrying pain that
isn’t ours, and not noticing the weight until it has already affected our presence.

Example: After years of working with families in crisis, a practitioner finds themselves dreading
sessions, emotionally flat, or easily flooded.

The Neuroscience of Threat Response

The amygdala responds to perceived threat before the thinking brain (prefrontal cortex) can
process what’s happening. This is why reactivity feels involuntary. It's because, neurologically, it
often is. Naming what’s happening shifts the brain from reactivity to observing.



Reflect:

Have any of these shown up recently for you? Which concept resonates most with your own
experience right now?

Staying Present: Skills & Tools

Before the Engagement: Centering Practices

The most powerful regulation happens before you enter the room. A committed preparation
practice changes what the nervous system has available when it needs it most.

What practices support you to be able to arrive present? Some examples include:
* Grounding / centering (see practice below)
» Journaling before a session
» Conversations with trusted colleagues, or friends
* Physical movement, breath work, or a quiet walk
* A personal ritual that signals transition into your professional role

Reflect:
What would it take for you to commit to a centering practice? How much time would you need?

In the Moment: The Inner V

This tool comes from the 40-hour training. It is a process for going deeper into a reaction rather
than repressing it—moving down through layers of feeling until you reach a place of genuine
connection, then returning to the party from that place.

It is not what you say, but the place inside you from which you are saying it that makes all the
difference.



THE INTERNALY

OUTSIDE

BODY/
BREATH

JUDGMENT/
FEELINGS/

ANGER/
FEAR/ EXPRESSION
PAIN
OPEN TO OTHER(S)/
EMPATHY
CONNECTION
| Going in 1 Coming back
Step 1: Body & breath Step 4: Open to them
Where in your body do you feel it? Tightness, With curiosity: what might be happening in this
jaw, breath? person?
Step 2: Surface-level feelings Step 5: Empathy
Irritation, blame, righteousness. Notice them, bit The physical and emotional resonance where
also let yourself feel these. you actually feel the other person's emotions in
your own body to understand them

Step 3: Deeper feeling Step 6: Expression
Fear, pain, your own history. What is this really Speaking from a connected place

about?

The connection point — bottom of the V

Other In-the-Moment Strategies

Breath as anchor:

A slow exhale activates the parasympathetic nervous system. Three conscious breaths can
interrupt the amygdala’s takeover.

Recognizing physical cues:

Observing “I notice tightness” shifts the brain from reactive to observing. You become the
watcher of the reaction, not only the reactor.



Grounding in the body:

Feel your feet on the floor. The weight in your chair. This redirects attention from the story in
your head to the physical present.

Conscious self-disclosure:

Sometimes naming your experience with intention can help, for example: using a phrase like “I
want to make sure I’'m fully here with you” can restore connection and model authenticity.

The Rewind: What Attunement Looks Like

In our second roleplay, we replayed the same scenario—with Cassandra attuned rather than
triggered. Below, capture what you noticed.

Reflect:

What was different in the second roleplay? What did you notice in the body language, tone, pacing, or
quality of attention?

Reflect:

What internal shift do you imagine happened for Cassandra between the two versions? What might
she have done in the moments before?

Key Takeaways

—

Reactivity is biological before it is behavioral. Meeting yourself with curiosity, not
judgment, is the first skill.

2. The body is your earliest signal. Learning to read what’s happening internally before our
internal narratives take hold is what creates choice.

3. Judgment builds a wall. The Inner V is a tool that can help you dismantle it and use it as
a source of connection

4. Preparation is a professional responsibility, arriving present before the conflict arrives
with us helps set us up for success.

5. Being moved is not a failure. Reactivity can be a source of connection—the question is
whether you are driving or being driven.

Personal Commitment

What can you personally commit to in an effort to maintain presence?



Reflect:
One thing | am taking away from today, and one step | will take this week to practice it:

For Further Exploration

Suggested reading

* Inside Out by the Transformative Mediation Foundation (companion to the 40-hour
training)

* The Body Keeps the Score — Bessel van der Kolk
»  Wired for Story — Lisa Cron (on how our brains construct narrative from experience)
* The Art of Gathering — Priya Parker (presence and intentionality in convening)

Next in this series

Webinar 2: Below the Surface

Reading the Unspoken in Conflict

July 23 - 9:00 AM Pacific / 12:00 PM Eastern
Presenters: Sethu Laxmi Nair & Misha Safran, PCC

Connect with us
» Center for Understanding in Conflict: centerforunderstandinginconflict.org
» Watch your email for a follow-up survey — your feedback shapes the series.
* Questions or reflections? Reach out to CUC directly.

Thank you for your presence today!



