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Praise for Conscious Change






“The stories in Conscious Change provide powerful and honest looks at people coping with differences and conflict and acknowledge the hard work that comes with personal change and reflection.”


—ABBY BAKER, Senior Vice President and Chief Human Resources Officer, Rinchem


“A book of this sort is rarely a page-turner, but Conscious Change is that! The transparency exhibited by the storytellers, the scientific underpinnings, and the applicability of the ‘tools’ to both personal and work relationships make the book extremely useful.”


—ROBERTA BURROUGHS, FAICP, President and CEO, Roberta F. Burroughs & Associates


“Conscious Change is a must-read guide for personal and professional growth, for navigating diverse and complex workplaces, and for embarking on a life-changing journey in our everyday relationships.”


—MENAH PRATT, JD, PhD, Vice President for Strategic Affairs and Diversity, Virginia Tech University, and author of Blackwildgirl and From Cotton Picking to College Professor


“Conscious Change outperforms any other book about navigating difference and fostering inclusion.”


—SUNITA SEHMI, organizational development consultant; executive leadership coach; diversity, inclusion, and belonging advisor; and author of The Power of Belonging: How to Develop Safety, Inclusion, and Belonging for Leaders and Organizations


“This is an absolute gem of a book! Using an engaging writing style, the authors offer a clear framework for change at the personal, interpersonal, and systemic levels.”


—SUSAN P. ROBBINS, PhD, LCSW, Cele S. and Samuel D. Keeper Endowed Professor in Social Justice, University of Houston Graduate College of Social Work


“The authors take us on a heart-opening journey through the challenges and opportunities of creating healthy, diverse work environments.”


—BETTY SANDERS, past President of the National Human Factors and Ergonomics Society, Humanomics, Inc.


“This book is so incredibly useful and timely! The authors share robust yet digestible information and tools that can help anyone who is looking to show up to the conflict in their lives in a clearer manner.”


—DANIELLE MURPHY, LCSW, SEP, therapist at Somatic Freedom Psychotherapy


“Readers may pick this book up and simply begin reading—at the beginning, in the middle, wherever the book happens to fall open—and will naturally be drawn into a narrative in which a leader worked within a given system to create change, moved the needle on a hard issue, and grew themselves as a person and change agent in the process.”


—JILL CARROLL, PhD, former Executive Director, Boniuk Center for Religious Tolerance, Rice University, and author of World Religions: A Beginner’s Guide


“Conscious Change draws on compelling stories from nineteen individuals who successfully navigated difficult professional and personal challenges.”


—DR. ROCHELLE PARKS-YANCY, Professor of Management, Texas Southern University, and coauthor of Be Your Best Career Architect


“The book offers practical guidance on nurturing inclusive relationships by emphasizing the demanding yet transformative practice of staying consciously present.”


—AMANDA POLICH, leader, Executive Relationships at Ultimate Kronos Group, Certified Dare to Lead™ Facilitator, and board chair for Houston Council on Recovery


“The book is filled with rich stories that made me mutter, ‘I’ve been there. I’ve been in that difficult situation . . .’ This is one of those books you can open just about anywhere and find something that hits home.”


—RICK MAURER, speaker, advisor/coach, and author of Seizing Moments of Possibility, Beyond the Wall of Resistance, and Feedback Toolkit


“As a leader in talent development, I found Conscious Change to be a transformative read. It brilliantly intertwines real-life examples with practical strategies, providing invaluable insights for fostering positive change and enhancing workplace dynamics.”


—NATHALIE SALLES, former VP of Talent Development, Bloom Energy, and former director of Coaching, Team, and Organizational Development, Meta


“In addition to the application of Conscious Change principles, the book is filled with wisdom nuggets such as the three ingredients of an effective apology; the direction to distinguish intent from impact; the encouragement to ‘Give grace by not assuming others’ intentions’; and to ‘Call others in rather than calling them out.’”


—DR. BARBARA LOVE, professor emeritus, Social Justice Education, University of Massachusetts, and author of Developing Liberatory Consciousness


“The digestible format makes Conscious Change an ideal workplace or social book club selection.”


—TRACY RATHE, Senior Vice President of Organizational Performance and Development, Nebraska Health Care Association


“This book is a must read for anyone who wants to learn how to manage their emotions, think clearly and rationally, navigate challenging situations, and have better interpersonal relationships.”


—CAROL STEWART, executive coach and author of Quietly Visible


“Our prosperity and well-being depend on our ability to work together in harmony, and this book has vital answers for how we can avoid negative and self-defeating reactions while experiencing the pleasure of being at our best.”


—PETER MICHAELSON, psychotherapist, founder of WhyWeSuffer.com, and author of Our Deadly Flaw


“Latting and Ramsey again deliver knowledge, principles, and skills powerful enough to change the world, one person at a time.”


—LAURA EASTON, LMSW, OD Consultant and Executive Coach, Easton Consulting, LLC, and advisory board member, Houston Council on Recovery


“Conscious Change is a must-have resource for helping professionals, educators, or anyone wanting to thrive in today’s diverse workplace.”


—LAUREL IVERSON HITCHCOCK, PhD, MPH, LICSW/PIP, associate professor and BSSW Program Director, University of Alabama at Birmingham


“Conscious Change provides a refreshing—and realistic—formula for abandoning old behaviors and reframing our individual identities.”


—RONNIE HAGERTY, Assistant Vice President for Community Relations, United Way of Greater Houston


“Modern organizations depend on leaders’ abilities to understand and navigate myriad forms of human variance that characterize those organizations and the world in which they operate. Conscious Change is an excellent primer on how to do so effectively.”


—ROD MCCOWAN, Founder and Chief Catalyst, Accelerance Group International, and Associate Professor of Organization and Management at Goizueta Business School, Emory University


“The emphasis on fostering diversity and examining the systems in which people work is highly relevant to the modern workplace.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“The framework, laid out with persuasive clarity, encourages readers toward deeper understanding of themselves and others, with a welcome emphasis on controlling emotions, recognizing cultural differences, and navigating the often complex dynamics between members of dominant and nondominant groups. The advice takes much of the edge off hard but necessary conversations.”


—BOOKLIFE REVIEWS
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For Educational and Informational Purposes Only






This book contains stories of how people resolved problems. The information in the book is for educational and informational purposes only. Nothing should be construed as a substitute for advice from a mental health or other professional who is aware of the facts and circumstances of your individual situation.


Applying the principles and skills described in this book is no guarantee that you or any other person will be able to obtain similar results. Your ultimate success or failure will be the result of your own efforts, your individual situation, and innumerable other circumstances beyond the control and/or knowledge of the authors of this book.


Neither the authors, Leading Consciously, nor any of its employees or owners shall be held liable or responsible for any damage you may suffer as a result of taking action based on your understanding of the material, for failing to seek advice from a professional familiar with your situation, or for any errors or omissions in the book.









To Maconda Brown O’Connor,




	whose legacy as a philanthropist and social worker will live forever in our hearts and the hearts of many;


	who was a role model for the value and promise of changing systems so individuals can flourish;


	whose steadfast support made this work possible.















Foreword






S( )R


This symbol represents the secret to the universe. Okay, maybe it’s not the secret to the entire universe, but it’s a critical reminder to me about how to navigate the universe—how to show up in an often beautiful and always challenging world and stay aligned with my values.


The symbol is my shortcut reminder of this quote: “Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.”


The attribution of this quote is unknown. It’s been credited to Stephen Covey, but he said he came across it on a vacation in Hawaii and it’s not his. I confirmed this with his son Stephen M. R. Covey. It’s also been attributed to Viktor Frankl, but scholars who study Frankl agree that it’s not in any of his writing. Both thinkers capture the essence of the quote in their work, but neither of them captured the words as we often see them expressed.


I don’t need to know who wrote them to know it’s true—and to know that transforming this knowledge into a daily practice will absolutely change your life.


If I look back at all of the major waypoints in my life, each one has redirected me toward a practice of creating more space between stimulus and response so that I can make choices that are intentional, disciplined, and values-aligned.


I grew up in a culture and family where there was no space between something happening and responding. Don’t think. Act. In fact, you might even say I was raised to believe in negative space—to anticipate something happening and swing first. Beat hurt, vulnerability, and uncertainty to the punch.


Transformative waypoints along my journey have included my studies, my sobriety, and the personal work and leadership coaching that remain an essential part of my practice. Another eye-opening waypoint was the time I spent as Jean Latting’s student and mentee at the University of Houston Graduate College of Social Work. Jean shaped how I see the world and how I see myself moving through it. She challenged me in ways that were equal parts enlightening and infuriating. I hated how still she forced me to be, and I loved what emerged from the stillness. This has not changed.


What’s funny is that I could not articulate what she taught me until I read Conscious Change. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I thought it was magic, but I did think it was a weird and probably unnameable thing rather than a teachable skill. I was wrong. As I read this book, I kept thinking, This is that thing she taught me—the thing that I love and hate and need to do and don’t want to do.


Conscious Change is the playbook for prying open the space between stimulus and response.


What’s made so clear in the examples in the book is the skill it takes to cognitively understand the stimulus rather than emotionally react to it, the commitment required to be intentional and values-aligned in our responses, and the level of discipline it takes to make this a practice.


I’ll confess that I often found myself wanting the protagonist in each of the following stories to forget about the space between stimulus and response and just defend, attack, or blame. I’ve reread a couple of the stories and I’m still conflicted about the missed opportunities to be right, righteous, and completely justified in shutting down. What I’m not conflicted about is how impeccably the book takes us through the process of creating the space to be who we want to be even when we’re hijacked by emotion and 100 percent right.


This is not easy work, but it’s essential. The way the authors are able to slow down time and take us behind the scenes of our brains and hearts is teaching at its finest.


I would say more about what I’ve learned, but I’m letting myself linger in the space between reading this book and understanding it, the space between pretending I don’t know how to do it and holding myself accountable for doing it. The space between stimulus and response is not a comfortable space, but one thing I know for certain is that being brave and living into our values is not supposed to be comfortable.


—Brené Brown, PhD












Foreword






At the time of this writing, I’m the Thomas McMahon Professor in Business Ethics and the associate dean for Diversity, Racial Equity, and Inclusion at the University of Texas at Arlington, a large urban university. The latter position was formed after the murder of George Floyd, when many organizations were trying to do something in the face of an abject anti-Blackness that could no longer be denied. I’ve been trying to “do something” about anti-Blackness, racism, sexism, ableism, and other isms for all my life, and formally for over thirty years. I’ve served in numerous academic professional diversity-related roles and am the author of Diversity in Organizations, a research-based textbook used for teaching diversity at many universities. Its fifth edition (with Dr. Joy Leopold) is forthcoming in 2024.


I met Dr. Jean Ramsey, one of the authors of Conscious Change, when I was a doctoral student at my first academic conference to present my first academic paper. Along with teaching, disseminating one’s research is an important part of the professorial role. The day of the conference, I got up early to rehearse. Sensing my unease, my husband asked if any Black people would be there. Having noticed “Dr. V. Jean Ramsey, Texas Southern University,” an HBCU, on the program as a participant in my session, I responded happily that there would be at least one.


When I got to the room, Jean, a White woman, walked in and stretched out her hand. “Hi. I’m Jean Ramsey.” She burst out laughing when I stammered, “You’re supposed to be Black!” and replied, “Many people think it, but few people say it!” We both warmed to each other, laughing, and sat together. I was struck that this White woman with a PhD from Michigan, who could be anywhere, chose to be at an HBCU, where she could have the greatest impact. Jean’s commitment to doing work that mattered, where and as she wanted to do it, helped me do likewise. Teaching diversity remains my most important work—work that helps bring about change in individuals, organizations, and society, as is the goal of Conscious Change.


Conscious Change: How to Navigate Differences and Foster Inclusion in Everyday Relationships is aptly named. With actionable principles applied to navigation of real-life examples of interactions at work, Conscious Change can be used in many university courses—change management, diversity, ethics, leadership, and organizational behavior, among others. The real examples—like cases used in many courses—provide students with actual situations, dilemmas, and authors’ conscious decisions, coupled with a summary of the Conscious Change principles used at the end. I see Conscious Change as a blueprint to help us learn to work with others, with inclusivity as the goal, regardless of field of study or occupation, and as (or with) clients, customers, executives, leaders, managers, peers, or subordinates.


People carry with them different expectations and experiences that are often based on their identities, such as their race, sex, social class, occupation, or status. These identities shape our and others’ ways of viewing and participating in interactions and situations. Conscious Change can help with learning to work with others, consciously aware that our and others’ identities influence interactions and, with that knowledge, to approach those interactions with the goal of fostering inclusion instead of exclusion, rejection, and intolerance. The authors, trained behavioral scientists with decades of teaching, research, and consulting experience, used their knowledge to develop ways we can learn to engage in conscious change in myriad situations, increasing the likelihood of positive outcomes. We can apply these principles when someone interrupts us when we are up against a hard deadline and want to scream at them, as was described in one chapter. In DEI practitioner work or teaching in particular, we can use these resources with those who may doubt the need for DEI efforts or deny the veracity of someone’s experiences with discrimination, or in any of myriad frustrating situations.


In teaching diversity, I intentionally use research and data to help open eyes that are sometimes tightly squeezed shut, and thus I was drawn to the use of research in developing Conscious Change. The science is engaging and practical, and I wrote affirmations in the margins as I read: “wow,” “this is so good,” “THIS!,” “YES!,” and “research supports this!” The principles spoke to me as a person and as a professor, sending students into the complex and diverse world of work, needing strong skills in interpersonal interactions. These principles are useful for both dominant-and nondominant-group members in an array of occupations and roles; we can all stand to learn to behave consciously.




	“Move from the answer to the question.” Is there a possibility that our perceptual filters have led us to an erroneous perception? Are they late turning in this document because someone was late getting required materials to them, rather than because people like them are always late? Did they not tell me in advance because of cultural differences in speaking up to management? Am I using my own view of time as the standard to judge others’ behavior?1



	“Assume all people, including you, can grow and learn.” The “including you” part is one we likely all need to remember.


	“Identify with your values, not your emotions” is a critical skill in today’s organizations, for everyone, at all levels. When those values include fostering inclusion, as many of us claim, purposefully identifying with those values can shape inclusive behaviors.


	“Give grace by not assuming others’ intentions,” and “Call others in rather than calling them out.” Both can be immensely helpful in fostering inclusion in our classrooms, organizations, lives, and society.





These and other research-based principles, ideas, and examples in Conscious Change can help anyone, anywhere, who interacts with others who have different backgrounds, beliefs, experiences, expectations, and values—which we all do, daily. I, Dr. Diversity, as my students call me, and the author of a diversity textbook, have the principles of Conscious Change on display in my office. We can all practice and strengthen our ability to make conscious decisions—at home, at work, in school board meetings, on crowded planes, and elsewhere. In return, we can expect better outcomes and responses from others as we control what only we can control and what we only can control—our own behaviors and reactions to others.


—Myrtle P. Bell, PhD


* The above opinions expressed are my own.













CHAPTER 1.

Real-Life Change Meets Behavioral Science Research






Not many leaders could have kept their cool like Charles. Under the gun to deliver a high-stakes project to thousands of customers, Charles began to dread the daily meetings with his team. Not only was the team under-resourced, understaffed, and confronted with new challenges almost daily, but Charles also felt some team members were challenging his authority by nitpicking him at every turn.


Tense and exhausted, he knew he had to do something. He was a Black man leading a team of White women who had no clue how often their subtly demeaning demands and pointed comments struck him as microaggressions.


A particular meeting nearly sent Charles over the edge emotionally. Amid a hectic day, one of his team members grilled him for failing to send her a status report on an earlier meeting. Her interrogation was the last straw. He knew if he lost his cool, it would send his group into a downward spiral of recriminations, so instead of scolding the team member, Charles decided to draw on several Conscious Change principles and skills he had learned through our consulting work.


By the following day, Charles had resolved months of tension and began turning previously exhausting meetings into productive, positive sessions. His staff finally believed he understood their pressures and limitations. And they grasped how their sometimes-combative tones and pushy demands came across as racially charged challenges to Charles’s leadership. A few weeks later, despite their many limitations on staffing and resources, Charles’s team delivered a highly successful product receiving rave reviews.


How did Charles so rapidly turn around such an emotionally charged, potentially explosive situation where opportunities for failure and misunderstanding abounded? That is what we’re going to talk about in this book. You will find more of Charles’s story from his perspective in a later chapter. You will also read a diverse collection of stories showing how intentionally incorporating the skills of Conscious Change, like those used by Charles, can deliver incredible results.


Knowing how well Conscious Change strategies worked for Charles and our other chapter authors fueled our appetite to share their stories in this book. We are convinced the skills can also work for you. Our research and consulting experience with multimillion-dollar companies, small businesses, and nonprofit and government organizations of all sizes have demonstrated that these skills most certainly can benefit you.


Yet before we relate the stories demonstrating these principles and skills and flesh them out with our analysis, we want to briefly describe how we developed them.




Simple Practices Based on Research


Every day, people face challenging situations that can spark strong emotions, fracture relationships, and provoke stress. In our work as researchers, our goal was to translate sound behavioral science theory into practices anyone could use.


Our teaching, consulting, and research experience helped us understand people’s struggles as they handled vital trouble spots in their personal and professional lives. Questions and statements like these arose in our classes and training sessions:


What do I do if my manager seems to be undermining me?


I cry easily. Is something wrong with me? How do I get better control of myself?


Suddenly my coworker is avoiding me. What do I do?


I’m afraid they will call me racist if I criticize their performance even slightly. What should I do?


My manager has asked me to do something I think is not right. How can I say no and keep my job?


Our work culture is the pits. I don’t want to have to quit. I don’t know what to do.


Each person felt unique in their suffering and was unaware of existing principles and skills—well-researched and tested—for dealing with these issues. Our goal was to bring these to students in a usable way.


We began by developing a set of research-and theory-based guidelines for powerful self-reflection, bridging cultural divides, and spearheading change.1 Through our classes and coaching, we witnessed immediate results with our students and clients.


This prompted us to promote our ideas more widely in our book, Reframing Change.2 Once we had codified the concepts and principles in Reframing Change, we continued teaching the related skills in our classrooms and training programs across a decade.


In the consulting and training organization we formed, Leading Consciously, Jean Latting, Stephanie Foy, and a now-deceased colleague, Mary Harlan, began conducting training programs and teaching the skills at organizations.3 In training session after training session, participants reported how they had been confronted with a difficult situation, stopped, reflected, and then chose to utilize one or more of the skills they were learning.


Relationships were prevented from being broken, while broken relationships were often repaired. Those who had felt shunned suddenly found themselves being noticed, even having a positive influence. People on dysfunctional teams were able to initiate more positive working relationships. Those who felt estranged from coworkers found a way to gain acceptance and feel they belonged. Leaders with disengaged direct reports were able to motivate them and inspire accountability. Racial divides gave way to amicable relationships.


Reframing Change proved as valuable as we had hoped. We continued searching out empirical research to fine-tune the skills and principles and improve our ability to describe and illustrate them. Students and training participants told us how they used the tools to reduce conflict, resolve problems, and improve interactions with their coworkers, managers, friends, and family members. Their stories wowed us and awed us.


Hearing these stories both pleased and amazed us. We knew we had something worth sharing more widely.


The next step became obvious. We sought out powerful stories from readers of Reframing Change, stories providing vivid illustrations of our methods and strategies. In this, our second book, we share a few of these to make it easier for you to put the Conscious Change skills into practice in your workplaces and homes.







Practical Benefits of Behavioral Science Research


If we were to ask a group of people whether they would like to learn about “behavioral science research,” we are pretty sure there would be crickets in the room. However, if we asked these same people if they would like to learn how to manage their emotions better, improve their relationships, or resolve conflicts more effectively, we are confident there would be plenty of takers.


That’s what Reframing Change does: it describes principles and skills based on behavioral science research to increase your personal sense of effectiveness, the strength of your interactions with others—especially those different from you in some way—and your ability to influence your work environment. Readers of Reframing Change tell us they continue to refer back to the Conscious Change principles as they learn how to act more intentionally and consciously make choices in multicultural environments.


This book, Conscious Change, is your chance to witness sound research applied to everyday situations and relationships—many with uniquely high stakes. The individuals who wrote the stories in this book have learned Conscious Change principles and skills and put them to practical use. These stories, and the analyses accompanying them, will help you better understand the skills and the principles behind them.


We emphasize that these principles did not just come out of our heads willy-nilly. Instead, we based them on solid behavioral science theories, empirical research, and our own hard-earned practical experience. Our goal is to provide actionable yet research-based information about how to draw on your own resources—thoughts, emotions, and behaviors—as you influence others and bring them together to initiate positive change.







How to Apply Conscious Change Principles with Confidence and Success


The Conscious Change principles are at the core of our work. In the next chapter, we will cover each of the six principles and their thirty-six associated skills. Once you learn how to use them, the skills can help you navigate some of the most challenging dilemmas in human relationships with greater confidence and likelihood of success. These transformational tools will lead to a stronger sense of your personal capacity as a leader, to better interpersonal relationships, and to the beginnings of greater equity and inclusion.


As you read, please be aware that contributors have condensed tense situations into only a few pages and described how they resolved them. Do not assume it was as simple as it might seem. As you will learn, in the thick of the dilemmas they faced, the author of each story experienced consternation.


The authors describe situations in which they first had to reflect and then decide to apply the principles and skills of Conscious Change. Doing so was not second nature. Yet stopping to think, then changing course to implement these skills, made all the difference. Thus we call the framework Conscious Change. Doing what you have always done will get you what you have always gotten. Changing the outcome of problematic situations requires making conscious decisions to try something different. Using these skills seldom comes naturally.


Several of the skills were revolutionary when we first conceptualized them. Jean Latting was literally heckled in a graduate class she was teaching when she first described the tools of emotional clearing. Now, we regularly encounter emotional-clearing processes (such as mindfulness and meditation) in self-help journals as well as in more mainstream ones like Harvard Business Review.4 As you read the stories and the reflections accompanying them, expect some of the skills to be familiar to you and others to be new.


Whether you have heard of most, some, or none of the principles, remember there is a chasm between knowing about or describing a skill (such as hitting a home run or winning a spelling bee) and performing the act competently. The skills require practice, particularly when using two or more simultaneously. If you are willing to practice the skills until they feel comfortable, the time investment will yield benefits beyond what you might imagine possible.


Personal change requires time and effort. You may feel awkward and unsure as you try out the new skills. Persistence will pay off, however. Conscious choices will become easier to make, and the skills will become easier to practice.


We will stop short of saying this book is the end-all and be-all for healthy relationships. Yet we easily declare that none of the authors can imagine going back to a life when they did not have the principles and skills to deal with all the uncertainty and disappointments life serves up. In those days, all we knew to do in response was to ruminate in pain, get angry, or drop people from our lives.


We are delighted that these nineteen contributors were willing to share their stories about how they applied the skills, so that you may learn and grow from them. As you will see, the setting really does not matter. The skills are effective in all industries, jobs, demographics, and situations—because they are rooted in well-researched behavioral science principles.


One of Jean Latting’s clients once said her coaching had been invaluable to him because she “understands human nature.” After reading the stories in this book, we hope you will gain greater insight into human nature and your options for what to do when you find yourself in situations where someone else’s “human nature” is at odds with your own. One by one, skill after skill, you can impact lives and make the difference you are seeking.


Our own lives have improved immeasurably from learning the principles and skills, and we know we have made a difference to the people with whom we have lived and worked. We also have reason to believe the ripple effect of this work has extended far beyond us as authors . . . “us” being the book authors, the nineteen chapter authors, and the many others who have applied the skills of Conscious Change. As each of us improves our presence and makes a positive contribution to the world, all of us will be better off.


We encourage you to study the principles and practice the skills, and to seek opportunities to implement them in your life. In the final chapter, we suggest how you might develop a plan for yourself to practice the skills. You would not have read this far if you did not want to make a positive difference in your life and the world. This book can provide you with the tools to do this.


If the stories here resonate with you, we hope you will let us know. We would love to receive your feedback and hear about your successes, attempts, and questions. If you want to learn and study more, we tell you how you can do so at the end of the book—where you can also learn how to reach us.








What to Expect as You Read



There are several things to keep in mind as you read the book.


■ Depth, Not Superficiality


As you read, we encourage you to be patient with yourself. Not every principle or skill may make sense on first reading. There is a lot packed into the thirty-six skills of Conscious Change. We would not expect you to absorb all of them in an initial, quick reading, especially since we have abbreviated the explanation of each skill.


Some of the skills may sound simple or familiar. Yet as you read the stories and see more and more examples of how the authors used the skills in different settings and diverse ways, you will begin to understand the nuances of each skill. You will also see ways in which the skills can be helpful in your everyday life, not just in work situations.


■ Capitalization of Black and White When Referencing People


Publishers have moved toward capitalizing Black, Indigenous, and other identifiers when referencing people of color but most still use lower case “white.”5 Some claim that very few people view “White” as their ethnic identity, while people of African descent have a shared sense of history, identity, and community. Another argument is that capitalizing “White” elevates its status to the same level as other racial or ethnic identities and could also promote a sense of White supremacy.


We are among those who think otherwise. We believe that not capitalizing White ignores the realities of how Whiteness functions in this and other societies; it implicitly sets Whiteness as the standard or the norm. We also note that most White people do, indeed, have a racial identity. Some may also have an ethnic identity (e.g., Italian), yet may also say they are White, not Black or Brown.


■ Use of the Term Latiné, Not Latinx or Hispanic


We were persuaded to use the term “Latiné” by Dr. Melissa Ochoa, a guest on the Leading Consciously podcast.6 Latiné is more easily understood by Spanish speakers and is the preferred term in Spanish-speaking countries.


According to Dr. Ochoa, fewer than 4 percent of people of Hispanic or Latin descent identify with the term “Latinx.” Argentina and Spain have banned the term. “Hispanic” is also problematic since it masks the great diversity within the Latiné population, e.g., many citizens of Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay are descended from countries other than Spain.
















CHAPTER 2.

Conscious Change Described






Conscious Change means focusing less on getting others to change. It is about the power of self-change: the potential to initiate change by focusing on yourself and the effects of your actions on others.


As illustrated on the next page, Conscious Change consists of six principles. Each principle contains its own set of skills for a total of thirty-six skills in all. Each of the principles and skills is described briefly in this chapter, then illustrated in-depth with real-life examples in subsequent chapters.




Test Negative Assumptions


Assumptions are not facts. They are only hypotheses about what we believe to be true. Yet real or not, assumptions, especially those we make about others and the meaning of their words and behaviors, can create a great deal of havoc in our interpersonal relationships and interactions. Conscious leaders test negative assumptions as a regular habit. The first four skills provide ways to do so.


■ Move from the Answer into the Question


Being in the question entails wondering what things mean or what people intend instead of assuming you already know. It involves treating your first thought as a hypothesis rather than a statement of truth. When you recognize there might be a question, you’re willing to learn something new about a situation. This takes more work—and humility—than being in the answer. It requires searching for alternative explanations for others’ behavior.1


SIX PRINCIPLES OF CONSCIOUS CHANGE


TEST NEGATIVE ASSUMPTIONS




	Move from the answer into the question


	Look for multiple points of view


	Consciously test your negative assumptions


	Check to see if you are making cultural assumptions





CLEAR EMOTIONS




	Identify with your values, not your emotions


	Avoid emotional suppression


	Clear your negative emotions


	Build your positive emotions





BUILD EFFECTIVE RELATIONSHIPS




	Engage in powerful listening


	Develop skills in inquiry and openness


	Learn how to give, receive, and seek feedback


	Distinguish intent from impact


	Apologize effectively





BRIDGE DIFFERENCES




	Address underlying systemic biases


	Learn to recognize dominant/nondominant dynamics


	Check for stereotyping tendencies, unconscious bias, and lack of awareness in your behavior, especially as a dominant-group member


	Sustain chronic unease toward exclusionary behaviors


	As a dominant-group member, provide support to nondominant-group members


	As a nondominant, resist any tendency toward internalized oppression or viewing dominants as beyond your ability to influence


	As a nondominant, recognize dominants’ potential unawareness about the impact of their behavior


	Call others in rather than calling them out





CONSCIOUS USE OF SELF




	Accept responsibility for your own contributions


	Maintain integrity


	Seek to understand others’ perspectives


	Focus on others’ strengths


	Adopt a growth mindset


	Recognize your power and use it responsibly


	Build resilience through self-affirmation





INITIATE CHANGE




	Commit to personal change


	Emphasize changing systems, not just individuals


	Surface undiscussables


	Gain support one person (or small group) at a time


	Set direction, not fixed outcomes


	Learn from resistance


	Cultivate radical patience through the time lag of change


	Acknowledge small wins





SIX PRINCIPLES OF CONSCIOUS CHANGE
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To move from the answer into the question, consider the possibility that you may be making up stories about what happened during an interaction or exchange—stories that may or may not be accurate.2 We all have perceptual filters limiting what we see, think, or feel.3 Be willing to explore whether your first thought about what is going on might simply be incorrect. In the following chapters, you’ll find many examples of moving from the answer into the question.


■ Look for Multiple Points of View


Too often, situations are viewed through the lens of either/or: either it’s your fault or it’s my fault, but it can’t be both.4 Either/or thinking often inappropriately reduces a complex situation to a dichotomy. While quite common, this simplistic thinking narrows the range of possibilities we consider. We often use it to justify assigning blame without having the necessary information.


Inevitably, situations are more complex than they appear at first glance. Taking time to look beneath the surface and search for alternative explanations can often avoid unnecessary misunderstandings.5


■ Consciously Test Your Negative Assumptions


You don’t have to test assumptions with every single person in every situation.6 Use this tool when you have formed a negative belief about someone and the situation is sensitive, or you believe it is too risky to ask directly about the negative sentiment. Testing assumptions—obviously in a respectful manner—is a way to surface your negative beliefs while minimizing the risks of offending.


■ Check to See If You Are Making Cultural Assumptions


Considering possible cultural factors is another way of testing your initial assumptions. Researchers have identified several cultural assumptions as sources of frequent conflict among individuals from different social groups.7 They include differences in how people view individual vs. collective responsibility, competitive vs. cooperative behavior, hierarchical vs. flat organizational structures, and more.8


Cultural differences go beyond national or ethnic origin. All social groups have unique cultural norms influencing their members’ assumptions, views, and beliefs. Consider the impact of your ethnicity, biology (e.g., gender, age, sexual orientation, or identity), hierarchical status (socioeconomic class, occupation, positional authority), geographic location (nation, region, urban vs. rural), and other factors on how your view of the world may differ from that of another.







Clear Emotions


Emotions are complex physiological responses. They are automatic, unconscious reactions, rather than products of conscious thought. Because we feel our emotions before we form conscious thoughts, our emotions influence our thinking.


When you are upset, the fight-or-flight response of your brain’s amygdala (the seat of emotional processing in your brain) and related areas of your brain and body are activated. As a result, your prefrontal cortex (where perception, interpretation, analysis, and decision-making occur) must work harder to gain your attention. In short, if your emotions are on fire, it may be hard to focus or concentrate.9


If you are thrown into a “high alert” situation—by something as serious as mortal danger or by something as familiar as feeling insulted—you may find yourself emotionally hijacked. Your thinking is short-circuited. You are emotionally flooded, propelled into a “fight, flight, or freeze” reaction. Learning to recognize when you are emotionally hijacked, even in hindsight, is a critical skill.


If you can learn how to transition out of a state of stress and into a neutral or even positive emotional state, you will be better able to think clearly, develop creative solutions to problems, and work effectively with others. The more skilled you are at regulating your emotions, the more resilient you become when stressors arise.10


■ Identify with Your Values, Not Your Emotions


You may say, “I am furious,” rather than “I feel furious.” There’s a world of difference between these two statements. The first connotes permanent identification with your emotions; the second describes a temporary state that may change over time.


People who identify with their emotions tend to see themselves through that lens, making it harder for them to manage their emotions effectively or adapt to challenging situations. They can become solidified in their feelings. The upset felt may become a self-fulfilling prophecy, lingering well past its cause.


You are not your emotions or feelings. You are having an experience with your emotions—one that will go away at some point. You won’t always feel this way. Your values are more enduring qualities that help define who you are.11 Consider uncovering the values conflicts that give rise to your negative emotions. What important values do you believe are being undermined and causing you consternation?12 These are the values you stand for. Choose to identify with those values (the cause) rather than the emotion (the effect).


■ Avoid Emotional Suppression


Even if you try to ignore them, your emotions make themselves known internally. Emotions are unconscious and automatic physiological responses to stimuli. You may not want to believe you feel depressed, enraged, or even victimized and isolated. Yet when you suppress those unconscious feelings, they are likely to bubble up later in the form of uncontrollable emotions and reactions.13


Both your thinking and your behavior are affected. You may find yourself being distracted, ruminating, blaming, or scapegoating. You may say or do something you will later regret. These behaviors are unhelpful in moving toward a positive solution and may even be self-sabotaging.14


■ Clear Your Negative Emotions


When you suppress your emotions, they remain buried inside, ready to erupt at the slightest trigger. When you clear your emotions, they quietly dissipate, and you get a palpable sense of relief. After clearing your emotions, you are no longer triggered in that moment.15


Many methods are available for clearing negative emotions.16 Journaling is one example.17 Emotional clearing techniques require you to focus on and label what you feel. For some people, simply naming and monitoring their negative emotions reduces activation of the amygdala and increases activation of the prefrontal cortex.18 This is likely to decrease the intensity of their negative emotions and improve their ability to think more clearly. Other people may require more advanced and longer-term techniques to calm the amygdala. Such techniques may involve bringing repressed feelings or memories to the light, so we may discover our truer selves. There is significant difference between distraction or suppression (where you temporarily put aside the negative emotion) and honest-to-goodness clearing (where a greater sense of calm, clarity, and authenticity replaces the emotional churning).


■ Build Your Positive Emotions


Welcoming and amplifying positive emotions is as important as learning to clear negative emotions. Many of us know how to sink into misery yet find it strange to allow ourselves to feel proud, happy, delighted, glad, elated, contented, grateful, encouraged, joyful, satisfied, or exhilarated.19


Yet both negative and positive emotions are vital for our physical and mental health and help develop our resilience.20 Negative emotions alert us to challenges in life that need our attention—physical threats or relationship issues, for example. Positive emotions are significant contributors to our ability to flourish—to experience a sense of positive psychological and social well-being most of the time.21 Research shows that people who flourish are more confident, optimistic, energetic, easier to live and work with, and more resilient.22 They are also better prepared to deal with life’s adversities and to pursue and achieve their goals, and are more likely to live healthier and longer lives.


Even if it feels unfamiliar at first, learn to savor good feelings as they come.23 Welcome and share your positive feelings and whatever gifts they bring.24








Build Effective Relationships



Little gets accomplished within organizations by individuals operating solo. It is in and through relationships that work gets done. Effective relationships are characterized by regularly occurring open and honest communications. It takes more than good intentions, however, to have such relationships. It requires skill and practice.


■ Engage in Powerful Listening


Powerful listening is active rather than passive and can have positive outcomes.25 It involves doing whatever you can do, nonverbally, to demonstrate genuine interest in what someone is saying through your body posture, eye contact, head nodding, and facial expressions. For example, you put down your phone or look up from your computer. When you listen powerfully, the other person recognizes your engagement and is more likely to work with you on shared goals.26


■ Develop Skills in Inquiry and Openness


Inquiry goes beyond simply asking questions. Generally, you ask questions to ascertain facts. However, you engage in inquiry to uncover the other person’s underlying assumptions and meaning. Through skillful use of inquiry, you learn more about the other person’s intent—and then are able to test your understanding of it. Skillful inquiry is rigorous, requiring genuine curiosity and remaining in the question.27 The payoff is when your questions encourage the other person to surface what might otherwise have remained hidden or even undiscussable.


Openness is about what you are willing to tell—how transparent you choose to be to others.28 If you want others to think of you as an open leader, you must go beyond giving facts and orders (the what) to explaining your intent, reasons, and expectations (the why).29 By providing clarity, you set the context for effective performance. Openness may require a change in mindset. It is better to discard the belief that your assumptions are common sense and should be apparent and reasonable to others. In fact, like everyone else, you probably operate on assumptions others may not share. By practicing openness, you make your assumptions and thinking processes visible.


■ Learn How to Give, Receive, and Seek Feedback


Feedback is a core ingredient of all open, honest, and effective relationships. It is important to learn to give both supportive and corrective feedback to others, and equally important to seek and receive feedback from others.


Give supportive feedback. By learning to give strength-focused feedback, you make it easier for others to listen to sometimes-painful truths.30 Supportive feedback is a meaningful way to let people know you appreciate them or something they have done. Most people crave more recognition and supportive feedback than they get. You are more willing to follow leaders who give regular, heartfelt, and supportive feedback than those who are more miserly in their verbal support.


Give corrective feedback. Do your best to clear your negative emotions before providing corrective feedback. Move into an emotional state that feels open. And make a conscious effort to adopt a growth mindset, one that views the other person as capable of change rather than stuck and limited.31


Receive corrective feedback. When others provide you with feedback, look for the grain of truth regardless of the source.32 Your task is often one of converting poorly delivered feedback into information you can use. You may not like the messenger (who says it) or the medium (how they say it), but the message (what they are trying to communicate) may be valid. If the feedback pushes some emotional buttons for you, ask for time to think about it and do some emotional clearing. Demonstrate a willingness to change.33
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