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Dear Friend

| keep thinking things can’t get worse in the world , G
and then they do. And each new shocking action, smuzmow
seeks to inure us to the previous ones. It is
insidious and unrelenting. | put a post-it on my
laptop that says “What are we normalizing?” to try to keep me

aware. Unbeknownst to me, my brain took that question as a prompt for this
newsletter.

This article is 1164 words and will take you about 5 minutes to read.

(This photo is one of my former clients speaking about the Marines being
deployed in LA.)
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What Are We Normalizing?
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Over the course of Trump’s campaigning and "‘}? T

1St and 2" term as president, he and his
people have normalized so very many horrible
things, including: hate, violence, disrespect,
denigration, lying, racism, fake news, distrust of
science, disregard for the constitution and the
weaponization of partisan politics.

I know many people don’t accept these changes, but they are normalized
through the sheer repetition and lack of official repudiation to these comments
and actions. We are no longer startled when those on the right offer deliberate
lies or stomp upon what was once considered common decency. We are
outraged, but we are not surprised when they target POC and offer blatantly
racist tropes. Over time, as ideas and practices are normalized, they become
invisible to large numbers of people. Not only do some people not see the lies,
but they rationalize that lying no longer matters and retort that “everyone does
it”. They stop seeing the lies, the hate, and the “othering” that is all around us
now. Those within the circle stop noticing the repercussions of these
now-“normal” activities. When someone tries to point this out, the right
minimizes the words and actions and turns the focus on the one calling them
out, calling them names and suggesting they are causing the problems. This is
why this process includes a fair amount of gas-lighting.

Now that | have described the problem and the process of normalization, let’s
look at how this happens in our organizations. While these concerns are
NOWHERE near the outrageous actions of Trump and his colleagues, they
can be problematic. We too become accustomed to unhealthy practices,
almost always inadvertently. We just get used to the way we do things and
after a while we stop seeing any problems. A new person calling out a concern
or question is often met with “It's no big deal” or “It’s just the way we do things
here.” “Don’'t make waves.” And meanwhile, people, and the work, are
suffering.

Let's look at three levels of normalizing bad behavior that can occur in our
organizations.

Level One: Egregious

Sidelining the Mission and Values
One of the most common ways that bad behavior is normalized in
organizations is when individuals become more important than the mission
and/or when the preservation of the organization as it is, becomes more
important than the values.

Staff members become more important than the mission, not by proclamation
but by focusing on specific individual staff members over their performance. |
once consulted with an organization that asked me to help them get out of a
situation where they had been paying someone’s full salary for well over a year
during which they did no work. The situation was begun with compassion, but
it continued with no recognition and became extreme. Any organization exists
to fulfill a mission, not to provide paychecks to specific people.

In a different iteration of this, people’s poor behaviors and/or performance are
rationalized and they are not held accountable because of their longevity or




their belovedness or their status as a founder. This is often the way bullying,
harassment, discrimination and a lack of accountability are normalized. The
mission is a distant theoretical concept when these situations are
entrenched.

Level Two: Difficult

Ignoring problems
In many organizations, it becomes fairly normal to look the other way or to
minimize problems. This has a snowball effect. If one person’s poor actions
are ignored and therefore tolerated, other staff quickly understand that their
good performance doesn't really matter either. Why should they work so hard
when other people get paid the same, or more, and do much less work or at
least much less good work? Quietly, good people start leaving.

The culture in these organizations are built around the idea of “being nice”
which becomes “don’t make trouble” and “don’t make anyone feel bad.” So
“we don’t fire anyone” (which is the unspoken tag line of this normalization),
morphs “we don’t give ‘hard’ feedback, “we don’t have ‘difficult’ conversations,”
“we don’t use words that will make people feel bad, like ‘racism’.” In these
organizations there are no real standards of behavior or supervision — even if
there are some written policies, they don’t really mean anything.

Level Three: Seemingly Benign

Letting Things Slide
These organizations are trying to do things attentively, but they get caught up
in the overwhelm of work and let things slide. So while there may be clear
standards of behavior and supervision, there is also constant second guessing

of those standards and/or minimizing of 1St or 2" incidents. This often starts
to happen when you make a clear agreement or establish a deadline with a
staff member, and the agreement is not followed through on or the deadline is
missed. If you decide that it doesn’t really matter, or even worse, don’t decide
but simply cease to notice, then you are letting things slide. Maybe it truly
doesn’t matter. You can still fulfill the agreement in another way or you still
have time to meet the deadline if you all double down on the work. This seems
minor, and in some ways it is, BUT when there is no recognition of the shift in
expectations, then the message is clear: Our agreements don’t matter.

You have to pay attention to agreements and deadlines. Acknowledge them,
even if it is to say “Hey, | was expecting the report today. | think we still have
time to work around it, but what happened?” THEN you are sending the
message that you are paying attention and you mean what you say and you
expect them to mean what they say also.

Another way this shows up is when meetings are canceled and not
rescheduled. That sends the message that this meeting is not important. And
if this is an employee’s 1:1 meeting with their supervisor, the corollary is
understood “you are not important”. This doesn’t mean you can never cancel a
meeting, but when you do, acknowledge it and reschedule right away.

It's a slippery slope. The seeming benign normalization fairly quickly can
become ignoring problems and once that is an established norm, it does not
seem at all strange to tolerate some of the egregious actions.

Normalize Good Practices




The antidote, of course, is to focus on normalizing good practices.
o Feedback is simply part of how we ensure we are doing good

work.
Our regular 1:1 meetings are sacrosanct; if we have to cancel, we
reschedule right away.
Of course, we address problematic behaviors right away.
We don't like to fire anyone, but sometimes we have to do it.
When employees have personal problems they must deal with, we
will offer all the support we can, but there is a limit to what we can
do.
We are all here to move the mission forward. That is our
touchstone and our promise.

Pay attention. Ask yourself, on a consistent basis, as an individual and as a
team and as an organization, “What are we normalizing?”

Coaching
Corner

e When you consider your organization, do you recognize any level of
unhealthy normalization? How have your actions contributed to this?

+ What actions and behaviors do you actively normalize as healthy in your
team? What actions would you like to normalize as healthy?

e s it hard for you when you need to call someone out about missing an
agreement? Is it easier to just let it go and find a work around? If so,
think about what you are avoiding and what message that sends.

* How do you respond if your staff pushes back when you give them a
deadline? Itis hard not to feel challenged in that moment, but
encouraging push back can be a sign of a strong partnership.

IS YOUR WORKPLACE
CULTURE TOXIC OR HEALTHY?

Check out my latest podcast about hidden rules HERE or go to BigBlendRadio
and put in my name in the search box to catch past episodes. There are a
bunch of them.



https://supervisionmatters.podbean.com/
https://www.youtube.com/@bigblendradio/

Leading
for
Justice
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SUPERVISION, HR,
and CULTURE

“A well-written and
informative guide to leading
an equitable workplace.”
—Kirkus Reviews

“Leading for Justice is a timely
business guide for leaders looking
to develop awareness around
equity issues, both in themselves
and in their organizations.”
—Foreword Clarion Reviews

supervisionmatters.com

Buy Leading for Justice HERE.
Buy Supervision Matters HERE

A Moment of Wonder
Stepping into moments of wonder can help us to be more curious, more

grateful and more open.

Matsutaka Mushrooms

o When the Matsutaka mushroom is looking for a mate, there are six
stages: Searching, finding, exchanging, touching, fusing and
mating. They find each other by chemical signals and then exchange a
set of substances. After that, they may touch or not. Touching does not
always result in the act of fusion. And fusion may not always result in
mating. They each choose whether to proceed through the six
stages. Consent is required to move forward!



https://bookshop.org/books/leading-for-justice-supervision-hr-and-culture/9781647421403
https://bookshop.org/p/books/supervision-matters-100-bite-sized-ideas-to-transform-you-and-your-team-rita-sever/8283322?ean=9781631521454

o Underground, the mycelia, their main body part has some predators that
eat them, but sometimes, they eat their predators!

e They have traveled, either underground or through their spores in the air,
from Eastern Asia, through Asia, across Europe and through all of North
America.

o Evolutionarily, plants are the second cousin of humans and animals and

fungi are our first cousins.

from What A Mushroom Lives For by Michael J. Hathaway

Let's Stay Connected
Find me here:
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