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Activating
Loving-Awarane:

Dear Readers,

There are times in society when pieces of a picture come together and an
overall shape begins to emerge. The current manifestations of failing health
and wellbeing on every existing societal front are one such example. As the
wisest and most visionary among us counseled, the COVID-19 pandemic
would turn out to be a portal of discovery—of ourselves, and of the world in
which we live. The co-traumas of the pandemic and the boiling over of sys-
temic racism, joined by climate crisis, did indeed prove to be such a portal.
And we are now as if standing in the doorway beholding the vast sweeps of
what humanity has wrought.

So what now?

As we struggle under the weight of global dis-ease: physical, mental, and
spiritual on both the personal and collective front, and ranging from societal
collapses of all kinds to planetary crisis—it appears that every human
system, from family to education to work to healthcare to social care to poli-
tics, is breaking down at a faster rate and on a larger scale than the world
has ever before experienced. And more and more of us are re-teaching,
remembering, reaching for the core knowledge and wisdom that many call the
birthright of humanity: Love. Love as ethic; love as practice; love as the root of
all we do. For if all we do is based in love for all, we can’t go wrong.

It comes down to connection. This means we must overcome separate-
ness—the root of all human suffering—which has infected society at almost
every level. As Erich Fromm writes in The Art of Loving, “Those who are seri-
ously concerned with love as the only rational answer to the problem of
human existence must, then, arrive at the conclusion that important and
radical changes in our social structure are necessary, if love is to become a
social and not a highly individualistic, marginal phenomenon.”

If we ask ourselves, “How do we build a world based in love?,” and put the
answers into practice, perhaps we will find ourselves in the future looking

through that doorway onto a very different landscape from the one we are

looking onto now.

Cyndi Suarez
President and Editor in Chief
NPQ

Winter 2023 NPQMAG.ORG 5
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If we evolve a
way of visualizing
our own and
our collective
nervous
systems—and
put attention
to what we are
both individually
and collectively
aware of, as
well as to our
blind spots—we
might just be
able to cocreate
ecosystems that
reflect healing,
collective
wellbeing, and
loving-awareness
in action.
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Activating
Loving-Awareness

by Sard King

This article was adapted from “Activating Loving Awareness through Contemplative
Technology” by Sara King, published in Can Al Heal Us?, ed. Angel Acosta (House
of Beautiful Business and Acosta Institute, September 2023). It has been adapted
with permission.

s aneuroscientist, | am sometimes
asked if | receive pushback for talking about love and loving-awareness in my
research. Love as an act, a presence, a skill, a relational orientation, and an
intention to be actively cultivated is not a phenomenon that we can measure
holistically in any quantitative sense. However, many of our greatest discoveries
in science in the past decade in the fields of quantum physics, quantum
computing, astrophysics, and cosmology have come from teams of dedicated
scientists testing theories that are decades (if not over a century) old—until one
day they find a data point that begins to confirm the possibilities their models
alluded to all along. In some ways, | look at the process of researching wellbeing,
social justice, and even love in a similar light. We cannot say that we know as a
whole what these phenomena are, but we have caught glimpses in our models
that these realities are possible; and, therefore, we have hope that our combined
creativity, imagination, collaborative abilities, and technological innovations will
shed light on these future collective realities.

Perhaps because | was trained academically in the social sciences during my
undergraduate career—exploring and getting degrees in linguistics, African Amer-
ican studies, and political science before | pursued neuroscience—my mind is
oriented toward including phenomena that are qualitative, subjective, and felt in
nature, toward the goal of creating interdisciplinary spaces where the ineffable
and the objective can together flow naturally into an ever-evolving storyline. | am
convinced that a critical part of doing science that is innovative is grappling with
the theoretical, the liminal, or the things that we cannot say for certain existin the
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same way for everyone but that we intuit are necessary
components of the picture of human consciousness to which
we are attempting to give shape and voice. There is this
aspect of exploration and adventure that occurs at the very
edges of the human imagination that | love about my profes-
sion. So with that in mind, I talk about love and loving-aware-
ness not as phenomena of which I purport to be an expert
but rather as “North Stars,” to exemplify a way of being
toward ourselves and one another that | think encapsulates
what it might mean to live in a state of individual and collec-
tive wellbeing. The central thesis | operate with is that the
more we learn to love ourselves and to express this love in
our relationships with one another, the greater the health,
vitality, authentic care, and wellbeing we will all experience.

A central aspect of cultivating this love | am speaking of—in
the way that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. spoke of “agape”—is
to cultivate awareness of self, consciously. By this, | mean it
is all too easy to move through life on autopilot, living from a
place of emotional and behavioral reactivity that aims to
blunt or ignore the enormous information coming from our
internal experience of self, and that reacts to external stimuli
either by running, fighting, freezing, or appeasing to ensure
that we survive—that is, operating from the autonomic
nervous system’s trauma response. This is, of course, a
simplification of the complexity that is actually happening
within our daily experience of life, but it also describes what
life in survival mode feels like, which thousands of people
have described to me in my trauma-healing work and
research. People tell me that they sometimes feel they are
grasping from moment to moment for a feeling of true belong-
ing, connectivity, and empathy in their homes and work-
places, but instead feel depleted by the nonstop expectation
that they perform some semblance of perfection and produc-
tivity while the world is literally burning down around us. This
can produce feelings of great cognitive dissonance. We know
that interconnection and interdependence are our birthright,
but they can feel so mystifying, because it seems too hard
to get there, and violence and separation of all kinds seem
so persistent.

Our world is moving at such a frighteningly fast pace, and it
feels impossible to move every day at the speed of
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The central thesis I operate with is that the more we learn to love ourselves
and to express this love in our relationships with one another, the greater
the health, vitality, authentic care, and wellbeing we will all experience.

capitalism. The frenetic energy of work, and the labor that
is required to make a basic living, can seem untenable to a
person who also wants to experience rest, rejuvenation,
moments of slowing down, and connecting with oneself,
others, and the environment—all things we need for our
wellbeing, and all of which need to be supported by
our external cultures/society. The conscious cultivation of
awareness, or the application of awareness-based practices
that teach us how to pay attention to our own experience as
a withess—and therefore a subject of life rather than an
object that life is happening to—can be incredibly empower-
ing. Our capacity to gently encourage and guide our attention
back to our body in the present moment and sense into what
we are thinking, feeling, emoting, remembering—or how our
bodies are moving in space relative to other bodies and
objects—is a superpower that should be developed and not
taken for granted. In a world in which we must constantly
question the “realness” and authenticity of the stimuli that
we encounter, developing space that empowers us to tap into
our capacity to know our own experience as valid and real
might be one of the greatest gifts we can give ourselves.

| want to emphasize here that | don’t believe that cultivating
awareness of self in the present moment is enough to move
toward healing or wellbeing. You can become as aware as
you want of what is happening inside you, as well as in the
world, and not be motivated to act toward the benefit of
anyone other than yourself—meaning, the skill of being
aware can reach the wall of the self and go no further. | am
passionate about exploring the question of what loving-
awareness is and how we can build it as a skill set individually
and collectively, because then we can consciously turn
toward emotional states such as gratitude, acceptance,
loving-kindness, compassion, and relational practices like
forgiveness, and see how their application in the context of
cultivating awareness may be integral to our ability to bring
healing to our own hearts as well as to local and global
communities.

From 2019 to 2022, | conducted quite unconventional
research on the science of social justice, or SSJ, fostered by
and developed as part of a National Institutes of Health—
sponsored postdoctoral fellowship in neurology at Oregon

DETAIL OF “I WILL BE THE WORLD” BY MARTINE MOOIJENKIND/ WWW.KNUTSELFABRIEK.COM


http://www.knutselfabriek.com
https://NPQMAG.ORG

Health & Science University—in other words, this unconven-
tional work was sponsored by a conventional government
entity. It is important for the public to know that novel
approaches to healing are receiving support from some of
the highest institutions of science and medicine, and we
must always ensure that current and future generations of
scientists know that this kind of work is valuable and will be
funded. | define SSJ as the study of the intersectional bio-
psychosocial impact of the psychological (mental), embodied
(physiological), and relational (relationship-based) intergen-
erational trauma that has resulted from centuries of sys-
temic and institutionalized oppression of marginalized
populations here in the United States.! It is the scientific
study of how systemic oppression has a combined physio-
logical, emotional, and psychological impact on individuals
and communities. (Of course, the work has global implica-
tions; | have since presented on the science of social justice

in Spain and Australia.) My theory posits that the creative
development and use of contemplative and embodied prac-
tices—which are biopsychosocial interventions (interven-
tions that have impact on the physiological, psychological,
and relational dimensions of our experience of health and
wellbeing)—can be grounded in the investigation of how
wellbeing relates to our identities.? This can allow scientists
and wellbeing practitioners to explore how to heal intergen-
erational trauma as manifested in both individual nervous
systems and collective nervous systems (a term | have
coined) to support a return to holistic health for both individ-
uals and communities.

When | use the term social justice, | am being very specific.
By social, | mean the relational field of our interbeing (as Zen
Master Thich Nhat Hanh might describe our fundamental
by justice, |

interdependence as humans); mean
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loving- awareness in action. Defining justice in this way grounds the experience
of justice in the experience of the body and in our capacity to develop aware-
ness of ourselves in a way that is fundamentally oriented toward love. Of
course, I am aware that there is no universal definition of what love is, but |
feel for certain that most humans agree that when love is expressed, it is
nonharming and nonviolent in nature and is the most powerful force for har-
nessing feelings of belonging, safety, and interconnectedness vis-a-vis our
internal experience of self and other. When loving-awareness is putinto action
from a societal point of view, we just might see what collective healing looks
like. | don’t believe we have ever experienced collective healing on our planet—
otherwise, we would not be facing the polycrisis of climate change, wars,
pandemics, and technologically exacerbated structural violence that we con-
tinue to face today.

While seeking to embody liberation, it is important to recognize the places in
society that are suffering from systemic inequality and where pain, domination,
and violence of all kinds exist. This approach to understanding individual and
collective liberation is rooted in a fundamental compassion for all beings and
a recognition that some are experiencing suffering and lack more dispropor-
tionately than others—due to historical and socioeconomic forces such as
racialized capitalism, patriarchy, White supremacy, continued vestiges of
imperialism, forces of colonization, and other methods of systematized dis-
enfranchisement. We are at an incredible inflection point right now as a
species, and all of our actions to heal ourselves and the planet have immense
repercussions for our children and grandchildren. Our ability to develop
greater loving-awareness just might make the difference between our survival
as a species or not. If we evolve a way of visualizing our own and our collective
nervous systems—and put attention to what we are both individually and
collectively aware of, as well as to our blind spots—we might just be able to
cocreate ecosystems that reflect healing, collective wellbeing, and loving-
awareness in action.

NOTES

1. See Sara King, “The ‘Science of Social Justice’: An Interdisciplinary Theoreti-
cal Framework Grounded in Neuroscience, Education, and Anthropology
towards Healing Intergenerational Trauma,” Journal of Contemplative Inquiry
9,no.1(2022): 210-41.

2. Inmyresearch, | posit that the ways in which we identify impact the ways in
which our stress response—as well as the trauma response of our nervous
system—might get activated. | also propose that this nervous system activa-
tion might be the result of intergenerational trauma responses that have been
passed down by our ancestors, which is an epigenetic point of view.

DR. SARA KING, CEO of MindHeart Collective, is also a mother, neuroscientist, political and
learning scientist, medical anthropologist, social entrepreneur, public speaker, and certified
yoga and meditation instructor.

To comment on this article, write to us at feedback@npgmag.org. Order reprints from
http://store.nonprofitquarterly.org.
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Every gardener...
knows that when
you cut offa
weed at its base,
it grows back.
Below the
surface there is
awhole root
system where the
fuel of the plant
lives. So it is with
our behaviors
and our values....
To root out the
ways that
oppressive
systems live
within us, we
must attend to
deeply
entrenched
parts of
ourselves that
are concealed
under the
surface.
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Uprooting Oppressive
Values in Social Change
Work through

Emotional Intelligence

by Estrella Dawson and Matthew Taylor

very gardener—everyone who ever
had a yard—knows that when you cut off a weed at its base, it grows back. Below
the surface there is a whole root system where the fuel of the plant lives. So it
is with our behaviors and our values: our deeply ingrained patterns of behavior
are fueled by values deep below the surface. Sometimes, without our conscious
awareness, these values driving our patterns of behavior sprout from the seeds
of White supremacy, patriarchy, and colonialism. This is true for all of us,
dominant and nondominant groups alike. The roots of these systems are alive
in each of us—Iliving in our nervous systems and unconsciously driving our
perceptions, decisions, and reactions. To root out the ways that oppressive
systems live within us, we must attend to deeply entrenched parts of ourselves
that are concealed under the surface.

We can’t change individually, as groups or as systems, without changing below
the surface.

“CHANGE WITH THE SEASONS” BY MARTINE MOOIJENKIND/ WWW.KNUTSELFABRIEK.COM
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Another way to say this is that oppressive systems live within
us, often without our explicit permission or consent. Any
attempt at individual, organizational, or social change that
focuses exclusively on external structures without address-
ing the internal expressions of oppressive systems will
achieve only limited or short-term gains. This is because
even as we try to change (ourselves, systems, the world), we
continue operating in ways that unconsciously align with the
values of the very systems we are working to dismantle. The
result is mental, emotional, and spiritual depletion; conflict
and power struggles within organizations; and structures and
systems that look different and yet yield the same outcomes
as existing ones.

To lead change at all of these levels in a way that is effective
and sustainable, and in a way that allows us to be well in the
process, we must do our own internal work and support
others to do the same. When we are working and leading
within social change organizations, that means building orga-
nizational culture and structures that prioritize below-the-
surface work.

But how do we get below the surface to see whatis not visible
to us? In our work training and coaching nonprofit leaders,
we have found that an applied framework of emotional intel-
ligence (or El) provides the internal and interpersonal lenses
needed to see and then to shift oppressive patterns within
ourselves and our communities. In this article, we operation-
alize El in a way that supports dismantling oppressive
systems and building liberatory ones by:
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B integrating internal work into professional
development to improve the way that we manage
our own patterns and responses while challenging
others directly and with empathy; and

B advocating for and building collective awareness
around internal work and personal responsibility
as a first step in creating a culture to support the
work of social change in a healthy, sustainable,
and effective way.

El provides a frame for getting to the intricacies of how we
either disrupt or perpetuate harmful beliefs and practices indi-
vidually, interpersonally, organizationally, and systemically.

As leadership coaches, we work with leaders and staff in
organizations across the country working for social change,
and we know firsthand that it is possible to use an El lens to
do this below-the-surface work toward leading more fulfilling
and effective work lives.

This isn’t only the work of organizational leaders, however. No
matter one’s position within an organization, the skills and
approaches we describe support the healing and develop-
ment of all—both personally and professionally. It is our
intention for leaders and staff alike to gain a perspective of
better ways, more human ways, for people to come together
to work toward common goals. Chronic stress and burnout
do not have to be the necessary outcomes of mission-driven
social change work; itis possible to be healthy and whole in
the process.

CASE STUDY: DEEPER EXPLORATION

OF THE CHALLENGE

Nicole is the executive director of an antipoverty-focused
nonprofit in a large metropolitan area. Her organization pro-
vides services to marginalized communities of color in the
city and advocates for universal basic income. The needs of
these communities have only increased since COVID, and no
matter how hard her team works, they aren’t effectively
serving all of their constituents. Knowing that people are
suffering and that inequities are growing, the team doubles
down and works harder.

At the same time, Nicole’s organization is experiencing
unprecedented political backlash. Conservative critique,
ever present, has become more extreme and violent in tone.
What’s new is that there is a progressive group singling out
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the organization, accusing it of a paternalistic and White
supremacist approach to engaging community stakeholders.
Experiencing these critiques from both sides while doubling
down on their efforts adds an existential weight to the work.

Meanwhile, the board is pushing to speed up growth and to
soften certain messages so as to mollify some specific inter-
est groups, and there are requests and stipulations from
funders that feel antithetical to the needs of the community.

In addition to these external challenges, there are internal
conflicts among staff and leadership (not including the
board) focused on equity. These internal equity battles are
diverting resources from the battles the organization is fight-
ing for its stakeholders. While these internal rifts focus
mostly on race and gender, there is also a generational divide
at play, making challenges even more complicated to make
sense of and discuss.

Nicole works 60-plus-hour weeks, and she spends a good
deal of that time responding to these challenges. She is
experiencing chronic burnout. In this state, she is constantly
grappling, both internally and externally, with competing
values and commitments. And the ever-increasing urgency
of the mission has her experiencing tunnel vision: overprior-
itizing the most urgent challenges while losing perspective
on the big picture.

So, where to begin? People tend to come to us when they are
at the end of their rope, like Nicole. They are often seeking a
quick technical fix toward being more effective both as indi-
viduals and in their organizations. As coaches who work from
an El lens, we invite clients like Nicole to shift their attention
for a moment from skills and actions to mindsets and emo-
tions—because what they seek to change requires new mind-
sets and behaviors, and new mindsets are the unseen roots
required to establish new behaviors.

Our invitation to mindset and emotion work is often met with
resistance: “l don’t have time for that. | have real work to do.
Just tell me what | need to do to deal with all these chal-
lenges.” Embedded in such responses are internal obstacles
we have come to recognize as cycles of urgency that can lead
to tunnel vision. The challenges of mission-driven work are
urgent, but operating only in urgency disempowers us and
robs us of our locus of control. Urgency can also lead to
unconsciously falling into default values that are in alignment
with an oppressive system: an overemphasis on urgency,

productivity, and results causes us to live into values con-
nected to White cultural norms and colonization. Ironically,
we find ourselves working by the rules—the values—of
oppressive systems we are fighting to dismantle. When our
focus is consumed by just the immediate problem, this can
cause us to lose sight of our larger mission and vision and
to make choices out of alignment with our true values. Our
decisions can become less inclusive, less equitable, less
collaborative. The end result, when urgency causes us to be
out of balance, will tend to be a reduction in creativity when
working and problem-solving; erasure of the necessary
human elements of joy, rest, and balance; and real harm to
each other and ourselves in the process.

START WITH SELF-AWARENESS

When we look below the surface, we can recognize the ways
in which oppressive patterns live within us. In doing so, we
reprogram our brains to recognize limiting patterns of thought
and behavior and build new internal strategies to create new
patterns. We get to the roots of our internal obstacles and
can intentionally plant new seeds to live in alighment with
our true values.

This process starts with building awareness of the tensions
at our core—which, with mission-driven work, often revolve
around our values. When we get stuck or lost in mis-
sion-driven work, there are typically two or more values at
war inside us. In their 2001 article “The Real Reason People
Won't Change,” Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey call
this values tension “competing commitments,”* whereby
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people experience tension between a value at the existen-
tial level and a value at the day-to-day organizational work
level. In these moments, our mission, our stakeholders’
needs, and our personal needs are often competing for
primacy. The fundamental question to consider when this
happens is: When does operating from a value take us out
of alignment with our mission and our humanity? We can only
answer that question if we are aware of our competing
values in the moment. The following exercise helps to get
to the answer:

1. Ask yourself, “Why have | chosen to do this work?”
Make a list of core values that answer that question.
Then ask yourself, “Why do | care about personal
sustainability?” Make a list of values that answer
that question. In these two lists, you will likely find
many competing commitments.

2. Now, ask yourself a question having to do with a
competing value, such as, “Why do | care about
satisfying our board and our funders?” Make a list
of values that answer this question.

3. Notice the tension in this soup of values that you
likely contend with daily.

PUT COMPETING COMMITMENTS
IN CONTEXT

To understand how you may be getting stuck in competing
commitments, you must build deeper awareness about your
emotions and the stories you tell yourself in key choice
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moments that lead you to default to oppressive values. Think
for a moment about a recent decision or efforts that did not
result in the outcomes you wanted (for yourself and/or your
organization). Now, think back to when you chose this course
of action. It is likely that something happened that triggered
an emotional reaction in you, compelling you to make a
choice in tension with your true values in this context. Be as
clear as you can about the specific trigger moment; then,
think more broadly about how that trigger may show up reg-
ularly for you.

For example, when Nicole receives hateful emails from
critics, or long equity-complaint emails from staff members
cc’'ing the rest of the staff, she notices numbness in her
forehead, heat on the back of her neck, and shallow breath-
ing. In these micromoments, Nicole is experiencing a chain
reaction that starts in the body. Because we process stress
physiologically before we process it emotionally or intellectu-
ally, our bodies are our early warning system. Where do you
feel your reaction in your body when you are triggered? These
internal body sensations—known as interoception—go
unnoticed when we are unconscious of or find it difficult to
respond to signals from our bodies that something does not
feel okay.? And yet, these interoceptive sensations are
unconsciously driving our behaviors as the first catalyst in
this chain reaction.

Our physical reactions and sensations are interpreted as
emotion. In such activated moments, we tend to experience
a complex mix of emotions that focus inward as well as
outward and that likely range from mild to very negative. Our
emotions then lead to stories we tell ourselves about our-
selves, about others, and about the world that do not serve us.

In their work on competing commitments, Kegan and Lahey
focus on fear in this moment of being triggered. When
someone is stuck in a pattern of behavior that they want to
change, the authors suggest that the person ask themself
what they are afraid will happen if they make the change.3
One response of Nicole’s might be, “If | do prioritize self-care,
then my colleagues will see me as selfish.” This is an
example of a self-limiting story. Make a list of the self-limiting
stories that come up for you. Consider how these stories shed
light on how your values can become your obstacles.

Your self-limiting stories and behaviors serve you by protect-
ing you from the fears that you just surfaced. While this may
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seem illogical, consider how some of your choices might be
making you feel good in the short term. Consider how jumping
into reactive challenges, doing work outside of your role, or
even retreating to your office to answer email might have a
short-term positive effect. As you consider this, try to write
down the stories you tell yourself in the moment (I'm saving the
day! I'm getting to inbox zero!) that connect with those emo-
tions. What are you telling yourself in the moment that makes
you feel effective or affirmed? What stories are you telling
yourself about being a leader or a change agent? Being aware
of how these positive emotions and stories serve you and how
they do not plays an important role in shifting your patterns.

The deeper our stories, the more connected they are to our
identities. For those growing up in America, our 400-year
history of White male supremacy makes it inevitable that
racism and sexism will impact our mindsets and behaviors.
Tema Okun writes about common internal or shared stories
grounded in White culture that become cultural norms for
everyone.* Two that we observe among those doing
mission-driven work are:

1. a focus on urgency—valuing fast, highly visible
results as more important than building

collaboration, allies, and the interests of

communities; and

2. a focus on quantity over quality—valuing and
directing resources to what can be measured while
devaluing things that are hard to measure, like
process and relationships.

The stronger and more exclusive the dominant culture is in
your organization, the more likely it becomes that these
stories and norms will manifest themselves. Consider how
the above White cultural norms and other narratives of privi-
lege or oppression may be in play for you.

USE SELF-MANAGEMENT TO

INTERRUPT DEFAULT PATTERNS

We cannot stop our triggers and our initial interoceptive
reactions—they are hardwired. However, we can manage
triggers and emotions once we become aware of them. More
important, we can choose the stories we tell ourselves in
response to our emotional reactions. Self-management in
our leadership practice is about derailing the chain reaction
of ineffective habits at the level of emotion and stories so

that we can choose new behaviors. And as we practice choos-
ing new behaviors, we are building new patterns—starting
the process of reprogramming ourselves so as to weaken
the impact of oppressive values and so that we can act in
alignment with our liberatory values.

Creating a few seconds of space between our triggers and
what we actually do is a prerequisite for accessing other
in-the-moment strategies. This pause is the strategy that
interrupts the cycle. It creates space for us to slow down and
think. What can you do to create space between your triggers
and your actions? Do you already have meditative practices
in your life, such as yoga, prayer, or mindfulness? If you do, you
probably already have breathing strategies. A couple of deep
breaths over a matter of seconds can be all you need to regain
your ability to think clearly. There may be other micromove-
ments that you already do with your body that calm you down
(taking a sip of water, shifting your posture). How might you
more intentionally do those things during your moments
of choice?

Once we have slowed down and returned to our thinking
brain, we can access our “inner coach.” This is when we can
choose which values to activate. Effective self-coaching
helps us to choose our aligned values and not our uncon-
scious defaults in the challenging moment. Consider the
values you listed earlier in the exercise. Now, take yourself
back to the trigger moments/competing values. Ask yourself
which of the values you identified will best serve you when
you are triggered and in danger of defaulting to oppressive
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values. Choose one or two. Now, consider how these values
can orient you to your true north at this moment. Up to this
point, you have had a sort of “anti-coach” on your shoulder
whispering stories and advice that have mostly held you back
in such moments. Imagine a new coach—your “inner
coach”—on your other shoulder. What can this new coach tell
you that will be more powerful than your anti-coach’s self-lim-
iting stories? Create brief phrases your new inner coach can
bring to the moment. Write up to three of these and put them
somewhere you will see them regularly, such as on a wall or
mirror. Some examples from people we have coached
include the following:

M The work will never be done. It’s okay to take time
to care for myself.

B Being direct and challenging others is an expression
of love and care.

B /| am in acceptance; people are where they are, and
things are uncertain. I'm okay with that.

B What is in service of justice and liberation in this
situation?

Now, think about your identities. We all have intersecting iden-
tities (gender, ethnicity, race, age, religion, etc.) that impact
the way we see and experience the world. Reread the first two
lists of values from the first exercise and the inner-coach
statements you just generated. Consider how your identities
connect with and inform these lists and statements. Then,
consider how intentional anchoring in your identities can
empower you to shift your habits. Weave your identity narra-
tives into the inner-coach statements you just wrote.

18 NPQMAG.ORG Winter 2023

Our challenging moments—those when we feel triggered or
activated emotionally—hold the greatest potential for us to
change our patterns and create new ones. These critical
moments invite us to build greater self-awareness. That means
connecting with our bodies and noticing physical sensations,
becoming aware of our emotions, and being mindful of our
thoughts and stories—and how they are driven by oppressive
values and how they are driven by liberatory ones. Building
self-awareness in this way gives us agency to come off of
autopilot and choose how we want to respond. This is where
self-management comes in: we can use specific strategies to
interrupt and manage our automatic perceptions, reactions,
and behaviors (some of which have been outlined earlier). The
key components are slowing down, creating space, and
enabling empowering self-talk by activating one’s inner coach.

ADVOCATE TO BUILD A CULTURE THAT
PRIORITIZES INTERNAL WORK

While working on one’s self can be empowering and trans-
formative, it’s still only part of the solution. You can’t change
your personal habits in a vacuum. One’s habits are inextri-
cably linked to other people, cultures, and structures—and
mission-driven organizations tend to encourage or implicitly
expect some of the behaviors you may be trying to change.
These organizational forces may be invisible to you until you
start looking for them—so making personal changes will
require you to diagnose and engage obstacles connected to
individuals, teams, and even systems along the way. To
change yourself, you will also have to manage change with
others. Fortunately, in doing so you will help others grow, help
shift culture, and help dismantle oppressive structures.

In the language of El, advocating for change requires strong
social awareness and relationship management. When
coaching people to influence others on these below-the-
surface issues, we operationalize social awareness and rela-
tionship management via three big questions:

1. Where are those whom | wish to engage? This
question supports gaining perspective on the
beliefs, emotions, and interests of those you
intend to engage vis-a-vis your work. In our case (as
leadership coaches), we consider where others are
in their awareness (of us, themselves, the team
culture) and motivation to support change (yours,
theirs, and/or the group’s/team’s). This question
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should be applied to individuals (peers, direct
reports, managers), groups (functional teams), and
the organization (senior leaders, the board, the
organization as a whole) as you engage over time.

2. Where do | want them to be? This question
supports intentional thinking about targets: the
intended outcomes, or changes, you hope to
accomplish through your engagement with others.
These targets should focus on the behaviors,
mindsets, and relational conditions that you want
to shift. Targets that come up in coaching include
managing up to create stronger personal
boundaries and to advocate for shifts in structures
and culture; raising individual and group awareness
about mindsets, behaviors, and their impact; and
supporting people individually to work on their own
competing values and behaviors.

3. What do they need from me to get there? This
question supports strategic thinking about how to
engage. Note that this question comes after having
gained perspective and identified targets. In our
leadership coaching practice, we referto this phase
as the El dimension of relationship management. In
the following section, we describe three tactics that
support clients in thinking through their strategy:
connection, care, and challenge. In every effective
human engagement, these three elements are
present. When we practice strong relationship
management, we deliberately choose the right
balance of these elements to meet our goals.
These choices are inherently adaptive, as we
respond to the needs of the person/group and
context in the moment.

PROMOTE CONNECTION,

CARE, AND CHALLENGE

The first essential element is connection. Connection is
about attunement—truly knowing where each other is in the
moment. We emphasize authenticity here over harmony (con-
nection does not always feel good, but it must feel real).

We offer the following as behaviors promoting true connection:

B Vulnerability—showing up as you, the human being
who is working on these issues; sharing your story
to make it safe for others to share theirs.

B Listening—confirming or revising your diagnosis
about “where they are”; listening requires curiosity,
asking questions, and responding personally to
what we hear.

B Finding common values—both grounding in our
common power and raising awareness about
competing commitments.

The second essential element is care. Consider how you
can bring genuine care to the conversation. We offer the
following as care anchors in this context:

B Affirming others’ fears and competing commitments
while also naming that those fears and values
might be getting in their way.

B Expressing belief and hope in growth potential and
commitment to shared values.

B Showing investment in them, the organization, and
your relationship.

The third essential element is challenge. Change will never
happen without challenging ourselves to make shifts. We
ask the following questions when coaching clients, to
deliberately challenge competing values:

B How can you call out the competing commitments
at the heart of a challenge to surface fears and
address them?

B How can you challenge others’ stories that
underplay or omit the negative impact of current
behaviors and mindsets?

B How can you push the conversation beyond
short-term impact and outcomes to consider
long-term impact and outcomes when analyzing
current practices, structures, and culture?

B How can you name this short-term versus long-term
tension as an equity issue connected to White
cultural norms as described earlier?

We are most likely to achieve our targets when we effec-
tively lean into care and challenge—at the same time—to
stay connected.

Winter 2023 NPQMAG.ORG 19


https://NPQMAG.ORG

emima

by MARIGOLD

Deliver
meaningful,
personalized
fundraising
campaigns

to the right
people at just
the right time.

Emma by Marigold is
the most efficient and
cost-effective way

for nonprofit teams

to communicate with
and engage donors,
supporters and
community members
through targeted email
campaigns and SMS.

Get 50% off

Emma Teams and
Emma Corporate for

3 months when you sign
a one-year agreement.

SCAN TO LEARN MORE!

20 NPQMAG.ORG Winter 2023

We have seen so many mission-driven nonprofits stuck in a cycle of cutting
weeds at the surface and watching them grow back—reacting to the latest
challenge with the quickest fix or tactical shift, and getting the same results.
We feel deep compassion for them, because we see how hard the work is—and
it’s only getting harder. We also see that there can be a different way. We have
helped people create the space to go below the surface and become aware of
their competing values, limiting stories, and unuseful behaviors. This new
awareness, coupled with deliberate internal strategy building, allows them to
interrupt patterns deep within and disrupt the ways that oppressive systems
have lived within them and driven their behavior. When people feel empowered
and liberated, they are more moved to engage in internal work with their teams.
Collectively—and from the inside out—they create a different way to do mis-
sion-driven work: one that yields better results and feels sustainable. When
we slow down and create real space to do below-the-surface work—to get to
the roots—we can find this way together.

NOTES

1. Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey, “The Real Reason People Won't
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An Interoceptive Moment with Your Neurobiological Self (Princeton, NJ: Prince-
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Healing Society through
the Archaeology of Self ":

A Racial Literacy
Development Approach

by Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz

magine a civil society in which commu-
nities, individuals, and leaders (nonprofit, social movement, philanthropy,
business, education, and more) regularly engage in the process of self-
examination for the sake of improving our world.

The Archaeology of Self, a pivotal component of the six-step Racial Literacy Devel-
opment Model (or RLDM) that | developed in 2018, offers an avenue for personal
and collective healing via self-examination. This component provides a process
for delving deeply into one’s own life experiences and peeling back the layers to
uncover the complex dynamics—specifically of race and diversity—that shape our
perspectives. Engaging in such self-excavation—by which individuals learn to
confront their beliefs and biases—is crucial for creating and maintaining a more
inclusive, just, and healthy civil society.
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The Racial Literacy Development Model is an action-oriented
process toward eradicating one’s own racial bias with the goal

of changing systems governed by racism and inequality.

I highlight this component because it fosters practicing the
personal reflection, self-examination, self-discovery, and
growth that are required for societal change. The work of
combating racism is a lifelong journey. It requires that citi-
zens provoke the growth and progression of society through
examination of the policies and laws that impact their lives.
The Archaeology of Self step of the RLDM practice helps
individuals to guide themselves and others toward specific
steps needed at the local (self) level before they move on
to working on the global (society) level—because by first
addressing and working toward eliminating racism from
personal belief systems, individuals can then help to dis-
mantle the systemic racism that permeates civil society.

RACIAL LITERACY FOR (AN IMPROVED)
CIVIL SOCIETY: THE RACIAL
LITERACY DEVELOPMENT MODEL

An active civil society forms the bedrock of a robust democ-
racy. Throughout history, the United States has withessed
numerous instances when citizens’ actions and engage-
ment have reshaped governance and influenced the course
of the nation. Civil society leaders must grapple with
complex challenges rooted in social inequality, systemic
biases, and cultural divides. These leaders face the uphill
task of fostering inclusive environments, advocating for
justice, and addressing deep-seated issues of racism and
discrimination.

The Racial Literacy Development Model (see Figure 1) is an
action-oriented process toward eradicating one’s own
racial bias with the goal of changing systems governed by
racism and inequality. It provides a structured framework
for individuals to engage in deep self-reflection and skill
building by encouraging a continuous process of self-exam-
ination, learning, and advocacy to address systemic injus-
tices. The model empowers individuals to reflect on their
own assumptions, engage in constructive conversations,
challenge prejudices, and actively work toward creating
more inclusive and equitable spaces. The process requires
love, humility, reflection, an understanding of history, and
a commitment to working against racial injustice. People
who engage in personal reflection about their own racial
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beliefs and practices—and develop racial literacy in so
doing—are then able to guide others to do the same.

Racial literacy development is a powerful tool for those
wanting to sincerely engage in efforts that promote equity
and justice. Racial literacy empowers civil society leaders
to be more empathetic, responsive, and effective in their
roles. It equips them with the necessary tools for address-
ing systemic issues, advocating for marginalized commu-
nities, and working toward a more equitable and just
society. Racially literate leaders can uphold the values of
a civil society by implementing policies and practices that
are culturally responsive and inclusive—ensuring that the
services, opportunities, and resources they provide cater
to the diverse needs of a diverse population.

There are three tenets and six interconnected components
tothe RLDM. These are designed to facilitate a layered and
comprehensive understanding of racial dynamics and
promote active engagement in dismantling biases and
inequities.

The three tenets are: question assumptions, engage in crit-
ical conversations, and practice reflexivity.

Questioning one’s assumptions about race—acknowledging
one’s biases and taking the stance that much of what one
assumes to know about race is faulty and incomplete—is
fundamental to racial literacy development. In questioning
their own assumptions about race, individuals are taking a
stance that will foster active resistance to the racist and
discriminatory beliefs, practices, and policies they encoun-
ter in their environment.

En