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The KU Public Management Center

We provide leadership training, coaching and 
consulting services to support organizational 
development in government and other public 

service organizations.
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What we’ll cover:

ØA look at our brains during conflict
ØRecognizing needs during conflict
Ø Explore tools to settle ourselves and engage 

with civility at times of high emotion. 
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Bear = 
Threat! 

Escape

Defend
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Escape

Defend

To survive in a world with bears, our brains 
learned we needed to be connected to other 

humans. 

Neuroscientists have established that our brains 
react to perceived social threats the same way 

they do to perceived physical threats.
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So we experience these situations as 
social threats…and often as threats to our 

sense of who we are, too. 
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We get activated when we feel 
that our needs aren’t being met. 
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Exploring Needs
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Your Turn – Thinking about Needs
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Stick figure or other 
images showing someone 
speaking at a council 
meeting

We all have needs that we are 
seeking to meet as we interact 

with others.
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Stick figure or other 
images showing someone 
speaking at a council 
meeting

What needs is he trying
to get met?
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Needs the resident at the mic may have:

àTo be heard and seen
àTo be recognized as a part of 

the community
àTo be recognized as having a 

view and voice that matters 
àTo share their passion
àTo express anger (often safer 

than expressing fear) about 
something that is impacting/will 
impact them, their home, and/or 
their loved ones.
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Stick figure or other 
images showing someone 
speaking at a council 
meeting

What are the needs of the 
council members?
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Needs you have as you sit on (or in front of) the dais:

àAppear competent and 
professional

àAffirm that it was wise to put 
you in the role you hold

àRepresent constituents 
(commission)

àRepresent city administration 
and what can actually be done 
(CAO)

àAppear fair
àNot look like a doofus on TV
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Another universal need: 

the need for dignity – 
to feel seen and respected by those 

around us.

We’ll return to this point later.
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We get activated when we feel that 
our needs aren’t being met. 

How can we 
meet our own 

needs? 

What can we 
do to help  

meet theirs?
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Tools to Get Out of 
Flight/Fight/Freeze 

and Move Toward 
Meeting Needs
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Tool #1: 
Regulate 

Settle the FFF response 
and get back into the 

thinking brain.
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Regulate

àPause and breathe.
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à Once settled, remember: “It’s just about needs.”

Regulate: Box Breathing
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Tool #2: 
Listen, Focus, Paraphrase 

and Acknowledge
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Here we need to lean 
into the listening 

part.

 

A challenge: while a conversation is an exchange of ideas, 
we often focus on broadcasting rather than listening.
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Then, focus and paraphrase to re-
engage your thinking brain.

“It sounds like 
you see a real hit 
to your budget 

when your 
property taxes 

come due.”

“Our property taxes 
are too high and now 
you’re talking about 
raising them again! 

You’re pricing people 
out of this town!”

They may agree or they may correct you; either way their emotions will 
likely remain high. So we continue a cycle of listening and paraphrasing 

until they calm a bit because we’re hearing them right.  
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Next, acknowledge what we hear.

John: “I had a rough day.”
 
Vanessa:  “Yeah, me too.”

       “Ugh, I’m sorry.”  

PRO TIP #1: Don’t make it about you.
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Carla: “I’m really worried about the new  
            work groups. I hate that we won’t 
            be working on the same team.”
 
Jose:   “It really stinks. But I’m sure we’ll    
            get used to it.”

    “Yeah, it really stinks. It’s a hard change   
            after so many years working together.”  

PRO TIP #2: Acknowledging is not 
minimizing.
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Carla: “I’m really worried about the new  
            work groups. I hate that we won’t 
            be working on the same team.”
 
Jose:   “It really stinks. But I’m sure we’ll    
            get used to it.”

   “Yeah, it really stinks. It’s a big change   
            after so many years working together.”  

PRO TIP #3: Acknowledging is not 
agreeing.
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Let’s Practice! 

Acknowledge what the world 
looks/feels like to the other person.

HOT TIP: Don’t say “but”. 
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“I’m so stressed about getting my history project done, plus I 
have that chemistry test on Tuesday!”

“I can’t believe you voted against the funding increase for the 
food bank. This is a basic need for so many in our 
community.”

OR try using a commonly heard issue of your own!
 

 

PAIR UP & PRACTICE
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Tool #3: 
If/when you decide 

to engage in 
the conversation, 
approach it as a 

learning conversation.
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In a learning conversation 
the goal is to learn, not convince.

Stay Curious! 

Trust that simply listening/learning
 is NOT a threat to our identity or values. 
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Leaning into a Learning Conversation
1. Focus and breathe. 
• Reassure yourself that you can learn about 

someone’s views and values without it threatening 
your own. 

2. Be curious about who they are. 
• Ask questions about their time in the community, 

their family, neighborhood, etc. Stay focused on them.
3. Listen for values. 
• What values do you share?

4. If appropriate—after a lot of listening—share a story 
about shared values.
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Remember that we all have 
a need for dignity: 

to feel seen and respected by those 
around us.

Engaging in a learning conversation 
indicates that I see and value you as 

a member of this community.
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“The other side has a right to be here 
and a right to be heard. It’s their 
community, too.”

https://www.dignity.us/

“Those people are evil and they’re 
going to ruin our community if we let 
them. It’s us or them.”
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Your toolbox
(for having more civility and understanding 

in your conversations):
Consider a scenario you face. 

Prepare for a future conversation 
using the tools we practiced today. 

1. Regulate & Consider Needs
2. Paraphrase & Acknowledge
3. Lean into Learning (stay curious & extend dignity)
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Questions?
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Thank you! 

Jenny Mehmedovic
jmehmedo@ku.edu
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