


Leadership Listening and AV2 Encounters:
Helping Staff Deal with Difficult Experiences, by Kelly O’Donnell
Death, discord, disillusionment, depression, danger. What helps our staff grow through such difficult experiences? How can people move from being “stuck in the mire of ministry life” towards having a greater sense of inner calm, healthy attitudes, and good relationships? To begin, everyone benefits from having a safe place/safe person with whom to talk. Particularly helpful are special times to talk with a trusted leader. We call such times AV2 encounters.
*****
Mission/aid life can thrash even the most robust of us. Of particular note are the chronic exposure to misery and relationship struggles on field projects or in headquarter offices (e.g., the two main stressors in Carter’s 1999 study: “seeing needs I am unable to meet” and “confronting others when necessary”).  How do we help ourselves and others navigate such difficult experiences?

Quality Leaders Listen. Group and individual debriefings can really help of course, including support from external consultants or in-house resources like colleagues with counseling/debriefing training or counselors in an Employee Assistance Program. In addition, there is something reassuring about connecting with an organizational leader, especially a “busy” albeit trusted person, who really takes the time to listen and understand. Talking with such leaders can be very valuable even if the leader does not always agree with the perspectives shared, or even if the leader can do little in response to the person’s concerns. In my experience most staff usually appreciate sharing their difficult experiences with such a leader, provided that the leader is indeed “safe” (low risk)—that is, keeps complete confidence, is genuinely concerned, and does not use staff concerns against them. They have integrity/skill (Ps 78:72). 

Growing and Learning Together. Most hurting staff, if we could really probe their yearnings, are wanting something like what I call "AV2 Encounters” with leaders. AV2 primarily refers to having one’s thoughts/feelings Acknowledged and Validated (AV-1), possibly followed by both an Apology and Vindication (AV-2). It relates to things like relational discord, project struggles, and organizational grievances. This type of encounter is characterized by mutual respect and a freedom to express one’s thoughts (concerns) and emotions (especially sadness/anger). It can help people and organizations put greater closure on unresolved issues and move them further into learning/growth.   

Acknowledge and Validate Staff. One key for leaders is to pay careful attention to feelings of anger. Anger is a “relational” feeling, comprised of both thoughts and emotions. It is mediated by a sense of helplessness and a sense of violation. In order to feel more empowered (less helpless), people need to have their concerns Acknowledged: "Yes, I hear and understand what you are saying. This is really important to you and to me." And they also need their concerns to be Validated: "Yes, what you are feeling and saying makes sense". This is AV-1. It is very affirming, people feel more valued, and it helps create an inner shift so that one’s feelings and focus are less negative.

Apologize and Vindicate if Possible. AV-2 deals with the desire for justice and the sense of having been unfairly treated (violation). People benefit from some type of authentic Apology. Even a small/vicarious, “I’m sorry” can help. People also benefit when some measure of Vindication is experienced. An affirmation of rightness, although not necessarily implying full absolution from being wrong/weak, is nonetheless significant. This also creates an inner shift that frees one’s attention for more positive things.

Summary. AV-1 is basic. Active listening by leaders, or any respected person, helps facilitate it. People feel empowered. AV-2 though is trickier. In many situations involving relationship, project, and organizational issues—in spite of encounters with safe leaders—apologies and vindication do not happen. Justice may not be served to one’s satisfaction. Divergent views and differing people cannot be reconciled. Dysfunctional aspects of systems and people can seemingly prevail. This challenges people to be realistic about what to expect; to consider their own possible distortions and weaknesses; and to use this difficult experience for personal growth—letting it bring out the best in them and not the worst. And for those in the Christian faith-based sector, it can encourage them and even goad them to “entrust themselves into the hands of a faithful Creator in doing what is right" (I Peter 4:19).

Doing Teams Well
Member Care Checklist for Team Leaders

Among their various duties, team leaders are charged with either providing or providing for pastoral care for team members.  What should that look like, and how much is enough?  The following checklist is offered as a guide.  It is given from the point of view of an individual team member, following him/her through all stages of participation in team life.

Stage 1:  Prefield Communication
	Goal:  Adequate preparation to smooth stress of transition.

§ Is there a standard description sent out to all potential team members in which the field situation has been adequately and accurately described?  Does the new member know what to expect in his/ her first months on the ground?
§ Is there a team Memo of Understanding which includes requirements of new members? 

Stage 2:  Welcoming the New Member:  Reception and Orientation
	Goal:  Quickly integrate new team members, reduce isolation and promote bonding 		within the team.

§ How will the new team member get to know the individuals on his/her team?  We recommend that within the first 2 weeks, every team household invites the new member over to dinner, or for some similar social function.  
§ If in your location, there is more than one team working, how will the new team member be introduced to the wider group? 
§ Who has primary responsibility for helping that person with logistics?  (Ex:  housing, banking, transportation, language learning plan, etc.)  Some teams have instituted a mentor/ link person program, with specified tasks assigned to the mentor to insure that the new member has the information s/he needs to function in the new environment.  This person should be appointed by the team leader and be someone who has successfully bonded with the culture.  The ideal would be that the new team member could also be assisted by a national, to promote bonding with the new culture.  
§ Does your team have a “welcome” ritual?  A party?  A gift basket?  A trip to the hamam???  Rituals that celebrate milestones in team life go a long way to improving team solidarity.   
§ Is the team member aware of culture shock issues, and particular language/ cultural pitfalls which commonly occur in your setting?
§ If your team has a crisis/ contingency plan, has the team member been informed of it?

Stage 3:  Maintenance and Growth
	Goal:  Facilitate an environment where team members can function at full capacity 		spiritually, emotionally and physically.  Promote stability and ongoing growth.

§ Does the team member have a clear understanding of his/her job, and related expectations?
§ Is the team leader aware of the member’s financial situation, and relationships with the sending organization? 
§ Is there a regular schedule for team retreats, where members can get away and be refreshed?  Recommended:  annually.
§ In team meetings, is there a regular time for personal ministry?
§ Are there regular times of worship which are refreshing for the team members?
§ Is the atmosphere on the team an open environment, where both individual and group needs can be expressed?  ( ministry as well as personal)
§ Does the team leader meet individually with each member at least 2x a year? At these times, does the team leader review with the individual his/her personal and ministry goals?
§ Is there someone available should the team member have problems that go beyond the team and team leader’s ability to help?  Does the member know who this person is and how to go about getting help?
§ Is cultural diversity among team members openly addressed?
§ Are there conflict resolution guidelines which are understood and followed?
§ Are in-service trainings available, and connections to the broader Y family encouraged?
§ Is the team member taking regular breaks and holidays?  
§ Does the team have “fun” times together?  
§ Are debriefings provided at appropriate junctures?  
§ before and after furlough
§ after critical incidents

Stage 4:  Saying Goodbye
	Goal:  Promoting healthy closure for both the departing and remaining team members.

§ Does the team have a ritual (both team-wide and city-wide) for members who are leaving?  For example, in one location, at the going-away party, departing team members are given a book with pictures of all the team members and their families, with “good-bye” notes written beside the pictures.  Gifts and momentos such as a video of the good-bye party can also be helpful.
§ Is the departing team member prayed for and blessed (if possible) in a formal time together?
§ Have all team members received adequate notification of the team member’s departure?
§ Are the remaining team members given opportunity to talk about how the leaving affects them?
§ Are departing team members debriefed, and encouraged to debrief again after returning home?	
**********
These guidelines are based upon a three-tiered approach to member care. 

Tier 1  Normal Growth and Development
	 Who is responsible for the care?  Team members, ministering to one another

	What is the level of care?    Help with normal bumps and challenges of life
 
Tier 2  Issues which arise on the Field
	 Who is responsible for the care?  Team Leader and/or person designated by Team 		Leader.  The ideal is that every team has a designated Team Member Care Coordinator, 		who receives specialized training. 
	
	What is the level of care?  Help with problems which are serious enough to impede 		stability and growth.  An example of this level of care would be a member care 			coordinator meeting weekly with someone who is having trouble with authority figures.  		This is not ongoing counseling, but is time-limited and focused directly upon a particular 		issue which is impairing the team member’s functioning.

Tier 3	Crisis	 
	Who is responsible for the care?   Member Care Specialists, from within company, and 		from without.

	What is the level of care?  In the event of crisis which are beyond the ability of the Team 		Leader and designated assistants to address, consultation with the Regional Member Care 	Coordinator is recommended.  When direct assistance cannot be given by the Regional 		MC Coordinator, every attempt will be made to give appropriate referrals.  
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