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Document Overview  

There are many components that go into the process of building inclusive workplaces. One of 

the most important of these is the development of skills that will enable your team to treat each 

other with respect and dignity. These skills include: 

 

#1 Developing Empathy 

#2 Communicating Respect 

#3 Resolving Diversity/Inclusion Related Tension 

The case studies in this collection are designed to provide for workshop participants practice in 

recognizing and executing each of these skills. All of these cases have either been observed in 

the workplace or created to reflect a composite of the types of events that are most often 

encountered in the work environment. 

Keep in mind as you select cases for participants to resolve that they are designed, not to 

comment on particular demographic categories, but, instead, to create an opportunity to explore 

a particular skill. In that connection, feel free to change the backgrounds of the players to more 

closely fit the demographics of your organization. 

While I won’t argue that there are not, in some cases, “right” and “wrong” answers to these 

situations, the primary point in working through these cases is not to test knowledge, but to 

provide an opportunity to the participant to explore the issue and, in the course of that 

exploration, internalize a new skill. 

At the end of this document are activities that will allow you to still further enhance your 

training. Also, should you need additional guidance in the diversity/inclusion principles upon 

which the cases and the activities are based, you will find numerous articles and resources at 

www.thiederman.com or feel free to contact my office at stphd@thiederman.com or 619-583-

4478. 

  

 

 

 

  

http://www.thiederman.com/
mailto:stphd@thiederman.com
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Skill #1: Developing Empathy 

In order to build truly inclusive workplaces, we need to find a way to better 

understand the needs and perspectives of those around us. One way to make this 

happen is to practice the skill of empathy – that is, to put ourselves as best we 

can inside the other person’s point-of-view.  

Of course, because of the divergence of our life experiences, it is almost 

impossible to fully and accurately understand what another person is feeling. 

That’s all right because full understanding is not a prerequisite to empathy. What 

we are after – and what we can realistically expect – is a reasonably well-

considered grasp of the essence of what the other person is feeling or has felt. 

The cases in this section are designed to accomplish two things. First, to exercise 

the ability to empathize. Second, to provide an opportunity for participants to 

practice developing an empathetic response to each situation.  

Part I – Looking Within: After each case has been read, invite participants – as 

individuals or in groups – to answer the following three questions:  

1. What are the key one or two emotions experienced by the main 

characters in the case? 

2. Did you have a similar emotion? That emotion may be only a small 

version of what is depicted here, but it still can give you a taste of 

empathy for those who find themselves in this position. 

3. Have you ever had a similar experience? That experience does not 

have to be as extreme as the case depicted, merely of the same general 

type. 

 

Part II – Developing a Response: When these first questions have been 

answered, invite participants – again, as individuals or in small groups – to 

construct a verbal response to each case that is both empathetic and honest.   

 

 Empathy Case #1: The Purchase  

Without a trace of self-pity, Elena recounted how she was ignored when trying to 

make a purchase at a department store. Apparently the clerk felt that the elegantly 

dressed English-speaking customer standing behind Elena was more worthy of her 

attention than the Mexican immigrant who didn’t appear to speak much English. 

The clerk’s rudeness was clear when she deliberately reached past Elena to take 

the other woman's purchase. 
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Empathy Case #2: Lawyer at Lunch 

Kim, a young lawyer at a prestigious male-dominated law firm, was 

unable to learn about important firm policies because she was excluded 

from the chronically all-male lunches. It is not that her colleagues were 

being deliberately discriminatory, they were merely indulging their 

natural urge to relax with people whom they perceived to be most like 

themselves; in this case, other men. Regardless of her colleagues’ 

motivation, Kim still was deprived of the valuable information she needed 

to succeed. 

 

 

Empathy Case #3: The Ice Cream Cone 

Steve Tells His Story: As a child, I and all the other kids at the blind 

school wanted nothing more than to be like other children. Through the 

years, we experimented with lots of ways to achieve this unlikely goal. 

One time, for example, a friend and I decided to pretend that we could 

see. We were determined to venture out alone—just the two of us—and 

walk down the street in such a way that no one could guess that we 

weren’t sighted. To achieve this impression, it was important that we not 

hold on to each other. 

 

I shudder now to think how we looked. The strategy was to walk with 

arms at our sides (like we imagined sighted people to do) and maintain 

our sense of direction by occasionally brushing arms as we moved. This 

may have fooled the people walking past us, but it didn’t do us much 

good when it came to navigating safely around the obstacles that sighted 

people take for granted. My friend, clinging to an ice-cream cone, fell 

straight down an open utility hole. When he pulled himself out, uninjured 

and unbowed, the only thing that bothered him was that he had lost his 

cone! [Incident supplied by Steve Hanamura, http://hanamuraconsulting.com] 

 

 

Empathy Case #4: A Precarious Perch 

Working on the floor of a primarily male manufacturing plant, Roger 

found himself one hot August afternoon perched precariously atop an 

ideological soapbox defending three women who claimed that the sexual 

jokes told by their male colleagues amounted to sexual harassment. 

Although Roger’s colleagues didn’t blatantly call him gay, the message 

was clear in the audible titters, smiles, and winks of his male teammates.   

  

 

http://hanamuraconsulting.com/
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Empathy Case #5: Culture Clash  

Rick is a white male who had always been able to build professional 

contacts easily; that is until he went to work for a Chinese-owned 

company. Initially Rick was optimistic about his future there, but became 

discouraged when his usual charm and glibness went unappreciated. The 

problem? Culture and language differences were getting in his way. 

 

 

Empathy Case #6: A Change of Name 

Trieu arrived in this country as a child and immediately enrolled in public 

school. Because his fifth-grade teacher could not pronounce his name, she 

renamed him Terry. Trieu felt ambivalent about what the teacher did. On 

the one hand, he was proud to be an American; on the other, he felt that 

his ethnic identity was being ignored. 

 

  

Empathy Case #7: The Special Occasion 

Susan was invited to an elegant banquet and wanted to look her best. 

However, because of her wheelchair, she could not get up the steps to the 

hairdresser that had been recommended to her by her sister. There was no 

access for people with disabilities. Susan felt excluded, frustrated, and 

embarrassed. 

 

  

Empathy Case #8:  A Beautiful Woman 

No one can deny that Cindy is a beautiful woman. It is because of that 

beauty that she has trouble being taken seriously in her workplace. 

Despite her advanced degrees and talent, many of the people with whom 

Cindy works feel she got where she is because of her appearance, not 

because of her skills. 

 

  

Empathy Case #9: The Botched Reservation 

Robert, who uses a wheelchair, asked his wife, Lisa, to drive him to the 

airport for his flight to New York City. At the last minute, Lisa decided to 

park and go in, not to drop him at the curb like she usually does. She 

figured it was a good opportunity to check on some luggage she had lost 

on a previous flight.  

 

Once Robert and Lisa got to the counter, the gate agent discovered 

something wrong with his reservation. Rather than talk to Robert directly 

about the problem, the agent took Lisa aside and, in hushed tones, 

explained the situation. It was as if she thought only Lisa would 
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understand. Whatever her motives, the agent gave the impression that she 

thought Robert’s shriveled legs mirrored a shriveled brain as well. 

 

  

Empathy Case #10:  Confused 

Juan is beginning to feel like he’ll never figure this diversity stuff out. At 

lunch in the company cafeteria, he was describing one of his colleagues 

and referred to him as Hispanic.  After the word “Hispanic” came out of 

his mouth, a colleague said, “Juan, how can you use that term? Your 

parents are from Mexico, aren’t they? I’d think you’d know better – the 

correct term is ‘Latino.’”  

 

  

After Thoughts: The empathetic emotions you will might find people voicing during this 

activity are apt to include: fear, discomfort, embarrassment, frustration, inadequacy, 

anger, hurt, bewilderment, and more. Some may say that they can’t possibly understand 

how it feels to be in these extreme situations. Point out that real empathy does not require 

that the emotion or the experience be of the same intensity.  

A temporary disability makes a good illustration. For example, the able-bodied woman 

who is temporarily disabled by a broken leg will never feel the same amount of 

frustration experienced by a man permanently paralyzed from the waist down. She can, 

however, approximate his emotion and thus feel empathy for him. 
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Skill #2: Demonstrating Respect 
 
Feeling respect for people of all backgrounds is, of course, a sign of a healthy 

workplace. What good does it do, however, if we feel it but don’t know how to 

show it?  The cases shown here are designed to help participants identify and 

internalize some of the more subtle ways in which respect can be demonstrated.  

In addition to these cases, you will find at the end of this document, an activity 

that will reinforce this learning and further ensure the demonstration of respect 

in your workplace.  

Here are the suggested questions to ask following each case. Depending on the 

time allotted and your goals, you can reduce the number of questions or increase 

them with more of your own.  

1. What examples of disrespect do you see and why are they disrespectful? 

2. If you were each of these players, how would you feel? 

3. Where does the responsibility lie on the part of the various parties to remedy 

these situations? 

4. What respectful steps might each of the players take to resolve the situation? 

 

Respect Case #1: The Edit 

Gerry was a manager at a business journal based in New York City. One 

of his writers was a young woman named Liz. Liz was a satisfactory 

journalist but not quite up to the standards of the organization. Because of 

this, Gerry had gotten into the habit of editing her pieces rather than doing 

what he does with the men on his staff: send them back for a rewrite. 

When one of those men asked Gerry why he doesn’t edit their writing too, 

Gerry says, “Your situation is different. After all, Liz is a single mother, 

and you know they all have a rough time and deserve an extra break.” 

  

Respect Case #2: Watching the Clock 

“I hope I did the right thing. I have several Native American employees 

who used to be late to work every day. I know they have reliable 

transportation so there was no logical reason for them to be so lax. All I 

could figure out was that it must have something to do with their culture. 

I have learned that some Native Americans have a more casual attitude 

toward punctuality. Because of that, I decided to give them some leeway 

and let them come to work half an hour after everybody else. Now my 

problem is that the other employees are complaining and want the same 



 

 9 

flexibility. In my industry, that just isn’t going to work. What do I do 

now?” 

   

 

Respect Case #3: The Delivery Man 

The United Parcel Service driver came to the reception desk at Elise’s work with a 

package for a new employee named John. John, you’ll need to know to understand 

the point of the story, was the one black employee in the department.  When the 

driver asked where he could find John, the receptionist pointed down the hall to a 

cluster of men standing by the copy machine. The driver, never having seen the new 

employee before, inquired, “Which one is John?” Elise then watched as her 

colleagues spent three minutes trying to describe John without mentioning he was 

black.  

 

 

Respect Case #4: Too Much to Drink  

Julio, when stopping by the local hotel after work, overindulged in the hotel bar. 

In fact, he was so drunk it amazed everyone that he was able to find his way to the 

reception desk and ask for a room. But, that’s exactly what he did. That’s when the 

trouble began. 

 

Realizing she couldn’t rent to Julio because of his condition, the clerk pretended to 

check the computer then turned to him and lied: “I’m sorry, sir, there are no rooms 

available; I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave.”  Upon hearing the bad news, 

Julio uttered a few well-used obscenities and staggered away, only to collapse in a 

nearby chair.  

 

Within a few minutes, a non-Hispanic white couple approached the desk, asked if 

there were any vacancies, and received the key to a room on the 14
th

 floor. Julio 

overheard this exchange and, even in his bleary state, understood its significance. 

Once he sobered up, Julio didn’t take long to find a lawyer and sue for 

discrimination.  

When later asked why she didn’t tell Julio the truth, the clerk said she didn’t want 

him to think she was discriminating against Latinos. “If he had been white, I 

probably would have just told him we don’t rent to people who are drunk and sent 

him on his way.” 
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Respect Case #5: A Question of Normal 

The Diversity Manager is facilitating a pilot training program that addresses 

various types of diversity in the workplace. Part of the course content deals with 

cultural differences in attitudes toward punctuality. In an attempt to contrast 

Latino notions of time with those found in mainstream North American culture, 

the facilitator refers to the latter as “normal” with the implication that Latino 

views are “abnormal.” She is fully aware of what she said and the fact it might be 

offensive. Because, however, no one else seems to have caught her faux pas, she 

decides it is better to just let it pass rather than call attention to something that no 

one noticed anyway. 

 

Respect Case #6: What’s in a Name  

When Abimelech came to the company having emigrated from Ethiopia, he asked 

his co-workers to call him Abe. He did this because he knew his colleagues might 

hesitate to approach him if they had difficulty pronouncing his name. After being 

there for several months, however, Abimelech was surprised when his boss 

overruled his preference and asked his co-workers to call him by his full name.  

“Abimelech” instead of “Abe,” the boss felt, was more respectful. 

  

 

Respect Case #7: Hurting His Feelings  

Gretchen listened patiently as the new Cambodian supervisor explained his design 

idea. She then nodded respectfully, said she’d think about it, and returned to her 

desk having understood very little of what the man had said. Gretchen later 

explained, “I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.  It’s 

just that Sara’s accent was so heavy I just gave up. Besides, I’m sure it was a great 

idea; all Asians make wonderful engineers.” 

 

 

Respect Case #8:  A Heavy Load 

The PR team is struggling to modify the company’s web site so it more 

accurately reflects the diversity within organization. At their last planning 

meeting, Harriett suggested they show someone in a wheelchair carrying 

a box in her lap. Another woman protested the idea saying it wasn’t 

realistic – the contents of the boxes in the warehouse are way-too-heavy 

for anyone to comfortably have one on their lap. At that point, David 

voiced the view that not showing everybody actively contributing was 

amounting to holding persons with disabilities to low standard.   
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Finally, Peggy chimed in to suggest they ask their colleague Tilly. Tilly’s 

son, Peggy pointed out, is a paraplegic so she should know how to handle 

the situation. 

  

 

Respect Case #9: Fighting Our Own Battles 

James is standing with colleagues by the elevator at work. As they wait, one 

woman in the group starts talking about how, once women make it to the top in the 

workplace, they refuse to help the women coming up behind them. When James 

hears this, he gets angry and points out how biased and disrespectful that comment 

is. As he later put it, “Do you know the thanks I got for defending women? None. 

In fact, the other woman told me not to interfere and that they didn’t need a man 

fighting their battles for them. Seems like I can’t win.”   

 

 Respect Case #10:  Passed Over 

When Charmaine was passed over for a promotion, she went to George and 

accused him of homophobia. At the start of the conversation, she was very 

emotional, not just because of the loss of this one promotion, but also 

because she had recently been the victim of two layoffs. She felt 

vulnerable, abused, and even a little frightened.  

 

George, he had to admit looking back, was uncomfortable with 

Charmaine’s emotion and, as a consequence of this discomfort, found 

himself fidgeting – looking at his watch, interrupting her, trying to change 

the subject. All he could do was pray that his phone would ring or someone 

come in the office just to break the atmosphere. 

 

At one point, he was relieved when his phone did indeed ring and he was 

able to take a break from the emotion.  He knew he wasn’t handling it very 

well so tried to show some compassion by reaching across the desk, patting 

her hand, and saying, “Now, calm down, everything will be all right, just 

take a deep breath.” 

 

After Thoughts: You’ll notice that there is a theme running, in one form or another, 

through several of these cases (in particular, cases 1-4 and 6-7).  Namely, the human 

tendency to patronize groups different from our own. In case #1, for example, Gerry edits 

Liz’ writing because he thinks she, as a single mother, can’t handle the task for herself. 

Similarly, it could be argued that Abe’s boss in case #6 is assuming that Abe feels that 
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shortening his name is a sign of disrespect when it was his idea in the first place. In other 

words, he appears not to be respecting Abe’s judgment.  

This theme, because it is not often addressed, might be missed by the participants in your 

program. It is, therefore, valuable to point out and worthwhile to bring additional 

examples of your own to the discussion.  
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Skill #3 Reducing Diversity/Inclusion Related Tension 

Studies have long shown that when people who are substantially different from each other first 

interact, tension is apt to arise. This tension might take the form of misunderstandings, 

discomfort, or, in the worst cases, disrespectful behaviors. In order to convert these moments of 

tension into opportunities for better working relationships, we need to learn how to respond in 

ways that promote productive conversation.  

 

Each of the cases shown here is designed to provide practice in how to react in tension-relieving 

ways. As with the other cases in this document, you may have questions of your own to include. 

We suggest: 
1. What did the various parties do to create this tension? 

2. If you were each of these players, how would you feel? 

3. Where does the responsibility lie on the part of the various parties to remedy 

these situations? 

4. What respectful steps might each of the players take to resolve the situation?  

 

Tension Case #1: Falsely Accused 

Helen is one of the nicest people you could meet. She is well-liked in her 

workplace and, in fact, being liked has always been important to her. 

That’s why when one day a colleague of hers accused her of saying 

something offensive, she was mortified and wanted to make it right. 

 

The incident occurred while she was chatting with some friends in the 

break room. She was talking about a recent trip to Egypt and how awful it 

was that someone on her tour group had referred to the locals as “rag 

heads.” Just as she said the term, a colleague who was married to a man 

from Syria walked by and overheard.  She immediately came into the 

room and, practically in tears, accused Helen of blatant bias. 

 

 

Tension Case #2: “You Guys” 

Connie said, “I know there’s a lot of sexism in the workplace, but I sure didn’t 

expect to see it coming from a woman. In our last training about building respect 

in the workplace, this outside trainer kept using the word ‘guys’ – ‘OK guys’; 

‘You guys are doing great’; ‘Almost done, guys.’ That’s fine except that we ‘guys’ 

are 9 women and only 1 ‘guy’!”  

Connie was so angry, that she felt she couldn’t keep quiet. At the end of the class, 

just before they were dismissed, she raised her hand and told the instructor how 
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sexist she was being. As Connie put it afterward, “I don’t know if the other ‘guys’ 

agreed with me, but I just had to speak up.” 

The instructor, Henrietta, was shocked at the accusation. As she put it, “I wish I 

could have seen my own face at the end of the workshop when a woman accused 

me of being sexist. My ‘sin’ was to use the word ‘guys’ when most of the 

participants were women. I pride myself on being respectful so it really threw me 

off and I said something like, ‘You’ve got to be kidding, everybody knows the 

term “guys” has nothing to do with gender. It’s merely a casual way to refer to a 

bunch of people.’ As far as I’m concerned, that woman was taking things just too 

darn far.”  
[This case study is extracted from Sondra Thiederman’s training video, Gateways to Inclusion: Turning 

Tense Moments into Productive Conversations.] 

 

 

Tension Case #3:  The Ruined Dinner 
Ellen tells her story: The oddest thing happened the other day – it may 

seem small, but it still bothers me. It happened Monday morning when a 

bunch of us were chatting about what we’d done over the weekend. One 

of my friends – or I thought they were might friend – said he’d gone to 

diner at this really fancy restaurant for his birthday. I asked him if he’d 

had a good time. He said, no, the evening was ruined when a group of 

black football players got in an argument with the waitress and caused a 

fuss.   

 

Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t resist asking him what race had to 

do with the players being disruptive. He seemed surprised at my question 

and said, “I was just trying to describe the scene. It’s no big deal.” 

 

Tension Case #4:  He Didn’t Know What to Do 

Jane Tells Her Side: “I can’t believe what my boss did. When I overheard 

him say he wanted to add someone with more energy to the team, I just 

knew he was implying that I didn’t have stamina because of my weight. I 

was so hurt I had to say something.” 

Henry’s Response: “I didn’t know what was happening. Jane stormed into the 

office and abruptly started crying. She said something about thinking we were 

friends and being terribly upset that I was so insensitive.  I had no idea what she 

was talking about so I just said, ‘Calm down, whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.’” 
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Jane responded to Henry’s last comment by leaving the office and practically 

slamming the door behind her. After she was gone, Henry felt bad and wanted to 

make it right. He went to her and said that he knew exactly how she felt.   
[This case study is extracted from Sondra Thiederman’s training video, Gateways to Inclusion: 

Turning Tense Moments into Productive Conversations.] 

 

Tension Case #5: “I Just Can’t Win” 

“I give up. It’s like I can’t win,” said Piper. “Last week I introduced one of our 

new employees – a technician from Mexico – to my friends in the cafeteria. The 

problem was, I made a mistake and introduced him as Juan Rodriguez rather than 

Juan Gonzales. He seemed OK with my error, but later I heard that someone else 

was going around saying I was biased against Mexicans. Sure I made a mistake, 

but all I was trying to do was be friendly. Also, I mess names up all the time – I 

even did it with an old friend once, I introduced him as Jim Baker instead of 

Barker – so embarrassing!”   
[This case study is extracted from Sondra Thiederman’s training video, Gateways to Inclusion: 

Turning Tense Moments into Productive Conversations.] 

 

 

Tension Case #6: “Bang for the Buck” 

The CEO had just finished giving an important speech regarding goals for the next 

quarter. As she walks off the stage, one of her direct reports takes her aside and 

says she is offended by the CEO’s comment that the company’s new product 

would give the customer a real “bang for the buck.”   

 

Deep down the CEO knows the woman’s complaint is reasonable, but, caught off 

guard, she smiles self-consciously and says, “Oh, this is a generation thing. ‘Bang 

for the buck’ is nothing sexual. You just misunderstood.” She then nods and walks 

quickly away.  

  

 

Tension Case #7: Just a Joke 

As Tim is leaving the Monday AM management meeting, he overhears 

one of his team tell a joke that makes fun of gay people. Tim immediately 

takes the woman aside into the coffee room and tells her that that sort of 

joke cannot be told in the workplace. 

 

The offender seems shocked and replies, “It was just a joke. Nancy is gay 

and she was laughing like crazy. Why can’t we just lighten up?” 
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Tim responds, “Well, if Nancy thought it was funny, I guess that’s OK. 

After all, who am I to speak for her? Just be careful, though, not everyone 

might feel the same way.” 

  

 

Tension Case #8: Getting the Big Picture 

Liz, upset because her boss failed to invite her to a planning meeting that 

she felt was an essential part of her job, goes into his office and expresses 

how she feels. 

 

“Jim, I just don’t get it. You know I need to be in those meetings so I can 

get the big picture of this project, but you still don’t include me. This 

sexist behavior really has to stop or I’m going to quit. If you don’t value 

what I have to offer, I’ll need to go somewhere where I am appreciated.” 

 

Jim, not completely surprised at her reaction, responds by saying, “You’re 

jumping to conclusions – let’s talk about this. For one thing, when you 

say that I am being sexist, it makes me sad and, frankly, frustrated, 

because I’ve always felt that we need everyone on the team.” 

 

 

Tension Case #9: A Rainy Day 

Usually Nancy is pretty speedy at getting herself, her wheelchair, and her 

assistance dog from her van to the front door of the company. On this 

particularly rainy day, however, she was slower than usual. As Ron – her 

colleague – watched from the comfort of the lobby, she seemed to be 

struggling with the sliding door of the vehicle.  

 

Ron – worried about her getting soaked in the rain – grabbed an umbrella 

and ran out to help her. Just as he got to the van, he slipped on a spot of 

oil and barely stopped himself from landing flat on his face in the grease. 

As it turns out, Nancy was fine and, when he recovered from his stagger, 

she snapped at him, “Ron, what are you doing? You do know I can take 

care of myself don’t you?” 

 

 

Tension Case #10: Fresh Out of College 

Chuck is fuming. For years he has worked hard for the company and now 

everywhere he turns it seems people are putting him down. Just last week, for 

example, a new hire – fresh out of college – said to him, “I really admire your 

experience; if only you had the technology under your belt, you’d be the best man 

on the team.”   
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“Technology!” Chuck said. “Do you know how many courses I have taken just to 

keep up? There’s more to electronics, you know, than just Twitter.” The young 

man responded with, “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings and I sympathize. At your 

age, it must be really hard to stay on top of all the change.”  

 

After Thoughts: Each of these cases involves something done or said that causes another 

person to feel uncomfortable, hurt, or angry. The beauty of these cases is that each of us 

has been in both positions – each of us has at one time or other said or done something 

offensive and each has been on the receiving end of hurtful acts or comments. 

Because of those experiences, the discussion of these cases can be particularly rich. 

Remind your participants to look back at their own experiences, remember what they felt 

like and what they did – right or wrong. It is that experience that will inform, not only 

this activity, but your team’s ability to handle similar situations in the future. 
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Activities 
 

Activity #1: “Did You Feel It, Too?” 
 

Skill Reinforced: Developing Empathy 

 

Primary Purpose: To create empathy and, therefore, a sense of commonality, 

through an awareness of shared emotions and life experiences.  

 

Process/Instructions: 

1. Divide the participants into pairs, triads, or small groups. 

 

2. Instruct one or more people in each group to describe a positive or 

negative experience to which he/she had a strong emotional reaction. 

The event/emotion can be about any aspect of living—it does not have 

to have anything to do with bias or diversity. 

 

3. Emphasize that the most important part of this sharing is not so much 

the details of the story but the feelings that the event evoked. 

Facilitator Note: Prepare an instance from your own life that can 

serve as an example to the group.  

 

4. As other members of the group listen to the story, they are to look 

within their own history to see if they have had similar experiences or 

have shared similar emotions.   

Facilitator Note: As you give this instruction, emphasize that what 

we are after is recognition of a shared type of experience or 

emotion. The responder’s experience or emption does not need to 

be as intense, dramatic, or traumatic as that depicted in the initial 

event. 

 

5. Reconvene the group as a whole for discussion: What unexpected 

similarities did you uncover? How did this feel? What new empathy 

did you experience? 

 

6. Encourage participants, once they return to the workplace, to build on 

the empathy that this activity has brought to light. 
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Activity #2: “Identifying Respectful Phrases” 

Skills Reinforced: Communicating Respect and Diffusing Diversity/Inclusion Related Tension 

Primary Purpose: To create an awareness of those words and phrases that are most apt 

to communicate respect and create productive conversation.  

 

Process/Instructions: This activity can be done as individuals, in pairs, or small 

groups. The task is to pick out those phrases that are most apt to communicate respect 

and promote a productive conversation. It is suggested that you debrief the activity by 

having participants explain why they picked the phrases they did and why. 

 

 

[This activity is modified from one found in the Leader’s Guide that accompanies Sondra Thiederman’s training 

video, Gateways to Inclusion: Turning Tense Moments into Productive Conversations.] 
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Identify Respectful Phrases 

Instructions 

Circle the phrases that you believe are most apt to communicate respect and encourage 

productive conversation. Think about what is good about the phrases you have picked and why 

you rejected others. 

1. “I was only kidding.” 

2. “Thanks for telling me.” 

3. “I want to understand.” 

4. “I know you didn’t realize it, but what you said really bothered me.” 

5. “Don’t be so sensitive – you know me, I’d never say anything to hurt you.” 

6. “Do you have a minute to talk about it?” 

7. “How can you possibly think that?” 

8. “I know you meant no harm.” 

9. “You may not want to admit it, but you have a bias about that group.” 

10. “I really appreciate you letting me know.” 

11. “I feel hurt by what you said. Did I misunderstand you?” 

12. “I know you think you didn’t mean anything by it, but I’m sure you just don’t realize 

it.” 

 

13. “It was only a joke. Besides, I heard it from my sister and she’s gay. If it didn’t bother 

her, why should it bother you?” 

 

14. “You know what I meant.” 

 

15. “With your background, I can understand how you didn’t know that what you said 

was offensive.” 

 

16. “I realize because of my past experiences, I’m a little sensitive. I’m sorry I jumped on 

you so hard for what you said.” 
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17. “I was wrong – can you let me off the hook this time?” 

 

18. “I can’t say I understand the problem, but I really am sorry I made you 

uncomfortable.” 

 

19. “This may be my perception, but I have to admit I’m perceiving your attitude as 

sexist. Am I wrong? 
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Activity #2 Answer Sheet 

The answers that are most apt to move the conversation in a positive direction are:  

 

1. “Thanks for telling me.” 

2. “I want to understand.” 

5.  “I know you didn’t realize it, but what you said really bothered me.” 

7.  “Do you have a minute to talk about it?” 

9.  “I know you meant no harm.” 

11. “I really appreciate you letting me know.” 

12. “I feel hurt by what you said. Did I misunderstand you?” 

17. “I realize because of my past experiences, I’m a little sensitive. I’m sorry I jumped on 

you so hard for what you said.” 

 

18. “I was wrong – can you let me off the hook this time?” 

 

19. “I can’t say I understand the problem, but I really am sorry I made you uncomfortable.” 

 

 


