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Introduction 

This digital book was created by organizations from Bulgaria, Lithuania and Italy 
dedicated to supporting women’s wellbeing and empowerment.  

The women who contributed to the writing and editing of this content have all 
experienced violence and faced significant hardships, pain, and challenges on their 
journeys toward healthy relationships. 

We are all still learning, and we know that creating lasting change takes time, 
dedication, and relentless faith that we can build better lives for ourselves rising from 
the ashes of our past mistakes and struggles.  

Above all, this book aims to bring you HOPE — the kind of hope that heals, empowers, 
and inspires the courage to envision a brighter future, even in the darkest moments. 

We also want to support you to wake up to your own inner beauty, to remember your 
preciousness, to help you create space in your heart for self-compassion, and to 
encourage you to treat yourself with kindness. 

It’s not easy to be a woman in this world, and we are all always doing our best. To grow 
into our best future selves, we first need to forgive and honor our previous versions with 
all their limitations and with all their daring attempts to speak up despite fear, to go 
forward without knowing the path ahead of them, to help others when they badly 
needed help themselves.  

We are fortunate to live in a time of abundant knowledge, where people worldwide are 
expanding what’s possible in relationships, mapping out the way, and sharing their 
successes and lessons. 

Learning how to communicate with authenticity and healthy boundaries can transform 
our individual lives as well as bring about the creation of a new culture of love. As 
women, we have the opportunity to model and teach new ways of being and 
relating—to our daughters and sons, our partners, families, and networks.  

May we live remembering that we are the creators of our own lives and that Love 
is joy! 
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Who is this book for? 

This book was written with loving care towards the vast group of women who have 
experienced domestic or intimate partner violence and are seeking tools to rebuild their 
lives and foster healthy relationships. Nevertheless, healthy communication is a skillset 
we can all learn or refine, and this book offers guidance and exercises that empower 
readers to create connections rooted in mutual respect, understanding, and growth. 
Whether you’re beginning your healing journey or simply seeking to enhance your 
interpersonal skills, this book is for you. 

How to navigate this book? 

This book is designed to be a supportive companion on your journey toward healing and 
healthy relationships. You can read and reflect on its content at your own pace, allowing 
yourself the time and space to process the ideas and tools shared within these pages.  

We encourage you to discuss the concepts and exercises with trusted friends, family 
members, or supportive groups. Sharing your reflections can provide new perspectives, 
foster connection, and help you integrate the insights into your daily life.  

The best thing to do, however, is to practice rather than think about the tools offered 
here. We may know many things, but to be able to do them is something entirely 
different. We need to practice a skill many times before we become fluent in it. Think 
about a baby learning to walk - how many attempts, repetitions, and falls are needed 
before the child can begin to confidently walk around.  

Notice if you are stopping yourself from practicing out of fear that you won’t do well.  As 
writer G. K. Chesterton said, "Anything worth doing is worth doing badly." The sooner 
you start implementing and experimenting with the skills and practices offered in this 
book, the sooner you will start making progress and noticing improvements in how you 
relate with others and express yourself authentically.  

If you are really set on transforming your life, make sure to set weekly goals, track your 
progress, and celebrate milestones along the way. Return to specific chapters whenever 
you need inspiration, clarity, or a reminder of your growth. This book is more than just a 
resource — it’s a tool for self-discovery, empowerment, and lasting transformation. Use 
it to create a journey that’s uniquely yours. 
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About our project 

Our project, “Beyond violence”, aims to empower women who have survived abuse, 
aiding them in rebuilding their lives by overcoming frustration and depression, coping 
with psychological trauma, and learning healthy communication skills.  
 

Project objectives: 
1. Empower domestic violence survivors for healing and societal reintegration. 
2. Equip educators and support staff with specialized skills to support survivors 
effectively. 
3. Raise awareness, change societal attitudes, and foster community support for 
survivors through engagement initiatives. 
4. Develop and distribute a comprehensive Communication Toolkit and training 
syllabus to enhance support services for survivors. 

Meet the Project Partners 

Foundation “SolidarityWorks” is a change-driven women-led organization 
founded in 2018. SolidarityWorks promotes, encourages, and supports the sustainable 
development of individuals and communities through solidarity and collective action for 
social change. The team at SolidarityWorks works tirelessly to promote 
intergenerational and intercultural dialogue, empower marginalized groups, as well as 
youth, women, and the elderly. We use art, storytelling, advocacy, and self-development 
to teach healthy relationship skills as well as nurture solidarity between and among 
diverse groups of people. 

From 2019 - 2022 SolidarityWorks was mainly active in the prevention of 
domestic violence which we saw as a public health concern, as well as a cause for  
various mental health illnesses, including but not limited to depression, anxiety, suicidal 
ideation, etc. In this period we focused on creating educational programs targeted 
towards young people, youth workers and  teachers.  

Our current focus has shifted to expanding access to skills for building and 
maintaining healthy relationships and transforming interpersonal conflicts. We believe 
that stigmatizing violence is insufficient and ineffective when other tools to support 
conflict transformation on an individual, group, or community level are unavailable. 
 
Website | Instagram | Facebook 
 

The Lazzarelle Social Cooperative, founded in 2010, supports women inmates' 
reintegration by creating Italy's first all-female prison coffee roasting enterprise, 
employing over 80 women and reducing recidivism. In 2020, it opened a Naples bistro 

        ​ ​ 5 

https://solidarityworks.eu/en/
https://www.instagram.com/solidarityworks/
https://www.facebook.com/solidarityworks


   ​ ​                      
 
run by inmates, offering skill-building, social connection, and eco-friendly, local cuisine. 
In 2024, Lazzarelle launched a prison chocolate workshop to empower women and 
combat gender violence. 

Through the "Cambio Piano" project, women were trained in vacation rental 
management and eco-friendly laundry services, blending innovation with social impact. 
After the 2024 Pozzuoli prison evacuation, activities resumed at Secondigliano prison 
with ongoing support for women under alternative measures. 

Website | Instagram 
 
Established in 2024, Asociacija EduLActiva is a non-profit organization empowering 
women survivors of domestic violence in rural areas through non-formal education and 
social inclusion. It integrates sports, music, and trauma-informed care into professional 
development, therapeutic workshops, and training to foster healing, empowerment, and 
economic independence. Key activities include art therapy, self-defense, financial 
literacy, and entrepreneurship programs, along with advocacy campaigns to address 
domestic violence and promote supportive community attitudes.  
 
Website | Instagram | Facebook 
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Chapter 1 

The Art of Cultivating Presence 
 

In this chapter you will learn: 

-​ How living here and now can take you away from victimhood and into reclaiming 
your place as the hero of your own unfolding story 

-​ How to bring yourself back to the present moment whenever you find yourself 
lost in thoughts or intense emotion 

-​ How to deepen your connection to the present moment, and use it as a 
foundation to cultivate the extraordinary relationships you deserve. 

 

Becoming the hero of your own story 

Living in the here and now is a powerful act of reclaiming your story, your 
strength, and your voice. For women who have experienced violence, it can feel like life 
is divided into a before and after—the time before the violence and the time after it 
occurred. The present moment often becomes obscured by memories of the past or 
fears about the future. But the truth is, the present is where healing begins, and it’s 
where you can rewrite your narrative, transforming yourself from a victim into the hero of 
your own story. 

Violence can leave you feeling powerless and stuck, as if the events that 
happened to you define your identity. However, the act of grounding yourself in the here 
and now disrupts this cycle. In this very moment, you have the power to choose how to 
respond to your thoughts and emotions. You are not your past, nor are you bound by it. 
By focusing on the present, you acknowledge that your life is an unfolding journey, full 
of choices and opportunities to grow stronger and more resilient. 

When you bring yourself to the present moment, you can begin to see yourself 
not only as someone who was harmed, but also as someone who has survived and who 
is now choosing to thrive. This shift — from feeling like life is happening to you to 
understanding that you have agency — is monumental. It’s the foundation for 
recognizing your role as the hero of your own story. 

Awareness is the key! 
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Grounding yourself in the present moment starts with awareness. This means 
noticing what you are feeling, thinking, and doing right now, without judgment. 
For instance, if you feel overwhelmed by sadness or anger, simply acknowledging those 
emotions can help you take a step back. You might say to yourself, “I’m feeling sadness 
right now” or “My thoughts are racing.” This simple act of naming your experience can 
create enough space for you to respond with intention rather than reacting impulsively. 

Awareness also helps you identify patterns that may no longer serve you. 
Perhaps you notice a tendency to blame yourself for things beyond your control, or you 
recognize that you’ve been isolating yourself out of fear. By bringing these patterns into 
the light of the present moment, you can begin to gently challenge and change them. 

Rewrite Your Story 

The hero’s journey is not about never encountering hardship; it’s about facing 
challenges and finding the courage to rise above them. Living in the present moment 
allows you to see your story in its entirety, not just the chapters filled with pain. It 
reminds you that you are the author of your life, and you have the power to write new, 
empowering chapters. Starting now. 

When you focus on the here and now, you can begin to ask yourself:  

What do I need at this moment to feel safe? 

What small step can I take toward healing today?  

How can I show myself love and compassion right now?  

These questions guide you to take ownership of your journey, one moment at a time. 

 

 

Keeping Your Feet on the Ground: Practical Tips 

Staying in the present moment takes practice, especially if your mind often 
drifts to painful memories or worries. Here are a few strategies to help you stay 
grounded: 

        ​ ​ 8 



   ​ ​                      
 

1.​ Mindful Breathing: Focus on your breath as it flows in and out of your body. 
Notice its rhythm and how it feels to breathe deeply. This simple practice can 
calm your nervous system and anchor you in the now. 

2.​ Engage Your Senses: Tune into your surroundings using your senses. Notice 
the colors, textures, sounds, and smells around you. This sensory awareness 
helps shift your focus from internal turmoil to the external world. 

3.​ Welcome the body: Notice how your body feels. Are your shoulders tense? Is 
your jaw clenched? Welcoming whatever sensations are present allows them 
to dissolve. Gently relax these areas and bring your awareness to the 
sensations in your hands or feet to ground yourself. 

4.​ Gratitude Practice: Take a moment to acknowledge something you are 
grateful for in the present moment, no matter how small. Sincere gratitude 
shifts your mind and body state from turmoil and doom towards peace and 
optimism. 

Living in the present is an act of courage and self-compassion. It’s a declaration 
that you will no longer let the past define you or the future intimidate you. By grounding 
yourself here and now, you reclaim your power, rewrite your narrative, and step fully into 
your role as the hero of your own story. And remember, you’ve always been the 
hero—you just needed to find your way back to yourself. 

 

Coming back to the present moment 

It’s natural for the mind to wander, especially if you’ve experienced difficult or 
traumatic events. Thoughts may pull you into the past, replaying memories or regrets, 
while intense emotions can anchor you in fear or worry about the future. However, the 
present moment is always available, offering a place of safety, clarity, and grounding. 
Learning how to bring yourself back to the present when you feel lost in thoughts or 
emotions is a vital skill for healing and empowerment. It’s like building a bridge back to 
yourself, one mindful step at a time. 

How to recognize the signs of being lost in thoughts or emotions? 
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The first step to returning to the present moment is noticing when you’ve drifted 
away. This requires cultivating awareness of your inner world. Some signs that you 
might be caught up in your thoughts or emotions include: 

●​ Feeling stuck replaying a memory or imagining a worst-case scenario. 
●​ Experiencing physical symptoms like a racing heart, tense muscles, or shallow 

breathing. 
●​ Noticing an overwhelming urge to avoid, react impulsively, or shut down. 
●​ Realizing you’re disconnected from your surroundings or the people around 

you. 
●​ Feeling down, anxious or depressed. 

Recognizing these signs without judgment is key. Instead of berating yourself 
for getting lost, gently acknowledge it. Say to yourself, “I notice I’m caught up in my 
thoughts” or “I’m feeling overwhelmed by this emotion.” This small act of recognition 
sets the stage for bringing yourself back to the present. 

 

Anchor Yourself in the Now 
There are many ways to reconnect with the present moment. Experiment with these 
techniques to discover what works best for you. 

1. Focus on Your Breath 

Breathing is a powerful anchor to the present because it’s always with you. When you 
notice your mind wandering, try this simple practice: 

●​ Inhale deeply through your nose for a count of four. 

●​ Hold the breath for a count of four. 

●​ Exhale slowly through your mouth for a count of six. 

Repeat this cycle several times, paying attention to the sensation of air entering and 
leaving your body. As your breath slows, your mind and emotions often follow suit. 

2. Engage Your Five Senses 
Grounding yourself through your senses can pull you out of your head and into the 
present moment. Take a few moments to observe: 
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●​ 👁️ Sight: Look around and name five things you see. 

●​ ✋ Touch: Notice the texture of an object near you or the feeling of your feet 
on the ground. 

●​ 👂 Sound: Listen for three distinct sounds around you. 

●​ 👃Smell: Identify any scents in your environment, or carry something calming 
like lavender oil. 

●​ 👅 Taste: Savor a sip of water or a piece of food, focusing on the flavor and 
texture. 

3. Use a Grounding Object 

Carry a small, meaningful object like a stone, a piece of jewelry, or a charm. When 
you feel lost in thought or emotion, hold the object in your hand and focus on its 
weight, texture, and temperature. Let it remind you of your intention to stay present. 

4. Practice “Name It to Tame It” 

When you’re overwhelmed by emotion, labeling it can help. For instance, if you’re 
feeling anxious, you might say, “I’m noticing a sense of worry right now.” If you’re 
angry, you might say, “There’s a lot of frustration here.” Naming your emotion creates 
space between you and the feeling, allowing you to observe it instead of being 
consumed by it. 

5. Visualize a Safe Space 

Close your eyes and imagine a place where you feel calm and secure. This could be 
a real location, like a cozy room or a favorite spot in nature, or an imaginary 
sanctuary. Picture it in vivid detail—the colors, sounds, smells, and sensations. Spend 
a few moments in this safe space. Once you feel more grounded, notice your body 
posture and keep the new peaceful and powerful posture with you as you arrive back 
to the present moment. 

 

Building a Daily Practice 
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Bringing yourself back to the present is easier with regular practice. Consider 
incorporating mindfulness into your daily routine. You don’t need to set aside hours; 
even a few minutes can make a difference. Here are some ideas: 

●​ Begin your day with a grounding exercise, like mindful breathing or a gratitude 
reflection. 

●​ Take “mindfulness breaks” throughout the day to check in with your body and 
emotions. 

●​ End your day by journaling about moments when you felt present and grounded. 

 

Self-Compassion Along the Way 

The present moment is where life happens! It’s where you can find clarity, 
connection, and strength. By practicing these techniques, you’re not just learning to 
navigate your thoughts and emotions—you’re building a foundation for a life lived with 
intention, authenticity, and courage. Remember, every moment offers a new opportunity 
to begin again. 

It’s important to approach this journey with kindness toward yourself. You will 
have moments when your mind races or emotions feel overwhelming—that’s part of 
being human. Instead of striving for perfection, focus on progress. Each time you bring 
yourself back to the present, no matter how small the moment, you are strengthening 
your resilience and reclaiming your inner peace. 

 

Expanding your awareness 

Fritz Perls, the founder 
of Gestalt therapy, identified 
three areas of awareness — 
the inner, outer, and middle 
zones — that shape our 
experience of the present 
moment. By learning to 
recognize and explore these 
zones, we can deepen our 
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connection to ourselves and the world around us. Here’s how you can start noticing 
each zone and using this awareness to enrich your life and relationships. 

The Inner Zone 

The inner zone refers to the sensations within your body. These might include muscular 
tension, relaxation, your heartbeat, the rhythm of your breath, or feelings like warmth, 
cold, tingling, or pressure. Tuning into your inner zone helps you understand how your 
body reacts to emotions, stress, or comfort. 

How to Practice: 

●​ Take a few moments each day to sit quietly and scan your body from head to toe. 
Notice areas of tension, ease, or subtle sensations. 

●​ For example, during a disagreement, pause and ask yourself: How does my body 
feel right now? Is my jaw tight? Are my shoulders raised? 

●​ Practice deep breathing to connect more deeply with your body. Feel the 
expansion and contraction of your chest with each breath. 

 

The Outer Zone 

The outer zone includes sensory information from the external world, such as 
what you see, hear, touch, taste, smell, and how you move. This zone grounds you in 
your environment and helps you engage fully with what’s happening around you. 

 
How  to practice: 

●​ Choose an everyday 
activity, like eating a meal or 
walking outside, and focus entirely 
on your senses. What colors and 
shapes do you see? What sounds 
are present? How does the ground 
feel under your feet? What is the 
texture and taste of the food you 
are eating? 
For instance, while having coffee, 
notice its aroma, warmth, and the 

        ​ ​ 13 



   ​ ​                      
 

taste as you sip. This simple exercise can bring a sense of calm and focus to 
your day. 

●​ Engage in mindful movement, such as stretching or yoga, and pay attention to 
how your body feels in motion. 

 
 

The Middle Zone 

The middle zone involves your thoughts, evaluations, memories, and 
anticipations. This zone helps you make sense of your inner and outer experiences, but 
it can also pull you away from the present if left unchecked. 

How to Practice: 

●​ Notice when your mind starts 
to wander or ruminate. Gently bring 
your attention back to the current 
moment by naming what you’re 
thinking: “I’m remembering 
yesterday’s meeting” or “I’m 
worrying about tomorrow’s 
deadline”. 

●​ During reflective moments, 
ask yourself: What story am I telling 
about this situation? How does it 
connect to what I’m sensing and 
experiencing? 

●​ Write down your thoughts, 
interpretations, or anticipations to 
gain clarity and release mental 

clutter. 

Integrating the Zones 

Awareness of these three zones helps you balance and integrate your experiences. For 
instance, in a challenging moment, you might: 

●​ Check in with your inner zone: What am I feeling physically? 
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●​ Notice your outer zone: What do I see or hear around me? 
●​ Reflect on your middle zone: What am I thinking or imagining about this 

situation? 

Practicing this integration allows you to respond to life with greater clarity, authenticity, 
and presence. By regularly exploring the inner, outer, and middle zones, you’re not only 
grounding yourself in the here and now but also cultivating the skills needed for 
self-awareness and fulfilling relationships. Remember: you probably won’t succeed 
every time when you are just starting to develop your noticing skills, and that is very 
normal. The more you practice, the easier it will get, and the more likely you will be to 
use these tools when in conflict or amidst powerful emotions. 

How awareness can transform your relationships 

Living in the here and now is not just a practice for personal growth; it is a 
foundation for building meaningful, fulfilling relationships. When you’re fully present, you 
bring your authentic self into your connections, fostering trust, empathy, and joy. 
Developing these skills takes practice, but with each step, you’re not only enriching your 
own life — you’re also cultivating the relationships you truly deserve. 

 

Using Presence to Transform Relationships 

Your ability to stay grounded and present doesn’t just benefit you; it can transform how 
you connect with others. Here’s how: 

Create Space for Authenticity 
When you’re fully present, you give others 
permission to be their authentic selves. 
Your calm, attentive energy can make 
people feel seen and valued, encouraging 
open and honest communication. This 
authenticity strengthens the foundation of 
any relationship. 

Respond Instead of React 
Being present helps you pause before 
reacting, especially in challenging 
situations. Instead of letting emotions 
dictate your responses, you can choose 
actions aligned with your values. For 
instance, if a disagreement arises, take a 
moment to breathe and ground yourself. 
Once you are calm, you will likely 
naturally want to build a bridge between 
your perspective and the other person's. 
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Celebrate Small Moments 
Presence allows you to savor the simple 
joys of connection. Whether it’s sharing a 
laugh, enjoying a meal together, or 
exchanging a kind word, these moments 
add richness to relationships. By noticing 
and appreciating them, you build a 
reservoir of positive experiences that 
strengthen your bonds. 

Foster Mutual Growth 
When you approach relationships with 
presence, you create opportunities for 
growth—not only for yourself but also for 
those around you. This might mean 
supporting a loved one in their journey or 
inviting them to join you in practices like 
mindfulness, gratitude, or self-care. 
Together, you can build relationships 
rooted in mutual respect and shared 
progress. 
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Practical Tools for Building Amazing Relationships 

To put these principles into action, try these exercises: 

●​ The Gratitude Journal for Relationships: The mind has the tendency to focus 
on problems and negative traits in order to protect us. When we want to thrive, 
not merely survive, we need to consciously practice appreciation. Each day, write 
down one thing you appreciate about someone in your life. It could be a kind 
gesture, a shared moment, or a quality you admire. Over time, this practice shifts 
your focus to the positive aspects of your relationships, enhancing your 
connection and gratitude.  

●​ The Daily Check-In: Take five minutes each day to check in with someone 
important to you. Ask how they’re feeling, share a highlight from your day, or 
simply express that you’re thinking of them. These small acts of presence show 
that you care and value the relationship. 

●​ Mindful Communication Practice: Choose a conversation where you commit to 
being fully present. Put away distractions like your phone, make eye contact, and 
focus on truly listening. Notice how this level of presence deepens the interaction 
and fosters a stronger connection. 

●​ Reflect on Your Contributions: Take time to reflect on how you’re showing up in 
your relationships. Ask yourself: Am I listening without judgment? Am I 
communicating openly and authentically? Use your reflections to make 
adjustments that nurture trust and connection. 

The Journey Toward Deserving Relationships 

As you continue to practice living in the here and now, remember that 
relationships are a journey, not a destination. Each moment of presence builds trust, 
compassion, and intimacy. By showing up authentically and with intention, you’re not 
only creating amazing relationships—you’re also affirming that you deserve them. 

You have the power to transform your connections, starting with how you choose 
to show up today. The skills you cultivate—mindful listening, curiosity, self-compassion, 
and authenticity—are the building blocks for the life and relationships you’ve always 
deserved. Keep practicing, and let the present moment guide you toward deeper, more 
fulfilling connections. 
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With patience and practice, your presence becomes a gift not only to 
yourself but also to everyone you meet. Let this journey remind you of your worth 
and the incredible relationships you are capable of creating and sustaining. 
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Chapter 2 
Communicating authentically  

 
In this chapter you will learn: 

-​ How to differentiate between your needs, wants and shoulds, and why it matters  
-​ How to share with others the impact of their words and actions on you in an 

authentic and nonviolent way  
-​ How to communicate your boundaries 
-​ How to ask for what you want 

 

Understanding and expressing needs, desires, and shoulds 

Learning to communicate your needs, desires, and feelings is one of the most 
empowering skills you can develop. Healthy communication isn’t just about expressing 
yourself — it’s about creating connections rooted in mutual understanding and respect. 
For women who have experienced violence, this process is especially important 
because it allows you to reclaim your voice and establish boundaries that honor you. By 
learning to differentiate between what you need, want, and feel obligated to do (your 
“shoulds”), you lay the foundation for healthier relationships, with others and with 
yourself. 

Why Understanding Your Needs, Wants, and Shoulds Matters 

Needs, wants, and shoulds may overlap, but they play different roles in how we 
make decisions and interact with others. Understanding these distinctions can help you 
communicate with clarity and confidence. Here’s a breakdown: 

●​ Needs are essential for your well-being. They include emotional needs (like 
safety and connection) and physical needs (like rest and nourishment). 

●​ Wants are desires or preferences. These aren’t essential, but they bring joy and 
fulfillment. 

●​ Shoulds often come from external pressures or internalized expectations about 
how you’re “supposed” to act. 
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By untangling these, you can better identify what truly matters to you and avoid making 
decisions based on guilt or obligation. This clarity empowers you to prioritize your 
well-being and communicate authentically. 

Top Dog and Bottom Dog Dynamics 

Fritz Perls, the founder of Gestalt therapy, introduced the idea of the "top dog" 
and "bottom dog" dynamic, which can shed light on how we deal with "shoulds"1. The 
top dog represents the critical, commanding voice inside us—the one that insists, “You 
should do this” or “You’re not good enough if you don’t.” It thrives on guilt and pressure. 
In contrast, the bottom dog is the part of us that resists, avoids, or sabotages — it 
whispers, “I don’t want to,” or “Why should I?” These internal voices often clash, 
creating inner conflict and making it harder to identify what we truly need or want. 

Understanding this dynamic can help you recognize when your actions are driven by an 
internal power struggle rather than genuine desires or values. For example: 

●​ Top Dog Statement: “I should always put others’ needs before mine.” 
●​ Bottom Dog Response: “But I’m exhausted and don’t feel like helping anyone.” 

At first glance, the Top Dog may seem like the villain, while the Bottom Dog appears 
lazy or powerless. However, it’s essential to remember that both exist to protect and 
care for you. Behind each voice lies a genuine need or desire seeking recognition and 
nourishment. 

Take a pause and create space to truly listen to these deeper, authentic needs. Ask 
yourself: “What is my Top Dog trying to enforce or protect? What fear or belief drives its 
demands?” Then, turn to the Bottom Dog: What is it resisting or avoiding? What longing 
or need is hidden beneath its defiance or passivity? This inquiry helps uncover the inner 
truth each side holds. 

This is the first step toward tending to both sides with compassion—acknowledging the 
Top Dog’s drive for structure and control while honoring the Bottom Dog’s longing for 
freedom and self-expression. When you nurture both, you move toward greater balance 
and wholeness. 

 

Practical Ways to Differentiate Between Needs, Wants, and Shoulds 

1 Perls, F. S. (1969). Gestalt Therapy Verbatim. Lafayette, CA: Real People Press 
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1.​ Practice Self-Awareness Take time to reflect on what you’re feeling in a given 
moment. Ask yourself: 

○​ What is my body telling me? (e.g., tiredness might signal a need for rest.) 
○​ What am I longing for? (e.g., craving time with a friend could be a want for 

connection.) 
○​ What do I feel obligated to do? (e.g., agreeing to something because “I 

should” can signal external pressure.) 
2.​ Journaling can help you untangle these layers. Write about a recent situation 

where you felt conflicted and explore whether your response was driven by a 
need, want, or should. 

3.​ Use “I Statements” to Explore Your Feelings For example: 
○​ Need: “I feel exhausted and need some time to rest.” 
○​ Want: “I’d really love to go for a walk this evening.” 
○​ Should: “I feel like I should say yes, but I’m unsure if it’s the right choice 

for me.” 

Practicing these statements helps you clarify your feelings and gives others insight into 
your experiences. 

4.​ Set Boundaries Around “Shoulds” Many “shoulds” stem from societal or cultural 
expectations. To challenge these, ask yourself: 

○​ Who says I should do this? 
○​ Does this align with my values and priorities? 

For instance, you might feel like you “should” attend a family gathering, even if it’s 
draining. By recognizing this as a “should,” you can decide whether it’s worth 
compromising your well-being or if setting a boundary is more appropriate. 

5.​ Create a Personal Needs and Wants Checklist Write down a list of what you 
need and want in your relationships, such as: 

○​ Needs: Respect, open communication, emotional safety. 
○​ Wants: Shared hobbies, thoughtful surprises, more laughter. 

6.​ Reviewing this list can guide your interactions and help you communicate what’s 
most important to you. 

 

            Applying This in Conversations 
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When you’re clear about your needs, wants, and shoulds, you can 
communicate with authenticity. Here’s an example: 

●​ Situation: Your partner expects you to cancel plans to accommodate theirs. 
●​ Response: “I need some time to recharge, so I’m going to keep my plans 

tonight. I want us to find another time to connect that works for both of us.” 

This approach balances your need for rest, your want to connect, and avoids 
falling into a “should” response like automatically giving up your plans. 

By differentiating your needs, wants, and shoulds, you’re not just improving how 
you communicate—you’re creating a space for relationships that nurture and respect 
you. Each time you advocate for yourself, you’re reinforcing your worth and modeling 
healthy communication for those around you. Remember, this is a journey. With practice 
and patience, you’ll find that honoring your needs and desires feels not only 
empowering but also deeply freeing. 

 

Sharing how others impact you 

When someone’s words or actions hurt or unsettle you, expressing your feelings 
can feel daunting. This is especially true for those who have experienced violence or 
have been in environments where their voices were silenced. Learning to share your 
experiences authentically and nonviolently is a transformative step toward reclaiming 
your power and fostering healthy relationships. This practice, rooted in Authentic 
Relating, can help you connect with others in a way that is honest, respectful, and 
empowering. 

Expressing the impact of someone’s behavior on you is not about blaming or 
accusing; it’s about fostering understanding and connection. When you articulate how 
their words or actions affected you, you open the door for empathy, accountability, and 
repair. This practice also reinforces your own boundaries and self-worth, reminding you 
that your feelings and experiences matter. 

Many women who have endured violence carry the weight of unspoken pain or 
suppressed emotions. Sharing impact authentically is a way to unburden yourself and 
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invite others into a more compassionate and respectful dynamic. It shifts the narrative 
from “I am powerless” to “I have a voice that deserves to be heard.” 

 

5 Steps to Share Impact Authentically and Nonviolently 

1.​ Pause and Reflect Before addressing the situation, take a moment to center 
yourself. Reflect on what happened and how it made you feel. Journaling or 
taking a few deep breaths can help clarify your thoughts. This step ensures that 
your response comes from a place of awareness, rather than reaction.​
Example: Instead of saying, “You’re always so careless with your words,” you 
might think, “When they said that, I felt dismissed and unimportant.” 

2.​ Use “I” Statements Communicate your experience using statements that focus 
on your feelings and perceptions. This reduces the likelihood of the other person 
becoming defensive and keeps the conversation grounded in your truth.​
Example: “When you raised your voice earlier, I felt overwhelmed and a bit 
scared. I value calm conversations, and it’s important to me that we find ways to 
talk respectfully.” 

3.​ Name the Behavior, Not the Person Focus on describing the specific behavior 
rather than making character judgments. This makes it easier for the other 
person to understand and address their actions.​
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Example: Instead of saying, “You’re so rude,” try, “When you interrupted me 
during the meeting, I felt like my ideas weren’t being valued.” 

4.​ Express the Need Behind the Feeling Every emotion points to an underlying 
need. Identifying and expressing this need helps others understand your 
perspective and fosters collaboration to address the issue.​
Example: “I felt hurt when you canceled our plans at the last minute. I really value 
reliability, and I’d appreciate it if we could communicate more clearly about 
scheduling.” 

5.​ Invite Dialogue After sharing your feelings, create space for the other person to 
respond. This signals that you’re open to understanding their perspective and 
finding a way forward together.​
Example: “How did you experience the situation? I’d like to understand your 
perspective, too.” 

 

Remember: 

●​ Breathe: Deep breathing helps regulate your nervous system, making it easier 
to stay calm and composed during challenging conversations. 

●​ Practice makes perfect: Rehearse what you want to say with a trusted friend 
or even in front of a mirror. This builds confidence and clarity. 

●​ Choose the Right Moment: Timing matters. Pick a time when both you and 
the other person are calm and open to conversation. 

●​ Be Kind to Yourself: It’s okay if the conversation doesn’t go perfectly. 
Celebrate your courage for speaking up, and reflect on what you can learn for 
next time. 

 

Sharing Appreciations 

While it’s vital to share the impact of hurtful words or actions, it’s equally 
important to express appreciation when someone’s behavior positively affects you. 
Sharing appreciation strengthens trust, nurtures goodwill, and reinforces healthy 
dynamics in relationships.  
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When you notice someone’s kindness, support, or thoughtful actions, take a 
moment to acknowledge it. Use specific examples instead of vague statements. Instead 
of saying: "Thank you for supporting me", say “I really felt supported when you listened 
without interrupting earlier. I felt heard and valued.” Genuine affirmations can deepen 
connections and encourage mutual respect. 

 

Know your boundaries  

Establishing and communicating boundaries is an essential skill for building 
healthy relationships. For women who have experienced violence, learning to set 
boundaries is a profound act of reclaiming personal power and self-worth. Boundaries 
are not about controlling others; they are about defining what is acceptable and safe for 
you. When communicated clearly and assertively, boundaries help foster mutual 
respect, understanding, and trust. 

According to psychotherapist and boundary expert Terri Cole, boundaries are an 
expression of self-love. They allow you to prioritize your well-being while navigating 
relationships with others. Boundaries can take many forms: 

●​ Physical Boundaries: Protect your personal space and physical body (e.g., “I 
am not comfortable hugging right now”). 

●​ Emotional Boundaries: Safeguard your feelings and mental health (e.g., “I need 
time to process before we discuss this further”). 

●​ Time Boundaries: Honor your time and energy (e.g., “I can’t commit to this 
project right now”). 

●​ Relational Boundaries: Define what you will and won’t tolerate in relationships 
(e.g., “I won’t engage in conversations with yelling or insults”). 

Terri Cole is a licensed psychotherapist, 
relationship expert, and author of the 
bestselling book Boundary Boss: The 
Essential Guide to Talk True, Be Seen, and 
(Finally) Live Free. She is known for helping 
individuals break free from codependency, 
people-pleasing, and guilt by teaching them 
how to set and maintain healthy boundaries 
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with confidence and clarity. Through her work, she emphasizes that creating and 
communicating boundaries is essential for self-respect, emotional well-being, and 
healthier relationships. 

 

 

Use these steps to learn how to communicate your boundaries: 

1.​ Clarify Your Needs Before communicating a boundary, take time to reflect on 
what you need and why it’s important. Journaling or discussing with a trusted 
friend or a therapist can help you gain clarity. Understanding your own limits is 
the first step toward expressing them.​
Example: “I feel drained when I’m always the one making plans. I need more 
balance in our friendship.” 

2.​ Use Direct and Respectful Language Assertive communication is key. Use 
clear, concise language to express your boundary without being aggressive or 
apologetic.​
Example: Instead of saying, “You’re always making me uncomfortable,” try, “I feel 
uncomfortable when personal jokes are made about me. I’d appreciate it if we 
could avoid those.” 

3.​ Practice Saying No Saying “no” is a fundamental part of boundary-setting. It 
may feel uncomfortable at first, especially if you’re used to pleasing others, but 
it’s a powerful way to honor your needs.​
Example: “I can’t stay late to help tonight, but I hope the meeting goes well.” 

4.​ Anticipate Pushback Not everyone will respond positively to your boundaries, 
especially if they’ve benefited from you not having any. Prepare for resistance 
and remind yourself that your boundaries are valid, even if others disagree.​
Example: “I understand this change might feel unexpected, but it’s something I 
need to do for my well-being.” 

5.​ Reinforce Your Boundaries Consistency is crucial. If someone crosses your 
boundary, address it calmly but firmly. Repeating your boundary teaches others 
that you take it seriously.​
Example: “As I mentioned before, I’m not comfortable discussing this topic. Let’s 
focus on something else.” 

6.​ Celebrate Your Progress Acknowledge your growth as you practice 
communicating boundaries. Each step, no matter how small, is a victory in 
reclaiming your autonomy and building healthier connections. 
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Overcoming Common Fears 

As Terri Cole says, “Boundaries are not walls; they are bridges.” They connect you to 
others in a way that is authentic and sustainable. By practicing boundary-setting, you 
create a life that aligns with your values, needs, and desires. Remember: your 
boundaries are a reflection of your worth. 

Fear of Rejection 
 It’s natural to worry that 
setting boundaries may 
push people away. 
However, healthy 
relationships thrive on 
mutual respect. Those who 
truly care for you will honor 
your limits. 

Guilt 
Setting boundaries may 
feel selfish, especially if 
you’re used to putting 
others first. Remind 
yourself that prioritizing 
your well-being is not only 
acceptable but necessary. 

Conflict Avoidance 
You may fear that 
expressing boundaries will 
lead to conflict. While 
some discomfort is 
possible, honest 
communication often 
strengthens relationships 
in the long run. 

 
 
 

 

 

Asking for what you want with clarity and confidence 

Learning to ask for what you want is a cornerstone of healthy relationships and a 
fulfilling life. For many women, especially those who have experienced violence, 
expressing desires can feel unfamiliar or even unsafe. This subchapter will guide you 
through the process of identifying what you want and communicating it effectively. By 
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doing so, you take a powerful step toward reclaiming your voice and building 
relationships rooted in mutual respect. 

But first… How do I even know what I want? 

Before you can ask for what you want, you need to know what it is. This might sound 
simple, but societal conditioning, past trauma, and self-doubt can make it challenging. 
Start by reconnecting with your inner self and tuning in to your desires. 

 

I know what I want… So what? 
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Reflect on Your Needs and Values 
Understanding what you want begins 
with understanding yourself. Reflect 
on your core values and what 
matters most to you. Ask yourself: 

●​ What brings me joy and 
fulfillment? 

●​ What am I missing in my 
relationships or daily life? 

●​ What do I need to feel safe, 
loved, and respected? 

Journaling or meditating on these 
questions can help uncover desires 
that might have been buried. 
 

2 

 
Differentiate Between Wants and 
Shoulds 
Sometimes, what we think we want is 
influenced by societal or familial 
expectations rather than our true 
desires. Practice noticing the 
difference between wants (“I want to 
spend more time in nature”) and 
shoulds (“I should want to socialize 
more”). Focus on what genuinely 
resonates with you. 

3 

 
Listen to Your Body 
Your body often knows what you 
want before your mind does. Pay 
attention to physical sensations and 
emotions when considering your 
desires. A feeling of excitement, 
warmth, or relaxation might indicate 
alignment with your true wants, while 
tension or unease might signal 
otherwise. 

4 

 
Test Your Wants 
Allow yourself time to let a genuine 
want emerge. Sometimes, what 
initially feels like a want might shift 
when you sit with it longer. Experiment 
by imagining different scenarios or 
trying small actions to see if the desire 
resonates over time. This process of 
testing your wants can help you align 
with what truly matters to you. 
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Once you’ve identified your desires, the next step is to communicate them. Asking for 
what you want can feel vulnerable, but it’s a vital skill for building healthy, reciprocal 
relationships. 

●​ Be Clear and Specific 

Ambiguity can lead to misunderstandings. When making a request, be as clear and 
specific as possible. This increases the likelihood that your needs will be met. 

Example: Instead of saying, “I need more help around the house,” try, “Would you wash 
the dishes after dinner this week?” 

●​ Use “I” Statements 

Frame your request from your perspective to avoid sounding accusatory. “I” statements 
keep the focus on your needs and feelings, making it easier for the other person to 
respond constructively. 

Example: “I feel overwhelmed managing all the household tasks. Could we divide them 
more evenly?” 

●​ Choose the Right Time and Place 

Timing matters. Find a moment when both you and the other person are calm and 
receptive. Avoid making requests during heated arguments or when emotions are 
running high. 

●​ Be Prepared for “No” 

Not every request will be met with agreement, and that’s okay. Practice accepting “no” 
gracefully and consider alternatives or compromises that could still meet your needs. 

Example: “I understand you’re busy this week. Could we revisit this next week when 
things have settled?” 

●​ Practice Assertiveness 

Being assertive means expressing your needs confidently and respectfully. It’s not about 
demanding or controlling but about honoring your worth and inviting collaboration. 

Example: “It’s important to me that we have time to connect. Can we schedule a date 
night this weekend?” 

        ​ ​ 29 



   ​ ​                      
 
 

Consent and Collaboration 

Consent is a foundational element of asking for what you want, especially in 
relationships. The Wheel of Consent, developed by Dr. Betty Martin2, highlights the 
importance of distinguishing between giving, receiving, taking, and allowing in 
interactions. Consent is not just about agreeing but doing so willingly and 
enthusiastically.  

Practicing consent ensures that both parties feel safe, respected, and empowered in 
their choices. When making a request, it’s important to check in with the other person 
and give them the space to say yes, no, or negotiate. 

 

The 3-Minute Game 

A practical way to explore asking for what you want and consent with a partner is 
through the 3-Minute Game, inspired by the Wheel of Consent. In this exercise: 

1.​ Take turns asking each other two questions: “How would you like me to touch 
you for three minutes?” and “How would you like to touch me for three 
minutes?” 

2.​ Practice expressing your desires clearly and checking in for consent before 
proceeding. 

3.​ Use this activity to build trust, explore your wants, and practice asking and 
receiving authentically. 

 

The Ripple Effect of Asking for What You Want 

When you practice asking for what you want, you inspire others to do the same. Healthy 
communication creates a ripple effect, strengthening relationships and fostering mutual 

2 Betty Martin is a sex educator, author, and creator of The Wheel of Consent, a framework for 
understanding boundaries, touch, and consent in personal and professional interactions. 
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respect. Over time, this practice helps you cultivate a life that aligns with your values 
and desires. Asking for what you want is not just about getting your needs met—it’s 
about stepping into your power and creating the relationships and life you deserve. 
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Chapter 4 

Dealing with Triggers and Emotional Reactions 

In this chapter you will learn: 

-​  What are “triggers”? 
-​  How to recognize when you are triggered? 
-​  What to do when you notice you are getting triggered and what to avoid? 

What is a “trigger”?  

Triggers are something we all 
experience. Take a moment to 
visualize a literal trigger: it’s a 
small part of a gun, responsible 
for firing it. However, the gun 
can only fire, if it’s already 
loaded. Similarly, when we’re 
triggered, it’s because we’re 
already carrying emotional 
“ammunition” within us, waiting 
to be ignited. The trigger itself 
is just a catalyst, but the true 
impact comes from what we’re 
holding inside. In this way, 
we’re not unlike the gun: the 
trigger activates the emotions 
already present within us. 

Triggers are external stimuli that spark emotional reactions, often linked to past trauma 
or unresolved feelings. These stimuli can take many forms—sounds, words, behaviors, 
gestures, and more. When triggered, we often experience automatic responses such as 
physical sensations, thought patterns, or intense emotions. 
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In these moments, the body enters a state of heightened arousal, activating the 
fight-flight-freeze response3. The brain, particularly the amygdala, perceives the trigger 
as a threat and signals the body to react accordingly4. This reaction often brings forth 
coping mechanisms developed during childhood—such as withdrawal, anger, or 
compliance—that were once adaptive but may no longer serve us in adulthood5. 

Consider this example: For many women who grew up in abusive or dysfunctional 
families, triggers often evoke deep feelings of guilt or shame. In such environments, 
caregivers or family members may have used manipulation or control tactics, causing 
the woman to feel responsible for their emotions. She may have been blamed for 
family conflicts or led to believe that her needs and emotions were a burden. As a 
result, certain situations - like someone raising their voice or even minor 
disagreements - can trigger the familiar feelings of guilt or shame. Thus, she may 
suppress her own needs or agree with whatever is said.This survival strategy, 
developed in childhood, can make it challenging for her to recognize and honor her 
own boundaries and needs as an adult. 

When the fight-flight-freeze response activates, we can also experience a lot of anger. 
However, if this anger was suppressed or unacknowledged in childhood, it can 
resurface later in life as a strong reaction to perceived threats or injustices.  

Example: For many women who lived in environments where their boundaries were 
not respected, triggers can evoke strong feelings of anger. Imagine a woman who was 
taught to suppress her anger to avoid punishment or further conflict. As an adult, 
certain situations - such as someone disregarding her opinions, can trigger that 
deeply rooted anger. In response, she may lash out or become overly defensive, 
reacting with the same intensity as if her childhood experiences were repeating 
themselves. This reaction is a survival mechanism, developed in childhood to protect 
herself, but it can make it difficult for her to manage or express anger in healthy ways 
as an adult. 

5 Siegel, D. J. (2010). The Developing Mind: How Relationships and the Brain Interact to 
Shape Who We Are. 

4 van der Kolk, B. (2014). The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the 
Healing of Trauma. 
 

3 Porges, S. W. (2011). The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of 
Emotions, Attachment, Communication, and Self-regulation. 
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The challenge with triggers is that the thoughts and reactions they provoke happen so 
quickly that we often don’t see the connection. Much of what triggers us occurs at an 
unconscious level. What we consciously experience is simply a sense of discomfort or 
unease in the present moment. Like most things the mind labels as “uncomfortable,” we 
tend to view triggers as negative, something to be avoided.  

"Nothing ever goes 
away until it has 
taught us what we 
need to know."  

-​ Pema Chödrön6 

Triggers, though uncomfortable, hold the 
potential for deep personal growth. 
Instead of viewing them as something to 
fear or avoid, we can see them as 
opportunities to uncover the lessons we 
need to learn and grow from. Within our 
triggers lies the potential to practice 
self-compassion and address the deeper 
parts of ourselves that need care and 
attention. 

 

How to recognise that you are getting triggered  

To be able to learn the lesson a trigger is here to teach us, we first need to recognise 
when we are triggered. By learning to notice the signals of being triggered, we can 
develop greater awareness, giving ourselves the opportunity to pause, reflect, and work 
toward integration.  

Notice your physical reactions 

Our body often gives us the first clues that we are 
triggered7. Physical sensations like a racing heart, 
tight chest, trembling hands, or shallow breathing 
signal that the nervous system is reacting to a 
perceived or real threat. This is the body’s way of 
preparing to fight, flee, or freeze, even if there’s no 
actual danger in the environment. 

7 Maté, G. (2003). When the Body Says No: Exploring the Stress-Disease Connection. 
Wiley. 

6 А Buddhist teacher known for her teachings on mindfulness and compassion 
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Example: You’re sitting in a café, and someone at the next table raises their voice 
during a phone call. You feel your body tense, your heart starts pounding, and your 
stomach knots up. Even though you know you’re safe, your body reacts as if it’s 
preparing for confrontation.  

 

Try this: To recognise physical reactions more easily when triggered, practice paying 
attention to your body when you’re not. This builds body awareness. You can try it 
now and notice your body as you are reading. Can you feel your heart beating? Your 
breath? What about your feet? Can you sense the ground beneath you? Check in with 
your body multiple times a day to practice, and explore doing a full body scan as well.  

 

Notice your emotional shifts 
A sudden, intense change in your emotional state is another 
sign of being triggered8. You might feel a wave of anger, fear, 
sadness, or guilt without knowing why. These emotions may 
feel overwhelming and disproportionate to the situation, 
indicating they are tied to unresolved feelings from the past. 
 
Example: You’re having a casual conversation with a friend, 
and they make a comment about relationships. Suddenly, a 
wave of guilt and shame washes over you, making you feel 

like you’ve done something wrong, even though nothing specific has happened. 

 

Try this: When you notice such emotional shifts, pause and reflect: What is the 
emotion that I'm feeling? Is this related to my past? Does it remind me of something? 

 

Notice what goes on in your mind 

8 Maté, G. (2003). When the Body Says No: Exploring the Stress-Disease Connection. 
Wiley. 
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When triggered, our thoughts can become repetitive, chaotic, and overwhelming. 
Depending on the emotional reaction, we might ruminate on worst-case scenarios, 
replay old conversations, or spiral into self-criticism9. 

Example: You’re at work, and your boss gave you constructive feedback. However, your 
mind cannot let it go and replays the conversation. You start to worry whether you said 
something wrong, and begin questioning your competence.  

 

Try this: When you notice your thoughts spiraling, try a practice called "thought 
labeling." Begin by taking a few deep breaths and then observe your thoughts without 
judgment. As each thought arises, give it a simple label such as worry, self-criticism, 
planning, etc. By naming the thoughts, you can gain clarity on which mental loops are 
being triggered and start to gently interrupt the cycle. 
After labeling the thoughts, you can also ask yourself: Are these thoughts truly 
reflective of the present situation?  

 

Notice your disconnection and numbness 

Sometimes, instead of feeling overwhelmed by emotions, 
we may feel disconnected or numb when triggered. This is a 
form of dissociation, a defense mechanism the body uses to 
protect us from emotional overload10. In these moments, we 
may struggle to stay present, feel like life is a dream, or feel 
that we’re not fully in our bodies. 

Example: You’re spending time with loved ones, but 
suddenly, without any clear reason, you feel disconnected from the conversation. You 
zone out, feel detached, or find it hard to engage. This emotional numbness could 
signal that a painful memory has been triggered, even if it’s not immediately clear. 

 

10 van der Kolk, B. (2014). The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the 
Healing of Trauma. 

9 Beck, A. T. (2011). Cognitive Therapy: Basics and Beyond. Guilford Press. 
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Exercise: When you notice disconnection, gently bring yourself back to the present 
by focusing on your senses. Try the following grounding technique: name 5 things you 
can see, 4 things you can feel, 3 things you can hear, 2 things you can smell, and 1 
thing you can taste. 

Recognising when we’re triggered can be difficult at first, but with practice, we can learn 
to identify the signs with greater ease. The key is to remain curious and open toward 
yourself and your experiences. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

Taking a moment to reflect after experiencing a triggering situation can help deepen 
self-awareness and uncover underlying patterns. As you explore your emotions and 
reactions, consider these questions: 

●​ What am I feeling at this moment? 
●​ How does it show up in my body? What physical sensations am I noticing? 
●​ What is the story I’m telling myself about what’s happening? 
●​ Am I judging myself or the other person in this situation? 
●​ What do I believe about the other person in this situation? 
●​ What do I believe about myself? 
●​ What need or desire is not being met here? 
●​ Does this remind me of something from my past? What is my earliest memory 

connected to this? 
●​ What do I need to feel safe and supported at this moment? 
●​ How can I approach this situation with compassion, both for myself and the other 

person? 
●​ How would I like to respond, rather than reacting automatically? 

These reflections can guide you toward more mindful responses and greater emotional 
clarity. 
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What Not to do When Triggered  

When we’re triggered, it’s easy to fall into reactive patterns or behaviors that feel 
familiar. These responses often stem from an attempt to protect ourselves, regain 
control, or numb our emotions. Remember that triggers are automatic; they happen 
without our conscious control. However, once we recognize we’re triggered, we do have 
a choice in how we respond. 

1. Don’t ignore the feeling 

One of the most common reactions to being triggered is to push the uncomfortable 
emotion away. This can happen automatically - we might distract ourselves with games, 
social media, or busyness; pretend everything is fine; or focus on staying calm at all 
costs. While these strategies might offer short-term relief, suppressing emotions only 
makes them stronger over time. The feelings don’t disappear, they get buried, only to 
resurface later. 

2. Don’t blame yourself 

It’s also common for us to turn the blame inward when we’re triggered. We might think, 
Why am I feeling like this? What’s wrong with me? I shouldn’t feel this way! This is 
especially true for those of us who have experienced abusive relationships, where we 
were made to feel responsible for everything. Over time, we may have internalised the 
belief that our emotions are "too much" or "unreasonable," which can lead to feelings of 
guilt and shame when triggered. It’s important to remember that these thoughts are 
automatic responses, often occurring without us even realising it.  

3. Don’t react impulsively​
Triggers can bring up intense emotions, making it tempting for us to react immediately 
just to relieve the discomfort. We might feel the urge to lash out, shut down, or make 
reckless decisions in an attempt to avoid the pain. While these reactions may bring 
some relief, acting impulsively often leads to regret later on. 

4. Don’t isolate yourself​
When triggered, the instinct to withdraw from others can be strong. We might feel the 
urge to retreat and avoid contact, which can be helpful for self-reflection. However, 
isolating ourselves too much can reinforce feelings of shame, sadness, or helplessness. 
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Furthermore, in abusive relationships, isolation was often used as a tool for control, and 
these patterns can continue long after the relationship has ended. 

What to do instead: healthy ways to respond 

When we’re triggered, it can feel like we’re reliving past pain, leaving us overwhelmed 
and out of control. While we can’t prevent triggers from happening, we can take steps to 
ground ourselves in the present and respond with care. 

1. Pause and breathe 

Instead of reacting right away, it’s helpful to pause and give ourselves time to process 
what we’re feeling. Taking a deep breath and reminding ourselves, “I’m feeling triggered 
right now, and I don’t need to respond immediately,” can make all the difference. This 
pause allows us to choose a response that aligns with our true needs rather than 
reacting based on past wounds. 

Breathing is one of the most effective tools for calming the nervous system. When 
triggered, our body enters a heightened state - heart racing, muscles tensing, breath 
becoming shallow. By slowing down and deepening our breath, we can consciously 
activate the parasympathetic nervous system, which promotes relaxation11. 

 

Try this: Try taking slow, deep breaths, counting to four as you inhale and four as you 
exhale. Repeat this for a minute or two. This technique helps lower your heart rate 
and ease the tension in your body. 

Note: If someone else is involved, you can let them know that you need some space to 
calm down. Alternatively, invite them to breathe with you. 

2. Name the emotion 

Many of us have been conditioned to hide or suppress emotions, especially 
feelings like anger or sadness, which often leaves us unable to identify what we're truly 
feeling beyond a vague sense of “good” or “bad.” This is particularly true when we're 
triggered - we know we're upset, but not much more. By pausing and taking a moment 

11 Porges, S. W. (2011). The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of 
Emotions, Attachment, Communication, and Self-regulation. 
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to identify and name the specific emotion - whether it's anger, fear, guilt, sadness, or 
shame - we bring it into the light, making it easier to understand and process. 

Naming the emotion not only brings it into awareness but also creates a sense of 
distance between self and emotions12. When we name what we’re feeling, we shift from 
being consumed by the emotion to observing it. This subtle change helps us move from 
a reactive state to a more reflective one, allowing us to respond rather than impulsively 
react. Over time, regularly naming our emotions can enhance emotional intelligence, 
foster deeper connections and reduce misunderstandings in relationships. 

 

Try this: When you feel triggered, take a moment to pause and tune into your body 
and mind. Rather than labeling everything as "good" or "bad," take a deeper dive. Ask 
yourself: What am I truly feeling right now? Is it anger? Fear? Sadness? Shame? 
Confusion? You can also support this by using an “Emotional Wheel”.  
Write down or say aloud the emotion you identify: “I feel __.” This acknowledgment 
helps you develop emotional awareness and creates space for you to process what’s 
happening inside without rushing to fix or suppress it. 
Tip: You can make this a daily practice even when you’re not triggered by checking in 
with yourself and naming the dominant emotion of the moment. This helps strengthen 
your emotional vocabulary over time. 

12 Lewis, M. (2011). The Biology of Desire: Why Addiction Is Not a Disease. 
PublicAffairs. 
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3. Validate your emotions 

It's common to feel like we’re overreacting when triggered. We might think, “I should be 
over this by now” or “I shouldn’t feel this way.” But what we’re feeling is real, even if it 
seems out of proportion to the situation. Validating our emotions means telling ourselves 
it’s okay to feel this way, even if it’s uncomfortable. We don’t need to judge or fix the 
emotion right away - just allow it to be there. 

Validation is especially important for women who have experienced domestic abuse, 
where their emotions were frequently dismissed or invalidated. In such environments, 
you may have been made to feel that your emotional responses were "too much" or 
"unreasonable." Over time, this leads to internalised shame and self-doubt, causing you 
to question the legitimacy of their feelings. 

By acknowledging the emotion without judgment, we create space for self-compassion 
and healing, allowing us to reconnect with our feelings in a way that honors our 
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experiences13. Through this, we can begin to reclaim the emotional truth that was 
denied to us in the past. 

 

Exercise: Try using compassionate self-talk when you’re triggered. Say things like, “It 
makes sense that I’m feeling this way given my past experiences,” or “It’s okay to feel 
upset right now - this feeling is valid.” This helps soften the intensity of the trigger and 
creates space for healing. 

 

4. Identify and take care of unmet needs 

Triggers often highlight unmet needs - emotional or physical14, that we may not be fully 
aware of. These needs could range from a desire for safety or recognition to something 
more basic, like needing rest or space. 

For those of us who have experienced abuse or trauma, our needs were often ignored 
or invalidated. Over time, we may have lost touch with what we genuinely need to feel 
supported and safe. When triggers arise, they can signal where these unmet needs still 
exist, offering us an opportunity to take care of ourselves. 

 

Try this: When triggered, pause and ask yourself, “What unmet need is being 
activated?” Once you’ve identified it, take small steps to meet that need. It could be 
taking a break, practicing self-compassion, or acknowledging that it’s okay to ask for 
what you need. 

 

5. Cultivate compassion for Yourself 

14 Maté, G. (2011). In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction. 
North Atlantic Books. 
 

13 Brach, T. (2003). Radical Acceptance: Embracing Your Life With the Heart of a 
Buddha. Bantam. 
 

        ​ ​ 42 



   ​ ​                      
 
One of the most powerful things we can do when triggered is to cultivate compassion for 
ourselves. Offering ourselves kindness and understanding can transform how we relate 
to our emotions, softening their intensity and allowing us to heal. Many of us have been 
taught to be hard on ourselves, especially when we're struggling. But when we practice 
self-compassion, we begin to break those patterns and treat ourselves with the same 
kindness we would offer a dear friend. 

Self-compassion is also deeply connected to how we relate to others. When we are kind 
to ourselves, we build the capacity for greater empathy and understanding toward those 
around us. By learning to hold our own pain with gentleness, we become more open to 
others' pain, fostering deeper connections and more meaningful relationships. In this 
way, self-compassion is not only a gift to ourselves, but also a way to nurture healthier, 
more compassionate connections with others. 

 

Try this: When you’re triggered, place a hand on your heart and silently say, “This is a 
moment of suffering. I deserve love and kindness, especially now.” Even small 
gestures of self-compassion can have a big impact, helping you feel more grounded 
and supported in the face of intense emotions.  
 
You can also practice compassion when you’re not triggered by taking a few minutes 
each day to sit quietly and reflect on how you’re feeling. Then, say to yourself: "May I 
be kind to myself. May I be patient with my own journey. May I accept myself as I am." 
This regular practice helps strengthen the habit of compassion so that, when triggers 
arise, you can respond with greater ease and self-care. 

6. Reach out for support 

It’s important to remember that seeking support is a strength, not a weakness. Having 
someone to talk to, whether it’s a trusted friend, family member, or therapist, can 
provide comfort, reassurance, and perspective. Simply being listened to can alleviate 
much of the emotional burden, helping us feel understood and less isolated in our 
experience. 

In addition to reaching out to loved ones, consider seeking professional help. A therapist 
or counselor can offer an empathetic witness to your experience, providing you with 
guidance and tools for navigating triggers. Working with a therapist can also help you 
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build healthier coping mechanisms and explore deeper emotional patterns, leading to 
long-term healing. 

 

Try this: Make a list of people you trust and feel safe with - friends, family, or 
professionals - who you can reach out to when you’re feeling triggered. Having a 
mental or physical list prepared can make it easier to act in the moment. Even a brief 
check-in with someone who understands can help you regain perspective and remind 
you that you’re not alone in your experience. 
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The RAIN Exercise 

The RAIN practice, developed by Tara Brach15, is a powerful tool for cultivating 
self-compassion and mindfulness. It stands for Recognise, Allow, Investigate, and 
Nurture. This simple practice helps us create space between our reactions and our 
emotions, fostering a deeper connection to ourselves.  

The steps of RAIN: 

1 

Recognise​
This step involves consciously acknowledging the thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors that are present in the moment. 

2 

Allow​
Allowing means letting your thoughts and emotions be, without trying to 
change or resist them. 

3 

Investigate​
With curiosity, gently explore your experience. Ask: What needs my 
attention? What am I believing? What does this vulnerable part of me 
need? 

4 Nurture​
Offer yourself compassion by tending to your needs. You might place a 
hand on your heart or envision being embraced by warmth. If 
self-compassion feels challenging, imagine receiving love from someone 
you trust. 

After RAIN​
Notice the shift in your presence. You may feel more space between yourself and the 
emotions you're experiencing. 

15 Tara Brach is a psychologist, meditation teacher, and author known for integrating 
mindfulness and compassion practices into Western psychology. 
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Chapter 5 

 Transforming Conflict into Connection 
In this chapter you will learn: 

-​ How to differentiate between healthy and unhealthy conflict; 
-​ How to develop emotional regulation strategies to manage stress and 

maintain constructive communication; 
-​ How to apply repair strategies to rebuild trust and restore relationships 

after disagreements; 
-​ How to use collaborative problem-solving methods to find mutually 

beneficial solutions; 
-​ How to reframe conflict as an opportunity for personal growth, deeper 

understanding, and stronger connections. 

 

Conflict as a Pathway to Growth 

Conflict, often viewed as inherently negative, holds transformative potential when 
approached with an open mindset. As Wallach16 emphasizes, conflicts arise naturally 
from diversity in beliefs, experiences, and perceptions, serving as opportunities for 
growth rather than barriers​. Far from being an obstacle, conflict can act as a mirror, 
reflecting unmet needs, unspoken emotions, or structural inequalities within 
relationships or systems. Recognizing this transformative potential requires reframing 
conflict as an essential and constructive element of human interaction​. In practice, 
addressing conflict involves embracing discomfort and engaging with opposing 
viewpoints. For instance, group relations theory stresses the importance of 
understanding the non-rational, unconscious processes that shape group and individual 
behavior. By confronting these hidden dynamics, individuals and organizations can 
foster self-awareness and systemic change​.  

Thus, conflict, when navigated mindfully, becomes a pathway to deeper 
understanding and connection. Conflict reveals the unspoken dynamics of relationships, 

16 Wallach, Tracy. (2004). Transforming Conflict: A Group Relations Perspective. Peace and Conflict Studies, Vol. 11, 
No. 1. Retrieved from https://nsuworks.nova.edu/pcs/vol11/iss1/5​
This paper integrates psychoanalytic and open systems theories with group relations perspectives, discussing how 
unconscious emotional processes shape conflict and its resolution at individual, group, and systemic levels. 
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such as unmet needs, values, or unexpressed frustrations. When addressed 
constructively, it can lead to personal and relational growth. According to a study 
published in the Journal of Positive Psychology17, individuals who engage with conflict 
openly and respectfully often report increased emotional resilience and stronger 
connections with others. Viewing conflict as a growth opportunity requires a 
fundamental shift in how we perceive disagreements. Instead of treating conflict as a 
threat or a contest, it can be reframed as a chance to understand deeper needs, 
strengthen relationships, and co-create solutions. Here’s how this mindset can be 
cultivated: 

Reframe the Mindset​
Rather than seeing conflict as a battle to win, approach it as a shared challenge. This 
shift transforms adversarial dynamics into collaborative efforts. Imagine each party 
standing side by side, looking at the problem together, rather than facing off against 
each other. This perspective promotes problem-solving as a joint venture rather than a 
zero-sum game. 

●​ Example: In a workplace setting, instead of debating who is "right" about a 
missed deadline, team members could focus on identifying process inefficiencies 
and brainstorming solutions together. 

●​ Tip: Use language that emphasizes collaboration, such as “How can we address 
this together?” rather than “Here’s why you’re wrong.” 

Focus on Needs​
Conflicts often surface because underlying needs—such as respect, recognition, 
security, or autonomy—are unmet or misunderstood. By identifying and addressing 
these needs, it’s possible to move beyond surface-level disagreements to find solutions 
that satisfy both parties. 

●​ Action Steps: 
○​ During a disagreement, ask open-ended questions like, “What’s most 

important to you in this situation?” 
○​ Reflect on your own needs and communicate them clearly: “I feel 

frustrated because I need more clarity on expectations.” 
●​ Outcome: Focusing on needs prevents escalation by shifting the conversation 

from blame to understanding and problem-solving. 

17 Positive Psychology in Conflict. (Various Authors). Journal of Positive Psychology.​
Articles published in this journal explore how positive psychology principles, such as gratitude and 
resilience, can transform conflict dynamics and promote constructive outcomes. 
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Encourage Dialogue​
A growth-oriented approach to conflict prioritizes open communication where both 
parties feel heard, respected, and valued. Dialogue creates the opportunity to share 
perspectives, uncover common ground, and build empathy. 

●​ Environment: Foster a safe space for conversations by minimizing distractions 
and setting ground rules, such as no interrupting or personal attacks. 

●​ Listening Skills: Practice active listening, which involves reflecting back what 
the other person says to confirm understanding. For instance, “So you’re saying 
that you felt left out of the decision-making process—is that right?” 

●​ Mutual Understanding: Encourage both parties to express their thoughts and 
emotions, emphasizing that the goal is not agreement but mutual understanding. 

By reframing conflict, focusing on needs, and fostering meaningful dialogue, individuals 
and groups can transform disagreements into powerful opportunities for growth, 
connection, and innovation. This approach not only resolves immediate issues but also 
lays the foundation for more resilient and constructive relationships. 

 

Recognizing emotional escalation and de-escalation strategies 

Emotional escalation is a process in which minor disagreements intensify into major 
conflicts due to unregulated emotions. It acts as a catalyst for unproductive conflict by 
amplifying tensions and obstructing rational communication. Addressing emotional 
escalation early is essential for maintaining constructive interactions and achieving 
resolution. 

Emotional escalation often occurs when intense emotions such as fear, anger, and 
frustration overwhelm rational thought processes. These emotions can cloud judgment, 
heighten defensiveness, and deepen divides, making resolution increasingly difficult. As 
Wallach points out, such intense feelings are frequently fueled by unconscious defense 
mechanisms like projection. For instance, when an individual unconsciously attributes 
their own insecurities or fears to another person, it creates a feedback loop of 
misunderstanding and blame that intensifies conflict​. 

Early warning signs to watch out for 

The ability to detect the early indicators of emotional escalation is key to preventing 
conflicts from spiraling out of control. Signs can manifest in three main ways: 
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1.​ Physical Changes: 
○​ Increased heart rate, sweating, or shallow breathing, signaling heightened 

physiological arousal. 
○​ Clenched fists, tightened jaw, or restless movements that indicate physical 

tension. 
2.​ Behavioral Cues: 

○​ Raised voices or a shift in tone that becomes sharp, sarcastic, or 
accusatory. 

○​ Avoidant behaviors, such as shutting down communication or withdrawing 
from the conversation entirely. 

3.​ Cognitive Shifts: 
○​ Rigid or all-or-nothing thinking that blocks alternative perspectives. 
○​ Catastrophic assumptions about the situation, such as "This always 

happens," or "Things will never improve." 

 

Manage Escalation: 

1.​ Pause and breathe: Taking deep breaths helps lower stress hormones, such 
as cortisol, improving emotional regulation . 

2.​ Name the emotion: Labeling emotions ("I feel frustrated") can reduce their 
intensity. 

3.​ Engage in grounding techniques: Focus on physical sensations, such as 
feeling your feet on the floor, to regain control. 

Proactively managing emotional escalation fosters a more productive dialogue, as 
supported by neuroscience studies on emotional regulation . 

 

Unpacking unhealthy conflict patterns 

As mentioned above, not all conflicts are inherently negative; many disagreements 
serve as opportunities for growth and understanding. However, unhealthy conflicts are 
distinctly destructive, often involving patterns such as manipulation, blame-shifting, 
avoidance, or aggression. These conflicts erode trust, create emotional harm, and 
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hinder the potential for constructive resolution. Unhealthy conflict often arises from 
deep-seated emotional or systemic issues. Wallach18 highlights how individuals or 
groups may externalize their anxieties through mechanisms like scapegoating or 
stereotyping, which shifts responsibility and creates division​. Mitchell further explains 
that unhealthy conflict can reflect unresolved power imbalances, unmet emotional 
needs, or misaligned expectations within a relationship or group​.  

 

Key characteristics of unhealthy conflict include: 

●​ Repetitive Nature: The same disagreements recur without resolution, often 
escalating over time. 

●​ Disproportionate Intensity: The emotional reactions far exceed the issue at 
hand, indicating underlying tensions. 

●​ Lack of Closure: Disagreements leave parties feeling disconnected, 
misunderstood, or resentful. 

Unhealthy conflict can manifest in several ways, particularly in intimate relationships 
where emotional bonds and shared responsibilities can heighten tensions: 

1.​ Aggression: 
○​ Includes yelling, name-calling, intimidation, or even physical violence. 
○​ In partnerships, this dynamic often stems from unmet needs for control, 

respect, or validation. Persistent aggression undermines emotional safety 
and fosters fear. 

2.​ Avoidance: 
○​ Refusing to engage in discussions about problems, either by withdrawing 

physically or shutting down emotionally. 
○​ In inter-partner dynamics, avoidance can lead to unresolved tensions that 

fester, creating emotional distance and dissatisfaction. 
3.​ Manipulation: 

18 Wallach, Tracy. (2004). Transforming Conflict: A Group Relations Perspective. Peace and Conflict Studies, Vol. 11, 
No. 1. Retrieved from https://nsuworks.nova.edu/pcs/vol11/iss1/5​
This paper integrates psychoanalytic and open systems theories with group relations perspectives, discussing how 
unconscious emotional processes shape conflict and its resolution at individual, group, and systemic levels. 
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○​ Using tactics like guilt-tripping, dishonesty, or passive-aggressiveness to 
control the outcome of a disagreement. 

○​ This often surfaces in relationships where one partner feels powerless and 
resorts to indirect means to assert their needs or desires. 

In romantic partnerships, unhealthy conflict often intertwines with emotional intimacy 
and vulnerability. Patterns like blame-shifting or avoidance may arise from deeper 
insecurities, fear of rejection, or unresolved past trauma. For example: 

●​ A partner might use guilt to manipulate the other into prioritizing their needs, 
reflecting an underlying fear of abandonment. 

●​ Avoidance might occur when one partner fears confrontation, leaving critical 
issues like finances, parenting, or intimacy unaddressed. 

These patterns can create a cycle where unhealthy dynamics are reinforced, leaving 
both partners feeling unheard and disconnected. 

Addressing Unhealthy Conflict 

Effectively dealing with unhealthy conflict requires addressing its root causes and 
creating a safe environment for open dialogue: 

1.​ Identify Underlying Issues: 
○​ Explore the unmet emotional needs, fears, or systemic issues fueling the 

conflict. For example, in a partnership, power struggles might stem from 
feelings of inadequacy or differing values. 

○​ Encourage self-reflection to recognize how personal insecurities may 
influence conflict behaviors. 

2.​ Create Emotional Safety: 
○​ Establish ground rules for communication, such as no yelling or blaming, 

to foster mutual respect. 
○​ Validate each partner’s feelings to reduce defensiveness and encourage 

honest expression. 
3.​ Foster Constructive Exploration: 

○​ Use “I” statements to take ownership of one’s feelings and experiences, 
e.g., “I feel ignored when my concerns are dismissed.” 

○​ Consider relationship counseling or mediation if patterns are deeply 
entrenched and difficult to navigate alone. 
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Addressing unhealthy conflict in inter-partner relationships is challenging but 
transformative. By breaking destructive patterns, couples can rebuild trust and create a 
foundation for deeper understanding and collaboration. Recognizing and addressing 
these conflicts early prevents long-term damage and opens the door to healthier 
relational dynamics. 

Emotional regulation and co-regulation in relationships 

Emotional regulation is the ability to manage and modulate one’s own emotional 
responses, ensuring they remain appropriate and constructive. Co-regulation 
complements this by creating a supportive environment that helps others regulate their 
emotions, fostering mutual understanding and connection. Together, these skills are 
critical in transforming conflict into a space for growth and collaboration. Below, we 
explore practical techniques for both self-regulation and co-regulation, drawing on 
established strategies and insights from emotional intelligence research. 

 

Techniques for Emotional 
Regulation​
Developing emotional regulation 
begins with cultivating self-awareness 
and practicing intentional strategies to 
calm the mind and body during 
moments of stress. 

●​ Box Breathing: A simple yet 
powerful tool for calming the nervous 
system, box breathing involves 
inhaling for 4 seconds, holding the 
breath for 4 seconds, exhaling for 4 
seconds, and repeating the cycle. This 
technique promotes a state of 
relaxation and helps anchor the 
individual in the present moment, 
making it especially useful during 

high-stress situations. 
●​ Journaling: Writing down thoughts and emotions provides a constructive outlet 

for processing feelings. Journaling allows individuals to gain clarity, identify 
emotional patterns, and release tension. For example, recounting a triggering 
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event and exploring its impact on one’s emotions can foster greater 
self-understanding and reduce reactivity. 

●​ Positive Self-Talk: Replacing negative, self-critical thoughts with constructive 
affirmations can dramatically shift one’s emotional state. For instance, reframing 
“I’m failing” into “I’m learning through challenges” promotes resilience and 
self-compassion, preventing emotions from spiraling into unproductive territory. 

●​ Mindfulness Practices: Techniques such as meditation or grounding exercises 
help individuals remain calm and centered, even amid tension. Focusing on 
sensory experiences, such as the feel of a chair beneath you or the rhythm of 
your breath, can serve as a powerful anchor to the present moment. 

●​ Pause and Reflect: When faced with a triggering statement or action, pausing 
before responding provides an opportunity to assess one’s emotional state and 
choose a deliberate response. This intentional pause helps prevent impulsive 
reactions and maintains constructive communication. 

●​ Cognitive Reframing: Challenging negative assumptions about others’ 
intentions is another effective strategy. For instance, instead of assuming 
someone’s dismissive tone indicates hostility, consider alternative explanations 
like stress or distraction. Reframing fosters empathy and defuses unnecessary 
tension. 

Co-Regulation Strategies​
Co-regulation focuses on creating a safe and supportive interpersonal space where 
emotions can be managed collaboratively. These strategies are particularly valuable in 
conflict situations, where tensions can escalate rapidly without mutual support. 

●​ Empathy and Validation: One of the most effective co-regulation strategies is 
reflecting back the other person’s emotions to validate their experience. 
Statements like “I can see how frustrating this must feel for you” or “It sounds like 
this situation has been overwhelming” communicate understanding and reduce 
defensiveness. 

●​ Active Listening: Demonstrating genuine engagement by paraphrasing or 
summarizing the other person’s statements ensures they feel heard. For 
example, “What I’m hearing is that you feel sidelined in decision-making—did I 
get that right?” not only clarifies understanding but also builds trust. 

●​ Collaborative De-Escalation: Suggesting joint calming activities, such as taking 
a break, practicing breathing exercises together, or even stepping outside for a 
walk, can help regulate collective emotional energy. These shared actions signal 
a commitment to working through the conflict as a team. 
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The Ripple Effect of Emotional Intelligence 

When one individual models self-regulation, it can create a ripple effect of calm within a 
pair or a group, encouraging others to adopt similar practices. Similarly, when 
co-regulation strategies are used effectively, they reinforce the sense of connection and 
trust between parties, making it easier to navigate disagreements and work toward 
mutual understanding. In practice, these skills allow conflicts to transition from 
emotionally charged stand-offs to constructive conversations.  

 

Repairing trust after conflict 

Repairing relationships after conflict is an essential step in restoring trust, fostering 
resilience, and ensuring the long-term health of connections. Conflict, while potentially 
damaging, also presents a unique opportunity to rebuild stronger, more respectful 
relationships by addressing unresolved issues and co-creating healthier relational 
norms. Mitchell19 underscores the transformative potential of the post-conflict phase, 
where genuine reconciliation can pave the way for deeper understanding and emotional 
growth​. Effective conflict repair involves deliberate actions aimed at addressing the 
harm caused and restoring balance in the relationship. The process consists of three 
interconnected steps: 

Acknowledgment 
Openly acknowledging the 
conflict and its impact is 
the first step toward repair. 
This involves validating the 
other person’s experience 
without becoming 
defensive.  
 

Responsibility 
Taking responsibility for 
one’s role in the conflict is 
essential for moving 
forward. This step requires 
self-reflection to identify 
actions or behaviors that 
contributed to the issue. 
 

Commitment to Change 
Repair is incomplete 
without a clear plan to 
prevent future conflicts. 
This involves discussing 
concrete actions to rebuild 
trust and ensure the same 
issues do not resurface. 
For example, if a conflict 
arose due to poor 

19 Mitchell, Christopher. (2002). Beyond Resolution: What Does Conflict Transformation Actually 
Transform? Peace and Conflict Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1.​
Retrieved from https://nsuworks.nova.edu/pcs/vol9/iss1/1​
This article explores the distinctions between conflict transformation and conflict resolution, 
emphasizing transformation's broader goals of addressing systemic and relational dynamics beyond 
immediate resolution. 
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Acknowledgment shows 
that the harm caused has 
been recognized and that 
the feelings of the affected 
party are respected. For 
instance, saying, “I 
understand how my 
actions made you feel 
undervalued, and I regret 
causing that pain,” can 
create a sense of 
validation and reduce 
lingering resentment. 

A meaningful acceptance 
of responsibility might 
sound like, “I see now that 
my behavior was 
dismissive, and I take full 
accountability for that.” 
Responsibility sets the 
stage for constructive 
dialogue. 

communication, agreeing 
on regular check-ins or 
using a shared 
communication platform 
could address the root 
cause. Such commitments 
demonstrate a sincere 
effort to prioritize the 
relationship’s well-being. 

The Role of Symbolic Gestures 

Symbolic gestures such as heartfelt apologies, acts of kindness, or reparative actions 
play a significant role in signaling a genuine commitment to reconciliation. According to 
Mitchell20, these gestures hold symbolic and emotional weight, reaffirming the intent to 
repair the relationship​. A thoughtful act, such as writing a letter of apology or offering to 
make amends in tangible ways, can convey sincerity and foster a sense of closure for 
the injured party. 

Incorporating Restorative Justice 

The principles of restorative justice can further enhance the repair process, particularly 
in contexts involving communities or organizations. Restorative justice emphasizes 
accountability, dialogue, and collaboration, enabling all parties to express their 
perspectives and work together toward healing. Through facilitated conversations, 
participants can share how the conflict affected them, explore its root causes, and 
collectively determine steps to move forward. For instance, in a workplace conflict, 
restorative justice might involve a mediated dialogue where team members share their 
grievances and agree on norms to improve group dynamics. 

This approach not only repairs relationships but also fosters a culture of mutual respect 
and understanding, creating a stronger foundation for future interactions. Restorative 

20 ibid. 
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justice transforms repair into an opportunity for growth and systemic change, making it 
particularly effective for addressing complex or recurring conflicts. 

The Path to Healing 

Successful conflict repair requires sincerity, vulnerability, and a genuine desire to rebuild 
trust. When acknowledgment, responsibility, and commitment to change are 
implemented thoughtfully, they pave the way for healing and reconnection. 
Relationships that emerge from this process often experience renewed depth and 
resilience, as both parties develop a deeper understanding of each other’s needs and 
perspectives. 

Ultimately, repair is not just about resolving the immediate conflict—it is about 
reinforcing the relational framework to withstand future challenges. By embracing the 
principles of restorative justice and engaging in deliberate acts of repair, individuals, 
communities, and organizations can transform the aftermath of conflict into a foundation 
for enduring growth and connection. 

Collaborative problem-solving: moving forward together 

Collaborative problem-solving is a transformative approach to conflict resolution 
that emphasizes mutual understanding, shared ownership of solutions, and fostering 
trust. Rather than viewing conflict as a zero-sum game, this method reframes it as a 
shared challenge requiring cooperative effort. As Wallach’s group relations perspective 
highlights, engaging all stakeholders in open dialogue and decision-making is key to 
creating sustainable resolutions​. Collaborative problem-solving not only addresses the 
immediate issues but also strengthens relationships and builds respect among 
participants, setting the stage for long-term collaboration. 

Foundations of Collaborative Problem-Solving​
Effective collaboration begins with a clear commitment to shared goals over individual 
agendas. This requires creating an environment where all voices are valued, 
contributions are equitable, and communication is transparent. Setting clear objectives 
and establishing norms for constructive engagement are essential first steps. For 
instance, agreeing on ground rules—such as active listening, no interruptions, and 
respect for differing perspectives—provides a framework that fosters trust and 
cooperation. Collaborative problem-solving also leverages the strengths and expertise 
of all parties involved. By engaging stakeholders at various levels, whether in personal 
relationships, workplace teams, or larger communities, it becomes possible to explore a 
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wider range of perspectives and ideas. This inclusivity enhances the likelihood of finding 
innovative solutions that are acceptable to all parties. 

Steps in Collaborative Problem-Solving​
The collaborative process is structured around four essential steps that guide 
participants from conflict to resolution: 

1.​ Define the Issue: 
○​ Begin by articulating the problem in neutral, non-blaming language to 

create a shared understanding. For example, instead of framing a 
workplace conflict as “You’re not doing your share,” reframe it as, “We 
need to balance responsibilities more effectively.” This shift sets a 
constructive tone and minimizes defensiveness. 

2.​ Brainstorm Solutions: 
○​ Create a space for unrestricted idea generation where participants can 

share thoughts without fear of judgment. Encouraging creativity during this 
phase can lead to innovative approaches that may not have emerged in a 
more rigid discussion. For example, colleagues disagreeing on task 
prioritization might explore unconventional solutions, such as temporary 
task rotations or technology tools for workload management. 

3.​ Evaluate Options: 
○​ Once ideas are on the table, collaboratively assess them based on 

feasibility, fairness, and mutual benefit. This phase often involves ranking 
or voting on options to ensure that every participant’s preferences are 
considered. Structured decision-making processes help to minimize bias 
and promote consensus. 

4.​ Plan and Act: 
○​ Finally, develop a clear implementation plan that outlines specific steps, 

assigns responsibilities, and establishes accountability. For instance, if a 
team decides to adopt a shared task management system, assigning a 
point person for setup and setting review dates ensures follow-through. 

Collaborative Problem-Solving in Action​
A practical example illustrates the power of this approach: Imagine two colleagues 
disagreeing about prioritizing tasks on a shared project. Through collaborative 
brainstorming, they uncover that their disagreement stems from different 
understandings of deadlines. By clearly defining their shared goal — delivering a 
quality project on time — they generate multiple solutions, such as splitting tasks by 
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skillset or setting joint timelines. After evaluating their options, they agree to divide 
responsibilities in a way that respects both perspectives. This resolution not only 
improves productivity but also enhances morale and mutual respect. 

 

Benefits of Collaborative Problem-Solving​
The benefits of collaborative problem-solving extend far beyond resolving the immediate 
conflict. Research on team dynamics and conflict resolution21 has shown that this 
approach fosters trust, strengthens interpersonal connections, and builds a foundation 
for future collaboration. By prioritizing shared goals and leveraging diverse 
perspectives, participants develop a sense of shared ownership over outcomes, 
increasing the likelihood of sustained success. Ultimately, collaborative problem-solving 
transforms conflict from an adversarial interaction into an opportunity for growth and 
innovation. Whether applied in personal relationships, workplace teams, or larger 
organizations, this approach empowers individuals to work together constructively, 
building stronger relationships and more resilient systems in the process. 

21 Team Dynamics Research. Harvard Business Review (HBR).​
Articles on team dynamics from HBR focus on the impact of emotional intelligence, trust-building, and 
collaborative problem-solving in resolving conflicts within organizational contexts. 
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Chapter 6 

Creating safe and supportive relationships 
 
 
In this chapter you will learn: 

-​ How to cultivate emotional safety and hold space for yourself and others? 
-​ How to craft agreements that reflect respect, trust, and mutual growth? 
-​ How to recognize and repair trust breaches while reclaiming your confidence? 
-​ How to leverage collective support for healing and empowerment? 
-​ How to contribute to environments that support healing and transformation? 

What Does it mean to have a “safe space” in a relationship?  
A "safe space" is an environment where you feel emotionally, mentally, and physically 
secure, free from judgment, criticism, or harm. For women like you who have survived 
domestic violence, these conditions may have been absent for too long. Yet, creating 
such spaces is a powerful and essential step toward your healing and growth. 
 

Key Characteristics of a Safe Space 
●​ Emotional Safety: A place where you can express yourself without fear of 

retaliation or invalidation. 
●​ Trustworthiness: Boundaries are respected, and confidentiality is honored. 
●​ Inclusivity: Your unique needs are acknowledged and supported. 
●​ Non-Judgmental Atmosphere: You are met with empathy and acceptance, 

regardless of your past experiences. 

 
 
The act of "holding space" for someone means being present for them—offering 
understanding, patience, and support as they process their emotions and experiences. 
It involves listening without interrupting, offering advice only when asked, and simply 
being there as a source of stability and compassion. 
 
Creating safe spaces is foundational for trauma recovery. According to Herman 
(1997)22, safety is the first stage of healing from trauma. Survivors often struggle 
with feelings of mistrust, fear, and vulnerability, and establishing safe spaces provides 
the stability needed to rebuild self-confidence and regain control. 
 
 

22 Herman, J. L. (1997). Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence. 
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How to hold space 
As a woman on the journey of healing, learning how to hold space for yourself and 
others can be a powerful step in building supportive, empathetic environments. Holding 
space is about creating a safe and compassionate atmosphere where emotions can be 
expressed without judgment or interruption. It’s an act of presence and care—one that 
allows you or someone else to feel seen, heard, and valued. 
 

4 easy steps to hold space 
1.​ Listen Actively: When someone shares their thoughts or feelings, give them 

your full attention. This means setting aside distractions and focusing entirely 
on their words. Use gestures like nodding or maintaining eye contact to show 
you’re truly present. 

2.​ Validate Emotions: Acknowledge what the other person is feeling by saying 
something like, “I can see how challenging that must have been for you.” 
Validation reassures them that their feelings are real and important. 

3.​ Avoid Problem-Solving: You don’t need to fix anything. Often, the greatest 
support you can offer is simply being there. Let them know they have the 
strength to find their own solutions when they’re ready. 

4.​ Respect Silence: Moments of quiet reflection are natural and valuable. Resist 
the urge to fill every pause with words. Silence can be a space for processing 
and healing. 

 

Active Listening Practice 

Purpose:​
This exercise is designed to help you cultivate a supportive and empathetic space for 
both yourself and others. Find a quiet moment with a friend or loved one, and follow 
these steps. 

Steps: 

1. Introduction: Begin by reflecting on what it truly means to listen. Talk about the 
importance of eye contact, nodding, and using affirming phrases like “I understand” or “I 
hear you.” 

2. Pair Practice: 

●​ Take turns: One of you shares an emotional experience—this could be a recent 
challenge or a joyful moment. 
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●​ The other person practices active listening, focusing on reflecting back what they 
hear without interrupting or giving advice. Try saying something like, “It sounds 
like you felt [emotion] when that happened.” 

3. Switch Roles:​
After five minutes, switch roles so that both of you experience being both the speaker 
and the listener. 

4. Reflection:​
Discuss together: 

●​ How did it feel to be fully heard? 
●​ What listening behaviors felt the most supportive? 

Take your time with this exercise and notice how deep listening can strengthen your 
connection and understanding. 

 

Building shared visions and agreements in relationships 
 

"A shared vision is a 
collaborative 

understanding of what 
you and another person 

aim to achieve in a 
relationship.” 

 
 
As a survivor of domestic or intimate partner violence, rebuilding trust in yourself and 
others can feel daunting, but it’s also a profound act of reclaiming your power. You may 
have emerged from an abusive situation with distorted perceptions of relationships or 
unclear boundaries. Abuse can erode trust, self-worth, and autonomy, leaving you 
unsure of how to navigate healthy connections. Developing shared visions and 
agreements provides a structured way to redefine and rebuild these foundational 
aspects of relationships. 
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Shared visions are not just about setting expectations; they are a roadmap to move 
beyond past traumas and create healthier, more supportive connections rooted in 
mutual understanding and growth. As noted by Gottman and Silver (1999)23, shared 
goals foster trust, respect, and emotional security. For you, this process is an 
opportunity to reclaim your agency, establish clear boundaries, and set the stage for the 
positive relationships you deserve. 
 

Elements of a Shared Vision 
When creating a shared vision, consider these key elements: 

●​ Respect for Boundaries: Ensuring your personal and relational limits are 
acknowledged and honored. 

●​ Open and Honest Communication: Building a safe environment where 
thoughts and emotions can be expressed freely. 

●​ Commitment to Growth: Actively working toward personal healing and 
strengthening the relationship. 

These elements provide a foundation for building connections that honor your needs 
and empower you to move forward confidently. 

 
 
Steps to Create Shared Visions and Agreements 

1.​ Self-Reflection:​
Begin by reflecting on your values, needs, and expectations. This is a crucial 
step in understanding your priorities and what you bring to the relationship. 

o​ Example Prompt: "What makes me feel valued in a relationship? What 
boundaries are essential for my well-being?" 

2.​ Collaborative Dialogue: Share your reflections with the other person in a 
supportive, open discussion. The goal is to find common ground while respecting 
individual differences. 

o​ Example Question: "How can we incorporate our shared values into daily 
interactions while honoring each other’s unique needs?" 

3.​ Develop Actionable Agreements: Turn shared values into practical, 
measurable commitments to prevent misunderstandings and ensure 
accountability. 

o​ Examples: 
▪​ “We will dedicate one evening a week to quality time together 

without distractions.” 
▪​ “We agree to communicate concerns calmly and respectfully 

without resorting to blame.” 

 

23 Gottman, J. M., & Silver, N. (1999). The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. New York: Crown 
Publishing Group. 
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 Vision Mapping Exercise 
 
Try this activity in order to articulate your relationship goals and align them with others 
to create a shared vision. 
 
Steps: 

1.​ Write Personal Goals: Identify three goals for your relationships, such as 
fostering mutual respect or maintaining your independence. 

2.​ Pair Sharing: Share your goals with a trusted person, discussing overlaps and 
differences. 

3.​ Identify Themes: Collaboratively find common themes from your shared goals. 
4.​ Create a Shared Vision Statement: Combine these themes into a clear 

vision. 
o​ Example Statement: "We strive to build a relationship based on mutual 

trust, open communication, and a commitment to personal growth." 
5.​ Action Planning: Identify three actionable steps to bring your vision to life. 

o​ Examples: 
▪​ “Schedule weekly check-ins to discuss our progress.” 
▪​ “Respect and honor each other’s alone time when needed.” 

 

Rebuilding trust: recognizing violations and repairing connection 

Trust is the cornerstone of healthy relationships — it’s what creates emotional safety, 
honesty, and reliability. As a woman who has experienced violence, your trust in others 
and even in yourself may have been deeply shaken. Abuse often leaves us questioning 
our judgment, instincts, and ability to form secure connections. Rebuilding trust is a 
critical part of our healing process, one that requires patience, effort, and consistency — 
but it is absolutely possible. 
 
The Path to Rebuilding Trust 
Brené Brown (2012)24 describes trust as being built in small, meaningful moments, 
likened to a "marble jar," where each act of reliability and honesty adds to a sense of 
security. For you, these small acts—whether from others or yourself—are essential 
steps toward rebuilding trust in a way that feels safe and sustainable. 
 
To rebuild trust, it’s important to understand what damages it. Breaches of trust can take 
many forms, and recognizing them helps you set clear boundaries and expectations: 

24 Brown, B. (2012). Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, 
and Lead. New York: Gotham Books. 

        ​ ​ 63 



   ​ ​                      
 

●​ Breaking Promises or Agreements: When someone consistently fails to follow 
through on commitments, it undermines your sense of safety and reliability. 

●​ Dismissing Your Feelings or Experiences: Invalidating your emotions or 
minimizing your past can reinforce the harm caused by abuse. 

●​ Ignoring Personal Boundaries: Disrespecting your limits can re-traumatize you 
and hinder progress in building secure relationships. 

 
Sometimes trust violations happen unintentionally—through misunderstandings or 
miscommunication—but acknowledging and addressing these breaches is key to 
repairing trust. 
 
Steps to Repair Trust 

1 

Acknowledge the violation: Taking responsibility for a breach of trust is 
the first and most important step. This shows respect for your feelings and 
affirms your experiences. 

●​ Example: “I realize I broke your trust when I shared something you 
told me in confidence.” 

2 

Validate feelings: When your emotions are heard and understood, it helps 
repair the damage done by the trust violation. Validation means 
acknowledging the impact of someone’s actions without defensiveness. 

●​ Example: “I can see how my actions made you feel unsafe and 
disrespected. That wasn’t my intention, but I understand how it 
affected you.” 

3 

Commit to change: Rebuilding trust requires consistent action to prevent 
future breaches. This may involve clearer communication, stronger 
boundaries, or adopting behaviors that reinforce reliability. 

●​ Example: “In the future, I will always ask your permission before 
sharing anything you’ve told me, and I’ll work on being more mindful 
of your boundaries.” 

 

Trust Repair Exercise 
​
This exercise creates a safe space to practice addressing and repairing trust 
violations. 
 
Steps: 

1.​ Introduce the Scenario: Imagine a situation where trust has been broken, 
such as someone breaking a promise or failing to respect a boundary. 

o​ Example: “You promised to attend an important event but canceled at 
the last minute without telling me, leaving me feeling unsupported.” 
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2.​ Pair Practice: 
o​ In pairs, one person plays the role of the individual who broke trust, 

while the other takes on the role of the survivor. 
o​ The person who broke trust practices: 

▪​ Acknowledging the violation (e.g., “I understand I let you down 
by not showing up.”). 

▪​ Validating feelings (e.g., “I can see how this made you feel 
abandoned.”). 

▪​ Committing to change (e.g., “In the future, I will communicate 
promptly if I can’t make it.”). 

3.​ Switch Roles: Reverse roles so that both participants can experience the 
process from each perspective. 

4.​ Reflection: Come together to reflect on the exercise: 
o​ How did it feel to acknowledge a trust violation? 
o​ What aspects of the process were most supportive or challenging? 

 
Rebuilding trust — whether with others or yourself — is a gradual process, but every 
step you take is a step toward healing. The small, meaningful moments that rebuild trust 
create the foundation for the safe and supportive connections you deserve. 
Approach this journey with kindness toward yourself, remembering that trust isn’t rebuilt 
overnight, but with patience, effort, and consistency, it will grow stronger over time.  

 

The power of community: expanding growth beyond the individual 

Healing from violence often requires more than individual effort; it thrives with the 
support of a compassionate and engaged community. A community serves as a large, 
interconnected "container," providing you with validation, practical resources, and a 
sense of belonging. When communities come together to offer support, they can 
alleviate the isolation you may feel, empower you to reclaim your confidence, and 
challenge societal norms that perpetuate abuse. 
 
As Judith Herman (1997)25 emphasizes, recovery from trauma happens in stages, with 
reconnection to a supportive community being a critical part of sustained healing. A 
community can act as your safety net, offering emotional, social, and physical resources 
that may otherwise feel out of reach. 

25 Herman, J. L. (1997). Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—from Domestic Abuse to Political 
Terror. New York: BasicBooks. 
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Key Benefits of Community Support:  
1.​ Validation:​

A supportive community helps you feel seen, heard, and valued by people who 
empathize with your experiences. 

2.​ Empowerment:​
By engaging with community efforts, you can rebuild your confidence, regain 
agency in your life, and find strength in shared resilience. 

3.​ Collective Advocacy: 
Communities can amplify your voice, challenge stigma, and work toward 
systemic change, creating a more inclusive and empathetic society. 

 
How communities can support Survivors? 
 
1. Support Groups 
Support groups provide safe spaces where you can share your experiences and 
connect with others who have faced similar challenges. 
 
Benefits include: 

●​ Reduced isolation: You’ll realize you are not alone in your journey. 
●​ Emotional encouragement: Shared stories of resilience can inspire hope and 

strength. 
●​ Practical advice: Learn coping strategies from peers who have navigated similar 

situations. 
 
Example:​
A weekly support group meeting where survivors share progress, challenges, and 
coping strategies in a safe and understanding environment. 
 
2. Public Awareness Campaigns 
Communities can challenge harmful stereotypes and reduce stigma through education 
and advocacy initiatives such as: 
 

●​ Social Media Initiatives: Sharing survivor stories to highlight strength and 
resilience. 

●​ Community Events: Workshops, marches, or forums focused on raising 
awareness about domestic violence. 

​
These efforts support survivors while fostering a more informed and empathetic society. 
 
3. Access to Resources 
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Communities can connect you to essential services that support your healing and 
rebuilding process. 
 
Examples of resources include: 

●​ Counseling Services: Trauma-informed therapy to help you process and 
recover. 

●​ Legal Aid: Assistance with restraining orders, custody cases, and other legal 
matters. 

●​ Safe Housing: Shelters or transitional programs to ensure your safety and 
stability. 

 
4. Engaged Networks of Allies 
Communities can mobilize allies—such as educators, healthcare providers, and local 
leaders—to support you in practical and meaningful ways. 
 
 
 
 
 

Supporting fellow survivors with compassion and care 

        As a survivor of domestic violence, your journey has given you unique insights and 
strength that can profoundly impact others facing similar challenges. Supporting fellow 
survivors is an opportunity to foster empathy, solidarity, and empowerment. By sharing 
your experiences and creating safe, nurturing spaces, you can contribute to their 
healing journeys while reinforcing your own growth. This section offers practical steps to 
help you support other women experiencing or recovering from violence, ensuring the 
help you provide is meaningful, compassionate, and empowering. 

 
A few guidelines for supporting fellow Survivors: 

1.​Share Your Strength with Consistency​
Reliability builds trust and helps others feel secure in their relationships and 
surroundings. Your steady presence can provide much-needed reassurance to 
someone navigating their healing. 

What You Can Do: 

●​ Check in regularly to show you care and are available to listen. 
●​ Be consistent in offering emotional support, even in small ways. 
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Why It Matters:​
A consistent presence reassures others they’re not alone and helps create an 
environment where they feel safe to open up. 

 

2.​ Honor Their Boundaries​
As someone who understands how abuse can erode personal boundaries, your 
respect for another survivor’s boundaries can help them regain control over their 
life. 

What You Can Do: 

●​ Let them decide when and how much they want to share. 
●​ Respect their need for space, even if it means stepping back temporarily. 

Why It Matters:​
Honoring boundaries empowers others to rebuild their autonomy and fosters trust in 
their relationships. 

 

3.​Communicate with Compassion​
Clear, empathetic communication creates a safe environment for open dialogue and 
reduces the risk of misunderstandings. 

What You Can Do: 

●​ Use affirming language like, “I’m here for you if you ever want to talk.” 
●​ Avoid dismissive phrases like, “You’ll get over it,” or “It could have been worse.” 

Why It Matters:​
Compassionate communication ensures that survivors feel validated, heard, and 
respected, helping them process their emotions in a supportive space. 

 

4.​Be an Advocate for Change​
You have the power to challenge societal norms and barriers that perpetuate 
domestic violence, creating a more supportive world for survivors. 

What You Can Do: 

●​ Share helpful resources or information about support services. 
●​ Participate in local awareness initiatives to amplify survivors’ voices. 
●​ Speak up against victim-blaming attitudes in your community. 
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Why It Matters:​
Advocating for change not only supports individual survivors but also contributes to 
broader cultural shifts that prioritize safety and equality. 

 
A Collaborative Effort Toward Healing 
Supporting other women who have experienced violence is a collaborative process that 
strengthens everyone involved. By being consistent, respecting boundaries, 
communicating with compassion, and advocating for systemic change, you help build a 
network of care and solidarity. Together, you can create spaces where survivors feel 
empowered to heal, grow, and reclaim their lives. 
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Further Reading and Sources 
If you’re interested in deepening your understanding of the topics discussed in 

this handbook, these accessible and insightful books and resources can guide you on 
your journey: 

Mindfulness and Emotional Regulation 

●​ "Loving What Is" by Byron Katie​
Introduces "The Work," a self-inquiry process to question and reframe stressful 
thoughts, fostering acceptance and peace. 

●​ "The Sedona Method" by Hale Dwoskin​
Offers techniques for letting go of unwanted feelings and beliefs to achieve 
emotional freedom and inner peace. 

●​ "The Power of Now" by Eckhart Tolle​
Provides practical guidance on anchoring in the present moment to overcome 
overthinking and find tranquility. 

●​ "Radical Acceptance" by Tara Brach​
Combines mindfulness and self-compassion practices to embrace yourself and 
your experiences as they are. 

●​ "Radical Compassion: Learning to Love Yourself and Your World with the 
Practice of R.A.I.N." by Tara Brach​
Introduces R.A.I.N., a meditation technique for recognizing and releasing limiting 
emotions to cultivate compassion and empathy. 

●​ "The Miracle of Mindfulness" by Thich Nhat Hanh​
A guide to cultivating mindfulness through simple exercises and reflections for 
everyday life. 

●​ "Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself" by Kristin 
Neff​
Explores the transformative power of self-compassion and offers practices to 
foster kindness toward oneself in challenging moments. 

●​ "Full Catastrophe Living" by Jon Kabat-Zinn​
A comprehensive introduction to mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), 
with practical exercises for grounding. 

●​ "Wherever You Go, There You Are" by Jon Kabat-Zinn​
An accessible guide for integrating mindfulness into daily life with simple, 
reflective practices. 

Personal Transformation and Spiritual Growth 

●​ "Inner Engineering" by Sadhguru​
Combines ancient yogic wisdom with practical tools to align body, mind, and 
energy for personal growth. 
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●​ "Boundary Boss" by Terri Cole​
Offers a guide to setting healthy boundaries in personal and professional 
relationships, empowering authentic communication. 

●​ "Daring Greatly" by Brené Brown​
Explores how embracing vulnerability fosters courage, connection, and creativity 
in all aspects of life. 

Trauma and Recovery 

●​ "The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of 
Trauma" by Bessel van der Kolk​
Examines how trauma impacts the mind and body, offering innovative 
approaches to healing through body-based therapies and mindfulness. 

●​ "Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence" by Judith Herman​
A seminal work exploring the psychological impact of trauma and pathways to 
healing. 

●​ "Advocacy for Survivors" (Video)​
Offers practical advice on supporting survivors and creating safe, empowering 
spaces. Watch here 

●​ "The Role of Community in Trauma Recovery" (Article)​
Highlights the importance of community connections in facilitating trauma 
recovery. 

Communication and Relationships 

●​ "The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work" by John Gottman​
A research-based guide to improving communication and resolving conflict in 
relationships through empathy and repair techniques. 

●​ "Gestalt Therapy: 100 Key Points and Techniques" by Dave Mann​
Provides an approachable overview of Gestalt therapy principles and practices. 

●​ "The Art of Receiving and Giving: The Wheel of Consent Workbook" by 
Betty Martin​
Introduces the Wheel of Consent to explore dynamics of giving and receiving in 
relationships with clarity and empowerment. 

Conflict Resolution and Team Dynamics 

●​ "Beyond Resolution: What Does Conflict Transformation Actually 
Transform?" by Christopher Mitchell​
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Explores how conflict transformation addresses systemic and relational dynamics 
beyond immediate resolution. Read here 

●​ "Transforming Conflict: A Group Relations Perspective" by Tracy Wallach​
Integrates psychoanalytic and systems theories to examine how unconscious 
emotional processes shape conflict resolution. Read here 

●​ "The Little Book of Restorative Justice" by Howard Zehr​
A foundational text on restorative justice, emphasizing accountability, dialogue, 
and community healing. 

●​ Team Dynamics Research (Harvard Business Review)​
Articles focusing on the role of emotional intelligence, trust-building, and 
collaboration in resolving organizational conflicts. 

Practical Tools and Media 

●​ Worksheet: Emotional Safety Checklist Template​
A tool to help assess and create emotionally safe environments. 

●​ Worksheet: Crafting Relationship Agreements​
A guide to establishing shared expectations and values in relationships. 

●​ Infographic: 5 Key Elements of Safe Spaces​
A visual guide to creating environments that promote safety and inclusivity.​
View here 

●​ Infographic: Steps to Repair Trust​
A step-by-step visual tool for rebuilding trust in relationships.​
View here 

●​ Video: Rebuilding Trust After Trauma​
Offers strategies for healing and re-establishing trust after traumatic experiences.​
Watch here 
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Final thoughts: bringing it all together 
As we come to the end of this handbook, we hope you feel supported, inspired, and 
encouraged to take the next steps on your journey toward healthy communication and 
relationships. Remember, the skills and insights shared here are not just tools for better 
interactions — they are seeds of transformation, helping you build a life rooted in 
respect, authenticity, and love. 

Healing and growth are not linear processes, and they don’t happen overnight. Be 
patient with yourself as you learn and practice these skills. Celebrate even the smallest 
victories, and know that every step forward is a testament to your courage and strength. 

You are not alone in this journey. By embracing healthy communication, you are joining 
countless women around the world who are choosing to rise above their pasts, redefine 
their futures, and create meaningful connections that honor their worth. Together, we 
can contribute to a culture of love, respect, and equality, leaving a legacy of hope and 
empowerment for future generations. 

May you continue to nurture self-compassion, embrace your inner power, and find joy in 
the relationships you build — starting with the one you have with yourself. You are 
resilient, you are worthy, and you are capable of creating the life you deserve. Let this 
be your reminder: the best is yet to come. 
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	Listen to Your Body 
	Test Your Wants 

	I know what I want… So what? 
	●​Be Clear and Specific 
	●​Use “I” Statements 
	●​Choose the Right Time and Place 
	●​Be Prepared for “No” 
	●​Practice Assertiveness 

	 
	Consent and Collaboration 
	The 3-Minute Game 

	 
	The Ripple Effect of Asking for What You Want 


	Dealing with Triggers and Emotional Reactions 
	What is a “trigger”?  
	 
	How to recognise that you are getting triggered  
	Questions for Reflection 
	 
	What Not to do When Triggered  
	What to do instead: healthy ways to respond 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	The RAIN Exercise 

	 Transforming Conflict into Connection 
	 
	Conflict as a Pathway to Growth 
	Focus on Needs​Conflicts often surface because underlying needs—such as respect, recognition, security, or autonomy—are unmet or misunderstood. By identifying and addressing these needs, it’s possible to move beyond surface-level disagreements to find solutions that satisfy both parties. 
	Encourage Dialogue​A growth-oriented approach to conflict prioritizes open communication where both parties feel heard, respected, and valued. Dialogue creates the opportunity to share perspectives, uncover common ground, and build empathy. 

	 
	Recognizing emotional escalation and de-escalation strategies 
	Early warning signs to watch out for 

	Unpacking unhealthy conflict patterns 
	As mentioned above, not all conflicts are inherently negative; many disagreements serve as opportunities for growth and understanding. However, unhealthy conflicts are distinctly destructive, often involving patterns such as manipulation, blame-shifting, avoidance, or aggression. These conflicts erode trust, create emotional harm, and hinder the potential for constructive resolution. Unhealthy conflict often arises from deep-seated emotional or systemic issues. Wallach18 highlights how individuals or groups may externalize their anxieties through mechanisms like scapegoating or stereotyping, which shifts responsibility and creates division​. Mitchell further explains that unhealthy conflict can reflect unresolved power imbalances, unmet emotional needs, or misaligned expectations within a relationship or group​.  
	Key characteristics of unhealthy conflict include: 
	●​Repetitive Nature: The same disagreements recur without resolution, often escalating over time. 
	●​Disproportionate Intensity: The emotional reactions far exceed the issue at hand, indicating underlying tensions. 
	●​Lack of Closure: Disagreements leave parties feeling disconnected, misunderstood, or resentful. 
	Unhealthy conflict can manifest in several ways, particularly in intimate relationships where emotional bonds and shared responsibilities can heighten tensions: 
	1.​Aggression: 
	○​Includes yelling, name-calling, intimidation, or even physical violence. 
	○​In partnerships, this dynamic often stems from unmet needs for control, respect, or validation. Persistent aggression undermines emotional safety and fosters fear. 
	2.​Avoidance: 
	○​Refusing to engage in discussions about problems, either by withdrawing physically or shutting down emotionally. 
	○​In inter-partner dynamics, avoidance can lead to unresolved tensions that fester, creating emotional distance and dissatisfaction. 
	3.​Manipulation: 
	○​Using tactics like guilt-tripping, dishonesty, or passive-aggressiveness to control the outcome of a disagreement. 
	○​This often surfaces in relationships where one partner feels powerless and resorts to indirect means to assert their needs or desires. 
	In romantic partnerships, unhealthy conflict often intertwines with emotional intimacy and vulnerability. Patterns like blame-shifting or avoidance may arise from deeper insecurities, fear of rejection, or unresolved past trauma. For example: 
	●​A partner might use guilt to manipulate the other into prioritizing their needs, reflecting an underlying fear of abandonment. 
	●​Avoidance might occur when one partner fears confrontation, leaving critical issues like finances, parenting, or intimacy unaddressed. 
	These patterns can create a cycle where unhealthy dynamics are reinforced, leaving both partners feeling unheard and disconnected. 
	Addressing Unhealthy Conflict 
	Effectively dealing with unhealthy conflict requires addressing its root causes and creating a safe environment for open dialogue: 
	1.​Identify Underlying Issues: 
	○​Explore the unmet emotional needs, fears, or systemic issues fueling the conflict. For example, in a partnership, power struggles might stem from feelings of inadequacy or differing values. 
	○​Encourage self-reflection to recognize how personal insecurities may influence conflict behaviors. 
	2.​Create Emotional Safety: 
	○​Establish ground rules for communication, such as no yelling or blaming, to foster mutual respect. 
	○​Validate each partner’s feelings to reduce defensiveness and encourage honest expression. 
	3.​Foster Constructive Exploration: 
	○​Use “I” statements to take ownership of one’s feelings and experiences, e.g., “I feel ignored when my concerns are dismissed.” 
	○​Consider relationship counseling or mediation if patterns are deeply entrenched and difficult to navigate alone. 
	Addressing unhealthy conflict in inter-partner relationships is challenging but transformative. By breaking destructive patterns, couples can rebuild trust and create a foundation for deeper understanding and collaboration. Recognizing and addressing these conflicts early prevents long-term damage and opens the door to healthier relational dynamics. 

	Emotional regulation and co-regulation in relationships 
	 
	Repairing trust after conflict 
	The Role of Symbolic Gestures 
	Incorporating Restorative Justice 
	The Path to Healing 

	Collaborative problem-solving: moving forward together 
	Foundations of Collaborative Problem-Solving​Effective collaboration begins with a clear commitment to shared goals over individual agendas. This requires creating an environment where all voices are valued, contributions are equitable, and communication is transparent. Setting clear objectives and establishing norms for constructive engagement are essential first steps. For instance, agreeing on ground rules—such as active listening, no interruptions, and respect for differing perspectives—provides a framework that fosters trust and cooperation. Collaborative problem-solving also leverages the strengths and expertise of all parties involved. By engaging stakeholders at various levels, whether in personal relationships, workplace teams, or larger communities, it becomes possible to explore a wider range of perspectives and ideas. This inclusivity enhances the likelihood of finding innovative solutions that are acceptable to all parties. 
	Steps in Collaborative Problem-Solving​The collaborative process is structured around four essential steps that guide participants from conflict to resolution: 
	Collaborative Problem-Solving in Action​A practical example illustrates the power of this approach: Imagine two colleagues disagreeing about prioritizing tasks on a shared project. Through collaborative brainstorming, they uncover that their disagreement stems from different understandings of deadlines. By clearly defining their shared goal — delivering a quality project on time — they generate multiple solutions, such as splitting tasks by skillset or setting joint timelines. After evaluating their options, they agree to divide responsibilities in a way that respects both perspectives. This resolution not only improves productivity but also enhances morale and mutual respect. 
	 
	Benefits of Collaborative Problem-Solving​The benefits of collaborative problem-solving extend far beyond resolving the immediate conflict. Research on team dynamics and conflict resolution21 has shown that this approach fosters trust, strengthens interpersonal connections, and builds a foundation for future collaboration. By prioritizing shared goals and leveraging diverse perspectives, participants develop a sense of shared ownership over outcomes, increasing the likelihood of sustained success. Ultimately, collaborative problem-solving transforms conflict from an adversarial interaction into an opportunity for growth and innovation. Whether applied in personal relationships, workplace teams, or larger organizations, this approach empowers individuals to work together constructively, building stronger relationships and more resilient systems in the process. 


	Creating safe and supportive relationships 
	What Does it mean to have a “safe space” in a relationship?  
	 
	Steps: 

	Building shared visions and agreements in relationships 
	 Vision Mapping Exercise 

	Rebuilding trust: recognizing violations and repairing connection 
	Trust Repair Exercise 

	 
	The power of community: expanding growth beyond the individual 
	 

	Supporting fellow survivors with compassion and care 
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