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Purpose Civil discussions occur when we are able to regulate the cognitive and emotional 

information necessary to bring our best selves to the task of talking about challenging issues. This can be 
especially difficult when the conversation includes people who may or may not share our values and 
perspectives. Break downs happen. We can quickly become swamped by too much information, 
conflicting expertise, not to mention the distraction our own moods, prior experiences, and emotional 
reactivity can add to the situation.  
 

This workshop will assist participants in preparing for, and engaging in, thoughtful, civil conversations in 
private and small group settings. Today's skills-building activities also serve as a platform for the League of 
Women Voters of Bellingham/Whatcom County to learn more about how their members and guests 

approach a complex topic tax reform. Your discussions will help the League learn more about 
information and resources that could help the public engage in civil discussions about reforming 
Washington State’s tax structure. 

 

Learning Objectives Participants in this 2 hour training will: 

 Develop a basic understanding of the biology of conflict, physiological responses and become 
more familiar with how the brain approaches highly complex, values-based discussions. 

 Develop and practice communication strategies to manage your own tendencies for 
escalation and what you can do to bring your best to the conversation. 

 Develop and use open questions and neutral issue framing to support productive discussions. 
 

 

Trainers 
 

Mary Dumas, Dumas & Associates, Inc., is a mediator, facilitator, and trainer specializing in the 

productive use of change and conflict. Mary’s work in facilitating collaborative policy and community 
education initiatives has helped individuals and organizations improve their capacity for innovative 
thinking in the face of complex and contentious issues.  Dumas & Associates, Inc. specializes in designing 
stakeholder involvement processes that engage diverse perspectives in policy, research, and community-
action initiatives. Public agencies, universities, foundations, and private organizations use our services to 
help them clarify core goals, identify essential partnerships, and develop near and   long-term strategies to 
advance directives and seize emerging opportunities.  

 (360) 966-8865 
mary@dumasassoc.com • www.dumasassoc.com 

 

An experienced mediator, facilitator, and trainer, Moonwater has a BA in Psychology from Whitman 

College and an MPA from Seattle University, where she specialized in non-profit management. She serves 
on Whatcom County's Law and Justice Council, is Vice President of Resolution Washington, the statewide 
association of dispute resolution centers, a past board member of the Washington Mediation Association, 
and a lecturer for the College of Business and Economics at Western Washington University.  Moonwater 
serves as Executive Director of the Whatcom Dispute Resolution Center, a non-profit organization that 
provides conflict prevention and intervention services. 

(360) 676-0122 
wdrc@whatcomdrc.org • www.whatcomdrc.org 

http://www.dumasassoc.com/
http://www.whatcomdrc.org/
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What your body can tell you about how you deal with stress   

 
Check the items below that best describe how your body responds to a conflict situation. 
 
 

 Blushing 
 

 Heart Pounding  Tightening of throat 
muscles (lump in 
throat) 

 Blotching 

 

 Increased heart rate 
 

 Voice changes 

 Pallor 

 

 “Knot in stomach” 
 

 Breathing changes 
              __Rapid 
              __Shallow 
              __Deeper 
              __Slower 

 Headache 

 

 Stomach pain 

 Eye squinting 

 

 Teary eyes 
 

 Grinding teeth 

 Dry mouth 

 

 Vision changes 
 

 Clenching teeth 

 Locked knees 

 

 Shakiness in legs 
 

 Stiffness 

 Slouching 

 

 Cowering 
 

 Turning away 

 Leaning 

 

 Tightened calf muscles 
 

 Crossing arms 

 General shakiness 

 

 Tightness in chest 
 

 Put hands on hip 

 Cold sweat 

 

 Muscle weakness 
 

 Other_________ 

 Other___________ 

 

 Other__________ 
 

 Other_________ 
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Cycle of Strong Feelings          
 

 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________ 

 

 

STAGE BRIEF DESCRIPTION 

STAGE 1 - TRIGGER 

A trigger can be an idea, word, or behavior that “pushes someone’s 
button.” The person’s body moves into an automatic and escalating 
response pattern. Physiological symptoms may include any of those 
on page 2. Blood is moving into survival parts of the brain because 
danger or threat has been signaled. 

STAGE 2 - ESCALATION 

Defense systems moves from alert to action.  The person is unable 
to stop the process; the body must move through it somehow. 
Adrenaline production, heart rate, and breathing become active. 
The body, eyes, voice, and muscles are alert to meet emerging 
threat. 

STAGE 3 - CRISIS 

Defensive/offensive impulses take over without sound judgment.  
A maximum of amount of blood is available to the most basic part 

of the brain (fight/flight/freeze). High volatility accusations and 
irrational things are said and done that later are regretted. 

STAGE 4 -RECOVERY 

Once person has gotten to safety or brain decides danger is 
lessening, the process of recovery begins. Adrenaline production 
slowly tapers off and the body begins to absorb chemicals sent to 
brain. Offensive behavior reduces and body/mind adjusts. 

STAGE 5 - DEPRESSION 

Blood sugar is temporarily depleted and the heart rate dips way 
below normal. The person can slip into a temporary physiological 
depression. Self-awareness returns, rationale increases and strong 
feelings of remorse, guilt, and shame can arise.  

  

2 

3 

4 

5 
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Conflict Styles and Strategies                             

 

STYLES BRIEF DESCRIPTION USES PITFALLS 

COMPETE 

Standing up for your 
rights, defending a 

position you believe in, 
or aiming to win 

 To set a precedent 

 When basic rights 
are at stake 

 Closed off from new 
information 

 Conflict escalation 

 Retaliation by loser 

AVOID 

Not addressing the 
conflict, withdrawing, or 

postponing the 
discussion or issue 

 Issue is trivial 

 Low power 

 Provides time to 
cool things down 

 Coordination suffers 

 Don’t get input into 
decisions 

ACCOMMODATE 
Paying attention to 

other person’s view or 
concerns, not your own 

 Goodwill gesture 

 When you are 
wrong/outmatched 

 Your ideas don’t get 
time/attention 

 Loss of influence 

COMPROMISE 

Seeking the middle 
ground; seek solutions 
that partially meet the 
needs of both people  

 Goals moderately 
important 

 Expedient solutions 

 Lose sight of principle 
values, big picture 

 Can create cynicism 

COLLABORATE 

Working with other 
person to explore 

conflict and alternatives 
that serve both 

 

 When concerns are 
important 

 Merge perspectives 

 Gain commitment 
 

 Takes time and energy 

 Trust, openness can 
be taken advantage of 

Adapted from Peer Mediation – Mediation Network of North Carolina 

Some of my less productive tendencies are to: 

 

 

 

Some of my strengths I’d like to build on are:  
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Open-Questions            
 
The questions we ask can expand the information exchanged, or can back people into corners. 
Open Questions elicit more information from the speaker than questions that prompt the 
speaker to answer yes or no.  Some characteristics of an open question:  
 

 Generally cannot be answered with a quick yes or no 

 Encourage the responder to think about their answers 

 Help to expand the range of information gathered 

 Generally move the conversation to a deeper level 

 

TYPES  FUNCTION EXAMPLE AND PRACTICE 

CLARIFYING 

A request for more 
information regarding 

something the 
speaker revealed. 

 

When you say equity, what do you mean?  
 
Now try writing one of your own: 
 
 
 

PROBING 

A request for more 
information regarding 

the speaker’s 
thinking. 

 

When you reviewed the report, what stood out 
for you? 
 
Now try writing one of your own: 
 
 

CONSEQUENTIAL 

A request that asks 
people to consider the 

implications of a 
proposal, idea, or 

action. 

 

What do you think will happen if the committee 
does not arrive at an agreement this evening?  
 
Now try writing one of your own: 

JUSTIFYING 

A request for an 
explanation regarding 
an inconsistency you 

have observed. 

 

During our last discussion, we decided to 
provide people a review, but the document 
went to print without that happening. Can you 
explain what happened? 
 
Now try writing one of your own: 
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Instructions for OPEN QUESTION Skills-Building Discussion    
 

Make a productive impact with thoughtful questions and genuine curiosity 
 

GROUP TASK — The goal of your small group discussion is to explore 

the broad range of perspectives in your small group regarding the 
discussion topic, not to try to reach agreement on the ideas discussed or 
prioritize them.  
 
Practice attending to: how you are feeling and what you are hearing to 
help you determine how to assert your perspectives in ways that can keep 
the conversation moving in a productive, genuine, and civil way.   

 
 

STEP ONE In the next two minutes briefly introduce yourself AND identify a TIMEKEEPER 

and FLIPCHART NOTE-TAKER for your small group discussion. 
 

STEP TWO You will have 20 minutes for your small group discussion. Please explore the 

issue of tax reform by asking and responding to OPEN QUESTIONS.  Give each person a turn to 
speak (or pass) before any one person speaks a second or third time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REMEMBER TO… 
 

V Give each person in your small group a chance to practice asking and 
responding. 

 
V Write the OPEN QUESTIONS asked in your discussion onto your 

flipchart for use in a later training activity. 

Sample OPEN QUESTIONS on tax reform to help your group get started: 
 

 What are the qualities of a good tax system? 

 What public services and programs do you think are critical for:  
- Our community 
- Your family 
- Future generations? 

 Where do you see inequities in our tax system? How are some groups 
paying too much? Some groups too little? 
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Neutral Issue Framing          
 
The frames or boxes we put around our discussions can expand the information exchanged or 
they can help to focus in or limit the conversation.  
 
Neutral issue frames are inclusive of multiple, diverse ideas or perspectives, emphasizing the 
common link or theme between the many ideas discussed.  Some characteristics of a neutral 
issue frame:  
 

 Uses neutral language 

 Is inclusive of the mix of ideas expressed 

 Helps people to focus on the collective intent of the group discussion 

 
  

 
Information 
Categories 

 
Reflecting on your earlier discussion, how would you organize the 

themes or ideas discussed into these three frames? 
 

PROCEDURAL 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTENT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VALUES 
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Instructions for ISSUE FRAMING Skills-Building Discussion    
 

Find areas of shared interest and from there explore your common ground 
 
Great work!  Your small group has generated a variety of OPEN QUESTIONS. Individually, review 
the OPEN QUESTIONS on your group flipchart. Then, jot down any additional OPEN QUESTIONS 
about tax reform you’d like to add to this list. 
 

GROUP TASK — The goal of your small group discussion is to explore 

a variety of ways to organize the many ideas your discussion has 
generated, not to reach agreement on one approach.   
 
Practice identifying themes and links to help find the connections between 
these ideas, or groups of ideas, as a way to begin organizing your own 
thinking, and perhaps, a future discussion. 

 
 

STEP ONE Please take two minutes to add additional OPEN QUESTIONS to your flipchart list 

AND identify a NEW TIMEKEEPER and FLIPCHART NOTE-TAKER for your small group discussion. 
 
 

STEP TWO In your small group, each person will have 1-2 minutes to share the themes you 

heard in the earlier discussion of OPEN QUESTIONS. Please write these on a new flipchart sheet.  
 
 

STEP THREE You will have 20 minutes to work on developing a list of ways your group could 

explore these many ideas at a later time. How would you frame or organize the themes into a 
rough outline for further exploration and discussion?   
 
 
 

REMEMBER TO… 
 

V Make sure each person has a turn to speak (or pass) before any one 
person speaks a second or third time, etc.   
 

V Write the THEMES and ISSUE FRAMES onto the flipchart to inspire 
creation of more connections!  
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CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PROJECT The League of Women Voters of 

Washington State and Bellingham/Whatcom County are embarking on a 2-year 
initiative to prepare Washingtonians to take action for budget and tax reform.  
The goal of the CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PROJECT is to involve the public to reform 
Washington State's tax structure.  As part of this project, League members will 
broaden their own understanding of state and local government's budget-
making process and tax structure.  League members want to engage citizens 
with different views in a civil and open discussion about this topic. 
 

Thank you for participating in this workshop!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 

WEBSITES 
 Adult Conflict Styles Inventory http://peace.mennolink.org/resources/conflictstyle/index.html 

 Kraybill Conflict Styles Inventory        www.riverhouseepress.com  

 Intercultural Conflict Style Inventory       http://www.icsinventory.com 

 Public Conversations Project      www.publicconversations.org 

 Consensus Building Institute     www.cbuilding.org 

 Education for Active Citizenship, Tufts University      http://activecitizen.tufts.edu/?pid=2&c=7 
 

 

BOOKS 
 Destructive Emotions: How Can We Overcome Them by Daniel Goleman 

 The Power of a Positive No: How to Say No and Still Get to Yes by William Ury 

 Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When the Stakes are High by K. Patterson, et.al. 

 Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking by Malcolm Gladwell 

 Difficult Conversations: How to Discussion What Matters Most by D. Stone, B. Patton, and S. Heen 

 Ethical Know-How: Action, Wisdom, and Cognition by Fancisco Varela 

 Meeting the Ethical Challenges of Leadership by C.E. Johnson 

 Managing Public Disputes by Susan Carpenter and W.J.D. Kennedy 
 

http://peace.mennolink.org/resources/conflictstyle/index.html
http://www.riverhouseepress.com/
http://www.icsinventory.com/
http://www.publicconversations.org/
http://www.cbuilding.org/
http://activecitizen.tufts.edu/?pid=2&c=7

