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FOREWORD


by Mala Nagarajan


Rita and I met in 2017 as members of the RoadMap consulting network, an incredible treasure trove of movement activists, organizers, academics, and strategists turned organizational consultants. In fact, ever since my wife and I joined the network and connected with other network consultants, Rita’s name came up repeatedly. Her reputation preceded her. Seasoned consultants like Brigette Rouson, our transformational JEDI warrior and cross-network pollinator, or Margi Clarke, who published RoadMap’s People-Centered Supervision Practices and Salary Policy Discussion Guide, would all refer me back to Rita as the HR expert in the network. So I was part of Team Rita well before we formally met.


Rita’s previous book, Supervision Matters, was the go-to supervision resource that RoadMap consultants would send to their clients. I soon got to witness her wisdom and counsel firsthand, when our colleague Nijmie Dzurinko encouraged a group of HR consultants who were deeply interested in racial justice to organize. I was nervous and excited at the same time to get the chance to work with Rita.


The thing about Rita is that she is incredibly down-to-earth. As I read through this latest book, I was reminded of the bite-size kernels of wisdom she would share in our working group. She practices the partnership role she speaks of here in Leading for Justice, and she helps us walk with her as she weaves together poignant stories, her breadth of experience, her lessons learned, and her curiosities.


Rita tackles the historical shackles of supervision and invites us to reconceptualize super-vision in perhaps its lesser-known root form where super means “beyond, besides, in addition to” (vs. “above, over, on the top of”). How would we experience supervision if its meaning were not to oversee, but to see beyond? That leads to her inviting supervisors and managers to see themselves as partners to staff, with different roles and different responsibilities.


Rita sets forth the larger context for leading for justice, highlighting how to make mission, vision, and values the connective tissue that feeds and unifies the work. Rita the trainer appears throughout the book, wherever she shares how she infuses group exercises with fun and creativity. And she demands we not abandon the need to balance the seeming polarity of serving our people and observing the law, both of which are critical to any of our efforts to move us toward justice.


Rita reminds us to not just teach the job or position, but to set staff up for success by investing time with each direct report, respecting boundaries, and focusing on what is impacting the work—whether in person or remotely. She emphasizes supervision as a team sport, and the need for a unified organizational approach to supervision.


Rita begins to break down the importance of developing self-awareness and self-reflection about how your identity shows up, especially in places where you have privilege (as a white person, as a man, as an able-bodied person, etc.), and about our implicit biases and tribalism (that we tend to recruit and hire people who remind us of ourselves).


The book is chock-full of practical advice, such as how to set up candidates well from the get-go, letting them know to expect explicit discussions about racism and explaining that if the candidate is not comfortable with that, they may not be comfortable working at the organization. Or, as another example, letting candidates know the extent to which statements regarding your organization’s values and practices are aspirational, in progress, or integrated.


Rita notes up front that she is not an expert in justice. She leaves that expertise to you. Truthfully, none of us are experts in justice. We are only experts in our own experience, and at best, we can use our own experiences as portals to empathize with, not compare our experiences to, the experiences of others. And like a true ally, a lifelong learner, and an HR partner in solidarity, Rita starts from where you the reader might be, and she works on building trust and inspiring courage. She brings in examples of personal experiences that elicit strong moral and emotional responses that many readers will relate with—having rules applied unequally on a plane ride, for example—and then skillfully pulls the reader into how staff feel when rules are applied differentially. And while Rita does not always explicitly address racial justice in every story, the broad principles of justice are still useful for leaders who are seeking to supervise and lead others with, through, and for justice.


Along with Supervision Matters, I’m excited to learn from and share this new book with my clients and colleagues. Rita’s partnership and mentorship have meant the world to me. She is my go-to person when I’m looking for practical, in-the-trenches, and hands-on HR advice, and I trust as you read this, she will become yours, too.


[image: Image]


MALA NAGARAJAN IS A PRINCIPAL and partner at Vega Mala Consulting. As a senior HR professional, she works with small-to-midsize nonprofits that center social justice. She approaches HR from a holistic, people-centered, movement-oriented, and values-driven lens and works with organizations to radically shift the structures and assumptions that embed and deepen inequities in the soil of their workplace.


Mala works at the edges of innovation. She has developed a highly customized management tool to support organizations in creating a mission-centric compensation system that lifts up unseen and undervalued labor, reveals patterns of inequities, and supports the reengineering of structural compensation practices that have contributed to the further widening of the wealth gap. She is also part of a team creating an app to support cross-class collaboratives, collectives, and communities with interpersonal reparations through voluntary income redistribution.


Mala is a member of the RoadMap consulting network.





INTRODUCTION


This book is for all the leaders who care about justice. This book is about what happens inside organizations. There is a direct connection between what happens inside organizations and the work that is done by the organization in the world. The more staff feel seen, respected, empowered, and safe to be who they are, the more likely they will be to do their best work—which will in turn directly impact the mission of the organization. When organizations and their leaders actively work to reimagine and recreate structures and processes in order to disrupt oppressive practices, transformation will occur. And this transformation does not stop at the door. For example, when a staff person builds their skills of applying an explicit racial justice lens to their internal work and learns to address conflict constructively within the organization, that also translates into forming more effective campaign strategies, having constructive relationships with external partners, and replicating fewer oppressive habits with community and partners. This book is written primarily for nonprofits and specifically for social justice organizations, but anyone who cares about justice is invited to join us.


My focus in this book is on the internal work of organizations, in particular through the three functions named in the subtitle: Supervision, HR, and Culture. I am not an expert in antiracism or other structures of oppression. I am an expert in supervision, human resources, and organization development and that includes responding to how oppression impacts the staff and the work.


I refer often in this book to the dominant or mainstream culture. What I mean by that is the embedded structure of hetero-patriarchal white supremacist capitalism.


Here’s how I got here. In 1997, I interviewed for a job as a human resources director at an organization staffed primarily by people of color. In the midst of a fairly routine interview, I was asked what I understood about systemic racism. I am a white woman. I knew about systemic racism as a concept and answered, in part, using the fish-in-water metaphor. Fish live in water and therefore it is normal and absolute; they know no other way of living. This is how systemic racism works; it is so much a part of our society that those of us with privilege often do not even see it. Through that job, I learned so much more about the realities of racism and the impact of systemic practices in general and in HR in particular. I saw how the concepts affected my colleagues. As an organization, we dedicated significant resources to the work of equity and inclusion, including training, compensation adjustments, accountability to this value, updating our hiring process, and much more. My colleagues were generous and patient as I learned and applied this new understanding to my work. The entire workforce was on a journey together to become an organization that centered on equity. When I left that job nine years later, I not only knew I was white but had a much better understanding of what that meant in the world and in my work and how I could contribute to racial justice. I have never stopped learning. I know I can never know the experience of people who identify differently than I do.


This book is dedicated to my husband who has always supported and celebrated my work, and to my mentors in this vital component of working for justice. I appreciate all who have continued to teach me and think with me about how to lead for and with justice, especially my colleagues at RoadMap Consulting. (A national network of experienced consultants committed to strengthening organizations and advancing social justice.)


I wrote this book to support the leaders and the organizations working to build a more just world. To help you be more effective in reaching the goals you strive for, to help you work well together to move your mission forward. I want to encourage leaders to lead intentionally and to build just organizations while they work to build a just world. In order to do that, leaders must look carefully at themselves first and then at their teams and organizations. Where is white supremacy culture leaking into your leadership and organization practices? When does the lens through which you see the world get in the way of the work? How can you show up and do your best work to lead with and toward justice?


This book offers stories, thoughts, ideas, and techniques to support your leadership. It does not offer prescriptions nor an explicit game plan. I trust you to make these ideas your own—to build on them by applying them to your leadership and your team.


It is vital to remember that you can control only what you can do. You cannot make others change, although you can invite and persuade. You may have a small window of influence, or you may have a wide platform. Be the leader you can be from where you are. See what you can see, change what you can change, and show up as the best possible leader you can be for your team and the entire organization. Be a strong, fair, and collaborative supervisor who keeps the work moving forward and supports your staff. Notice and address racial, gender, and other injustice when you see it. Change HR, if necessary, and if you can’t, then raise questions and change how you interact with HR or how you frame challenges. You won’t be able to change the entire culture on your own, but you can have an impact on your team and you can raise concerns and start conversations. You can invite your organization to work collectively to shift how things are done—and to celebrate what you are already doing well.


The sections in this book overlap and interrelate. I may suggest something in one chapter and then remind you of it in another chapter. Some of my ideas will probably be familiar to you, and others might invite a shift in your approach. You can read the book sequentially or dive into a topic that interests you. If something resonates with you, try it out or talk about it. Just as we can’t change the world overnight, don’t try to change your organization all at once. It takes time and it takes patience and it takes collaboration. And in the journey, you are building the foundation for any other work that needs to be done.


Each section ends with a list of questions. I call this “Make It Your Own,” because it’s how this work becomes real. Pause at these questions. Consider them. Use them as coaching prompts for yourself or your team. You might want to pick one that appeals to you and write about it for five to ten minutes or ponder it while you go for a walk. Keep a running list of ideas you want to implement.


If you lead an organization, consider taking action that can impact the whole system. Do an assessment or hire consultants that can help you see and address oppressive systems that are at play in your organization.


Make this book your own. Make it work for you and for your organization. Make it work for our many social justice movements.


I have learned so much from my clients and my colleagues. When I tell stories about them, the names and the situations are adapted or compiled from situations I’ve seen. I have been honored to do this work. I am grateful to all the skilled and dedicated leaders I have known.


I also want to acknowledge that my learning and my work in the field of justice is not only professional. My work and my life are aligned in this work. On a personal level, my daughter is queer and has a trans partner. While I have always been fully accepting of her and him in my mind and heart, I have to admit that I have also caused harm. I have acted from learned norms and unrecognized heteronormativity. I appreciate that my daughter has confronted me (and my husband) about these actions and behaviors and invited us to grow into better parents and better people. I am also heartbroken that I/we have caused her this pain. I cannot undo the pain, but I can do and be better. And that too is a part of this book.


Let us all continue to rise up, make room, and surge forward together—for justice.





CHAPTER 1:



HOW DO YOU SHOW UP AS A MANAGER?


One of the most difficult tasks I face as a coach is when a leader does not recognize how they show up. The way you show up includes the words you use, your tone, your attitude, and your understandings and assumptions, as well as your personality and privileges. I am often there as a coach because they have received feedback that their staff feel undermined, disrespected, and frustrated and the leaders do not understand what they are doing wrong or how to manage in a different way.


It is not enough to simply intend to be a good leader. You must act with intention and awareness of how you approach your role. You cannot just do what has always been done. You cannot just act like a stereotypical boss. You need a plan and a practice to lead with integrity, purpose, and justice. You need to recognize that your words and your actions matter, that the way you show up matters.


For some people, this means they have to unlearn bad habits and re-create how they show up. For others, it means adjusting their approach and acting with more intention and understanding.



Sordid Words


“Supervisor” and “boss” have a bad reputation. And it’s no wonder—these words have a dirty history, and some of that history clings to them. For too many people, these words (and the positions they represent) have been used to mean authoritarian, arbitrary, harassing, dictatorial, racist, sexist, oppressive, and controlling. These words have historically been linked with societal hierarchies of what leadership “looks like,” including with male privilege and white supremacy. They also have a taste of rigidity, bureaucracy, abuse of power, and authority.


Especially for people who do not have institutional or societal privilege, these words can make them nervous and cause them to move into defensive mode, and rightfully so.


Supervisors have been abusive and power hungry. Some still are.


Bosses have been micromanagers or authoritarian. Some still are.


Hierarchies have been bureaucratic. Some certainly still are.


And power has absolutely been oppressive and blind and debilitating. Definitely a serious threat that continues.


Authority has been usurped and misused. And still is.


I want to reclaim these words, not to deny their sordid history or tainted reputation but to remind all of us that words, just like people, are not just their past. People can change, and so can some of the concepts that infuse our workplaces.


All of these concepts can be reinterpreted in service and in support of good work and strong partnerships. These words, and a reimagined, equitable framing of these concepts, can be used to serve justice. Other words may work better, but for most people, these words will continue to lurk in the background, creating distrust and disease if we do not actively reclaim them in service of better organizations and a better world.


My vision of supervision is 180 degrees from the traditional, top-down, power-hungry crew boss that the word might bring to mind. My vision of supervision is of a partner working with their staff for a cause that is bigger than both of them. This partner is a supervisor not because they are better than their staff but because they have a different role and different decision-making responsibilities and a different vision. Not a supervision that implies “better than,” but supervision, meaning wider or further along the path. This kind of person offers a different perspective. These supervisors are guides and are focused on supporting their staff to be successful in their work. They are in relationship with their staff. They respect and support and appreciate their staff. They work in partnership with them, not in mastery of them.


Likewise, the other terms often correlated with supervision can be effective and respectful concepts if they are used in an organization that embodies respect and partnership and a united focus on an important mission. Power can be a term of responsibility and presence, not a sword to cut people down. Hierarchy can be a simple recognition that not everyone can be involved in every decision and every action when an organization gets to a certain size or level of complexity. Authority can be a direct connection to the ultimate responsibility of decisions and actions.


Held and used by thoughtful people, these terms can help an organization move forward. But to do so, we must reclaim and redefine them so that the taint of their burdensome history does not infect the organization. This takes training and direct conversations. Otherwise, such words can stink up the place with their sordid reputation.




Make It Your Own


• How can you actively reclaim tainted words like supervisor and boss? Tylenol reclaimed its brand after someone poisoned bottles and killed seven people in 1982. The company rebounded by recalling all of the Tylenol bottles on the market and then telling the truth about what had happened, what the company did, and what it was doing to ensure that the same catastrophe wouldn’t happen again. This approach ultimately built brand loyalty, rather than destroying it. How can we apply this lesson to reclaiming tainted words?


• Is there a way in which reclaiming the words can contribute to an understanding of their previous harm and therefore be part of a greater good?


• How might an organization symbolically reclaim these words to recognize a new approach to work?





Working in Partnership


Working in partnership is not just a vague idea. It can be an active reframing of roles and responsibilities that infuses the work and the organization. It has to be authentic, though, or it will be worse than being authoritarian. If you pretend to be working in partnership but then erupt into micromanagement or authoritarian commands or paternalistic condescension, you will break trust and be seen as hypocritical, which is one of the worst things you can be in a social justice organization.


Your organization was formed to make the world a better place. In some form or fashion, the intention is that this organization is to contribute to leveling the playing field, to fighting oppression, to supporting justice. And justice has no place for hypocrisy.


This work demands that the workers are respected. This work demands that equality is not just a phrase or a concept. Every staff member expects to be recognized as a partner in service to the work. These principles have not just a theoretical value but a working, day-in-day-out value.


This does not mean, however, that the work is the same for every person or that there cannot be some level of hierarchy—if that hierarchy serves the mission and not the ego at the top.


Working in partnership recognizes that we have different roles. My role may be director, and yours may be receptionist. But we are, first of all, equal as persons and, second of all, both there to serve the mission. We do that work in different ways, however.


Our job descriptions outline our roles. We have different levels of decision making and responsibility, but we both recognize that we are working for the same mission, vision, and goals. And we bring our best selves to our work.


As part of a partnership, we recognize and respect that we will bring different ideas, thoughts, solutions, and skills to our work. And we will listen to each other. Everyone has a voice in a social justice organization, but every voice may not be a vote when it comes time to make some decisions. We are not a democracy or a collective—unless we are!




Make It Your Own


• What are the positives and negatives of working in partnership?


• What are examples of strong partnerships that you’ve witnessed, and what is one thing they did that exemplified their partnership?


• How do partners act when they face problems or challenges?





Different Roles, Different Responsibilities


Part of working in partnership is recognizing that each person has their own role and that each role has a level of authority and responsibility. This does not make any person or any position better than any other person or position. All the roles are important and necessary to meet the needs of the organization. Each person is entitled to respect for who they are and the work they do.


When I worked at an organization offering support for people with AIDS at the height of the epidemic, we did not have a big staff. For a period of time, we relied on volunteers to staff the front desk. But, of course, the volunteers needed breaks. We would have two volunteers every day—a morning shift and an afternoon shift. That left an hour in the middle of the day wherein we needed to either close the office or figure out another way to staff the front desk. At that point, we decided that we would rotate that lunch coverage throughout the paid staff. Each staff member would work one lunch shift at the front desk every three to four weeks. It gave us all a greater sense of appreciation for the important work the crew of volunteers did for the organization. The amazing thing was that this rotation applied to every staff member, from the administrative assistant to the executive director. We all worked a lunch hour and covered the phones and greeted clients. On one level, this didn’t make sense. Could we really afford to pay the ED’s salary while she answered the phones? She could have been doing more important work in her office or out in the community. But, whether intentionally or not, we recognized the message that this one hour sent, internally and externally, was worth every penny. Staff knew the ED was one of us, working in conjunction with us and on the front lines with us. And the community and clients knew it too. When she stopped covering lunch breaks, we all did. That was a powerful message of working in partnership.


Different roles come with different responsibilities, authority, and decision-making opportunities. That is the most common interpretation of the work, embodied in organization charts. But it does not have to be value-laden. It can be a simple recognition that in order for the work to be done, we each work within our strengths and our roles to get the work done. Reframing the work as responsibilities helps to clarify the distinction. It is not a perk to get to decide how to balance a budget; it is a responsibility. If the budget does not balance, that responsibility is someone’s to own and accept, just as it is a receptionist’s responsibility to own and accept how they treat people when they walk into or call the office. Every person has their sphere of influence. Every person has their role, their authority, and their responsibility. Every person has their job description.


Job descriptions are sometimes seen as archaic and cumbersome—and they can be. But they can also be a road map that offers clarity and understanding. When a job description is thoughtful and comprehensive, without being restrictive, then each person understands the parameters of their role, the depth of their responsibility, and how their work interrelates with all the other work of the organization. They can use this well-hewn document to clarify their priorities and boundaries.


A job description is not written in stone. In fact, the staff member and supervisor should review it periodically to make sure that it still captures the actual work that is being done. This review can also ensure that the work being done is still what needs to be done. Is this person in the right job? Jobs tend to morph and drift—sometimes because of the skill of the person in the job and sometimes because of the lack thereof. I have seen a case manager who was also responsible for IT, public speaking, and accounting. That may make sense at some initial, grassroots stage of organization development, but you don’t want to codify that kind of job description simply because an early staff member has all of those needed skills. On the other end of the spectrum, I have seen case managers who actually no longer met with clients. That made no sense either. So the systematic review of job descriptions is an important part of building a strong infrastructure of support for the work. I recommend tying this job review to a recurring event, like a budget review, a performance evaluation process, or the new year.


Infrastructure is another concept that is incredibly important but not sexy. It does not immediately bring ideas of justice and equity to mind. Yet it is critical. It refers to administrative and operation-focused work as opposed to direct client-focused work. I think of infrastructure as the skeleton of an organization. People don’t always see it as valuable, but without that behind-the-scenes work, any other work is not going to move smoothly or effectively. I once worked with an office manager who felt unappreciated and invisible to the rest of the staff. They were out in the field, organizing and holding press conferences and staging protests. Staff members tended to see her as a bureaucrat and subtly looked down on her as a less important member of the team.


While coaching her, I offered her the image of the skeleton and suggested she share that idea with her team. She did talk about her role at the next staff meeting and brought up important facts about skeletons: how strong they are, what they make possible, and so on. But then she went one better. She went out and bought a big roll of skeleton stickers and started putting them on documents to remind people that her role mattered: on time sheets, on expense reports, on grant reports, on light fixtures … She said this approach made a big difference and that she finally felt respected as part of the team. In fact, she sent me a thank-you note that read in part, “Your encouragement and skeleton analogy have made a big difference in the entire staff’s attitude (including mine) toward the admin work of the organization.”


Making an organization succeed requires different roles and different responsibilities, including behind-the-scenes administrative and fiscal work. Justice would take a lot longer to achieve if those roles were not part of the team.




Make It Your Own


• Do you, or does your organization, currently value some responsibilities as more important than others?


• If different levels of responsibility are not interpreted as “more important,” how does that shift the internal landscape or culture of an organization?


• Is there any internal snobbery regarding positions or importance in your organization that needs to be uncovered and discussed?


• Do you have current and complete job descriptions? If not, what assumptions have led to their lack of importance? What would be the positives and the negatives of taking time to update them?


• Where do you see patterns of who fills the different positions and how they are treated based on race, gender, class, ability, or other identity?





The Sauce of Supervision


A good sauce can make or break a meal. When it’s good, the flavors linger and keep you engaged. When it doesn’t work, the whole meal can fail. And when you first taste unfamiliar sauces, the reaction can often be negative, until you learn to appreciate the different flavors.


The same can be said about the tone that a supervisor uses, especially in times of feedback or trouble. A supervisor’s tone can convey enthusiasm, patience, and respect. It can also convey disdain, impatience, frustration, and so much more. Too often, I have heard employees tell me, “It’s not what they said; it’s how they said it.” That’s tone.


Watch your tone. When you’re not careful, your tone can send staff running out the door. This kind of tone sounds condescending or punitive. I have coached men who did not recognize that when they became agitated, their voices became a little stronger and deeper, which their female staff interpreted as “yelling,” even though the men had not technically raised their voices.


When your tone is respectful and appreciative, it can keep staff engaged. This kind of tone often holds pauses and lifts a bit at the end of a sentence, like a question, which invites people to respond.


When your tone is neutral during difficult conversations, you let staff know that this is information only, not a judgment. Neutral does not mean robotic; it means free of emphasis or pushiness.


The other way your tone can betray you is when your tone does not match your words, such as when your words say, “I’m fine” but your tone says you’re angry. Or when your words say, “I have no news to report” but your tone is excited. This kind of mismatch between tone and spoken language can be very unsettling and lead to mistrust.


At the same time, it is important, and sometimes tricky, to not automatically interpret other people’s tone. The point is to monitor your own—not to judge others. People who have different backgrounds from you may very well bring a different tone or inflection to their work. In too many workplaces, Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC), immigrants, and poor people have been shamed for their tone. If you hear tone, check it out. Ask questions—starting with an I-statement. “I am hearing a challenge in your tone. Am I right?” Believe what people tell you and listen for how they use tone.


Learn to expand your appreciation for different tones that you may not be used to. Pay attention to your own alignment, use your tone as the sauce of your approach, and let it flavor your interactions in a positive manner.




Make It Your Own


• When have you experienced the feeling “It’s not what they said; it’s how they said it”? How did you react to that situation?


• How does a mismatch between tone and spoken words lead to mistrust?


• How do biases—race, gender, class, culture, and others—influence how people experience tone? What are things you and your staff can do to learn about different biases and constructively interrupt them?









Remember:


Remember that tone can be influenced by cultural differences. Where and how we grow up can give us different interpretations of what tone is sincere and what is sarcastic, what tone is inquisitive and what is condescending, what is patient/neutral and what is disinterested. So if you find yourself giving or receiving repeated feedback about tone, be curious about that possibility.








Who Asked You? Unwelcome Advice


It was a stunning day to hike by the ocean in Northern California. It was warm and sunny and sparkling. I was minding my own business, hiking and thinking, and suddenly someone walking the other way stopped and told me, in a very firm and authoritative way, “Keep hiking up.”


Huh? It wasn’t a suggestion or an invitation. It bordered on an order. It was unwelcome and extremely irritating. I didn’t let it ruin my hike, but I lost a couple minutes yelling at this person in my head.


That is often the way unwelcome advice is received. Supervisors assume that they know better, that their staff wants your input, or that it is simply their job to tell their staff what to do and how to do it. And sometimes all of that is true.


If your staff member is brand new, then you probably do know more and better and you are in training mode. This is the time to offer advice, help people learn their job, and familiarize them with the organization. While doing this, don’t forget that they bring their own skills, experience, and knowledge. That’s why you hired them! If your staff is struggling and not reaching their goals or keeping their agreement, it is absolutely appropriate to give them feedback and let them know what’s working and not working. When you are establishing priorities and clarifying expectations, it is your job to state clearly and directly what is needed and how it needs to be done. (None of this needs to be done in a “bossy” manner, however.)


But when your staff do know what their jobs are and how to do them and are moving forward to accomplish goals and get the work done, back off. Let them do their work. Keep meeting with them and checking in, but be careful with giving unwelcome advice. Don’t be one of those micromanagers whom people dread.


Here’s what to watch for:




1. The biggest signal that people want advice? They will ask for it. Remind them often that you expect them to let you know when they want your input. And make it safe for them to ask you for help.


2. If you see someone struggling or moving in the wrong direction, offer input. But even then, present it thoughtfully. The struggling person may have a plan and a method that gets them to their goal in a manner that is very different from your method or plan. Instead of saying, “That’s not going to work!” try saying something like, “I don’t see how these actions are going to get you where you’re going. Tell me how you see it.”


3. If you’re not sure what they need, ask them, “Do you need any help?”





In my aforementioned hike on the coast, I would have welcomed a friendly invitation, such as “The path up is gorgeous.” Although probably well-intentioned, the bossy advice to “keep hiking up” was not welcome or appreciated.




Make It Your Own


• Think of a time when you received unwelcome advice. How did you react?


• What patterns do you see in your organization related to advice and race, gender, class, and other identities? What could you do to constructively interrupt them?


• What are the dangers of waiting for someone to ask for advice? How could your organization mitigate those dangers?





Gotcha!


Some people love strategy games like chess or RISK®. They love the logic and the planning and the eventual “Gotcha!” when the winner claims victory. Those moments when both players have agreed to the rules and respect each other’s skill can be joyful, whether you win or lose.


In the workplace, however, there is little room for “gotcha” moments. Some supervisors do love those moments, and others inadvertently spring them upon their staff, but rarely do such moments help your staff to learn or grow. At its worst, “gotchas” can reinforce dominant race and gender dynamics.


“Gotcha” moments happen when you set up a staff member to be caught in a mistake. It may not be an intentional setup, but it is nonetheless harmful. Let’s look at the way Warren confronts his staff member Kayla when she turns in her expense account.


“When are expense reports due?” Warren asks.


“On the fifteenth of the month,” Kayla answers.


“And when did you turn yours in?”


“The fifteenth.”


“Then why is it date-stamped the eighteenth?”


Warren displays implied glee in showing Kayla that she was wrong. Instead, he could have just asked, “What happened with your expense report? It looks like it was late this month.”


The inadvertent “gotcha” happens when a supervisor doesn’t understand an action that a staff member took and tries to find out what they were thinking. Questions can be a valuable tool, but you must bring genuine curiosity to the questioning; otherwise, it can come across as interrogation.


Interrogation


“Why did you speak to that client in that manner?”


“Don’t you know the procedure for updating the website?”


“Haven’t we discussed this several times previously?”


“Did you think you had a better way to do this process than the rest of the staff?”


Curiosity


“Tell me what was going through your mind when you spoke to that client.”


“We have a procedure for updating the website. Has anyone ever reviewed that with you?”


“Tell me what you remember about our previous discussions, and I’ll fill in any gaps.”


“What led you to do this process in a different way?”


When you are in interrogation mode, you assume that you know everything there is to know about the situation. You don’t really care what the staff member has to say. You just want to make a point. When you are curious, you genuinely want to hear what the staff member has to say. You recognize that you might learn something. And your intention is to help the staff member be successful.


Not only are the curious questions less aggressive in the initial exchange, but they set up the staff member to have an honest exchange with you, to keep talking to you, and to trust you. The interrogation tells the staff member that there is only one right answer and you know it. So they won’t bother to tell you what they were thinking or why they tried something new; they will just try to get the “right” answer and move on. Over time, the interrogation questions erode trust, impact the work in dramatic fashion, and replicate the oppressive systems we are seeking to dismantle.


Don’t practice Gotcha with your staff, unless you’re playing chess.




Make It Your Own


• How do people react when they have been challenged or interrogated?


• What are the signs of an organization that tends toward blame? And what are the signs of an organization that leans toward curiosity and learning? Where does your organization fall on that spectrum?


• How is playing Gotcha different than holding someone accountable?








CHAPTER 2:



BOTTOM-LINING IT—MISSION, VISION, AND VALUES


Mission and purpose seem to have a bad connotation in some leadership circles these days. I don’t get it. Maybe because I work with nonprofit organizations, mission has always been sacrosanct. The bottom line is not money or power; it is a better and more just world. How can that be a bad thing?


It is important that organizations know why they exist, it is important that all stakeholders know where their organization is going, and it is important that they have principles about how everyone will operate on their journey together. These are the bottom-line priorities for organizations concerned with justice.


Support for organizations forms a three-legged stool: mission, vision, and values. When people don’t pay attention to all three components of this stool, things get out of balance. When an organization lacks a clear focus on its mission and vision, its destination can become vague or transitory. When an organization does not pay active attention to values, the organization can lose their integrity and sense of identity—or even become hypocritical. All three legs are necessary to support the work.



Why Are You Going?


When I worked internally at a community action agency, its mission was “to partner with low-income families and individuals to help them achieve economic and social stability, to build community, and to advocate for social and economic justice.” I knew it by heart, I referred to it often, and I saw it every day when I walked into our office, because it was written on the wall in the lobby. It was the reason I worked there.


The mission took on a whole different level of meaning to me, however, when I hired a man who didn’t just know the mission but loved it. He loved the mission so much that when our executive director asked him about it during his interview, he cried. And when he passed his introductory period, he got a tattoo of our logo on his shin. I loved that guy!


No doubt your own mission is on your website and other relevant places. Maybe you even allude to it in ads for open positions. And hopefully, someone discusses the mission when an official orientation occurs.


But when do you, as a manager, mention the mission? Do you discuss it when you bring someone new onto your team? Do you refer to it regularly during staff meetings? Do you invite staff to talk about it? How does the mission speak to you and show up for you?


In justice work, the mission needs to be the be-all and end-all of everything you do as a leader. The mission is the bottom line of nonprofits in general and social justice organizations in particular. If not for the mission, there is no “there” there. There is no work. There are no grants. There is no guiding light to inform the work.


I believe that every employee should be able to draw a line directly from what they are doing at any given moment to the mission. Writing a grant: I hope that connection is obvious. Working with a client: The mission should be front and center. But what about when staff are filing, writing reports, doing trainings, learning about harassment, sweeping the floors? How do those tasks support the mission? People should know and be able to explain it in twenty seconds.


And this won’t happen if you do not make the mission real. If you, as a supervisor, never mention it explicitly, that sends a very clear message. It may be theoretically important, but if it were really important, you would talk about it. You would talk about it at least as often as you talk about the budget or grant numbers.


If you don’t talk about it, the mission remains hypothetical and vague. But when you talk about it, early and often, it becomes part of the lifeblood of your work. When you spend time during orientation talking about what the mission means to you and why it matters, that sticks. When you mention it during staff meetings, it becomes a valid criterion for success. When you ask staff to think about how their work is furthering the mission, you underline its importance.


In these ways, the mission becomes real. You don’t have to have it tattooed on your body, but it should hold a place in your heart.




Make It Your Own


• Take a relevant news story to a staff meeting and ask your staff to discuss how this story could support or challenge your mission.


• How, if at all, would it impact your work if you knew you might be asked to draw a line from what you are doing at any given moment to your mission? Is there anything that comes to mind that threatens that line?


• If you have not routinely mentioned the mission, why not? What assumptions, fears, or concerns underlie your omission?






Where Are You Going?


Do you know the story about the fisherman and the banker?


An investment banker was taking a much-needed vacation in a small coastal village when a small boat with just one fisherman docked. The boat had several large, fresh fish in it.


The investment banker was impressed by the quality of the fish and asked the fisherman how long it had taken to catch them. He replied, “Only a little while.”


The banker then asked the fisherman why he hadn’t stayed out longer and caught more fish.


The fisherman replied that he had enough to support his family’s immediate needs. The banker then asked, “But what do you do with the rest of your time?”


The fisherman replied, “I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, take siesta with my wife, and stroll each evening into the village, where I sip wine and play guitar with my friends. I have a full and busy life.”


The banker scoffed, “I am an Ivy League MBA, and I could help you. You could spend more time fishing and with the proceeds buy a bigger boat, and with the proceeds from the bigger boat you could buy several boats, until eventually you would have a whole fleet of fishing boats. Instead of selling your catch to a middleman, you could sell directly to the processor and eventually open your own cannery. You could control the product, processing, and distribution.”


Then he added, “Of course, you would need to leave this small coastal fishing village and move to a big city, where you would run your growing enterprise.”


The fisherman asked, “But, mister, how long will this all take?”


The banker replied, “Fifteen to twenty years.”


“And what then?” the fisherman asked.


The banker laughed and said, “That’s the best part. When the time is right, you would announce an IPO and sell your company stock to the public and become very rich. You could make millions.”


“Millions! Then what?”


The banker replied, “Then you would retire. You could move to a small coastal fishing village, where you would sleep late, fish a little, play with your kids, take siesta with your wife, and in the evenings stroll to the village, where you could sip wine and play guitar with your friends.”


This story illustrates how important it is to know where you’re going. If you don’t have a clear picture of that, things can go awry.




1. First of all, you might not recognize when you get there. The fisherman in the story did know where he was going and what he wanted, and, importantly, recognized that he was already there.


2. Second, if you don’t know where you’re going, you won’t realize when you start to drift off course. You could get distracted by shiny objects (or big grants) and end up veering away from your destination.


3. Third, you can get bored or frustrated. You may start to feel like you’re in a rut, doing the same thing over and over and not making headway—because you don’t know what headway looks like. And when people feel as if their work doesn’t matter, they may find themselves apathetic or despairing.


4. Fourth, the work becomes a goal unto itself. The fisherman could become so focused on fishing that he forgets to spend time with his family and friends. The work in front of you becomes the only thing that matters.





Many of these issues happen in organizations.




1. Okay, it isn’t common that organizations succeed in fulfilling their missions and don’t recognize it. But it is possible. Maybe a dance company wants to put on shows to support local programming. The company succeeds at that and immediately moves on to a statewide and then a national goal. That’s great, but it needs to stop and acknowledge that it fulfilled its initial vision and has now expanded that vision.


2. The shiny thing in nonprofits is most often funding. “Ooh, here’s a grant for a food pantry. We could do that.” “Could” means “should.” That’s how the mission and vision can keep the organization on track.


3. Organizations can get bored as much as people can. I’ve seen entire organizations where the work is routine, the funding is flat, the work is done in a formulaic manner, and turnover is both high and low. What often happens is that a cadre of long-term employees who have been there for years and are happy to have steady jobs don’t care to rock the boat. And then there are new staff, who are drawn to the mission and want to ask questions and wake things up, and when that leads nowhere, they quit, so there ends up being new staff and long-term staff and no mid-tenure staff.


4. Some organizations get focused on their day-to-day work and survival to the exclusion of forward movement. These organizations have a standard way of doing things and not much incentive to do things differently. This does not mean that people aren’t working hard. In fact, they are often overwhelmed, and that too becomes part of their day-today reality. No one has the time, energy, or inclination to look up and see where they’re going.
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