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Austin Council  00:03
All right. Welcome to listeners and students. If you're joining us today, wherever you are, if it's in the morning or in the afternoon or evening, I want to welcome you to the podcast series I've been doing for ldrs 2014 principles of pure leadership. And in this podcast series, we'll be exploring different leadership topics related to pure leadership and beyond. Today, we have with us special guest, Dr. Megan Seibel, and she is the director of valor, which stands for Virginia agriculture leaders obtaining results, and she is here with us today to talk about Crucial Conversations. And those are the interview but you know, a way to engage in difficult conversations, wrestling with conflict. How do we do this at an interpersonal level. She's a certified facilitator of crucial conversations and works in the same department as I do the agriculture Leadership communication Community Education Department. Megan, welcome to the podcast.

Dr. Megan Seibel  01:05
Well, thank you so much for having me. I really am excited to have this virtual audio connection, I guess with you and your students.

Austin Council  01:14
I'm trying to think before we start how we met. I know last summer I was at a at the elite conference association of leadership educators. And at that point, I was not working in Virginia Tech. And I know we had some mutual friends or colleagues, and I remember you telling me that there was going to be a job posting. So and I know you have the program that you run at Virginia Tech is similar to the one at University of Florida, the wedgeworth program, kind of agricultural leadership development. So

Dr. Megan Seibel  01:46
yeah, that was a fun connection to make and to be able to encourage you to go ahead and apply and hopefully landed where we are now.

Austin Council  01:53
Yeah, that's good. Why don't you tell me a little bit about your journey into leadership education, and maybe why What brought you to Virginia Tech?

Dr. Megan Seibel  02:02
Yeah, so, um, formal leadership education, I would say was probably not on my initial career trajectory when I went through school and thought about what I might be when I grew up. But it is really appealing in the long run aspects of leadership probably would have been a part of whatever I was doing, wherever I was, I was raised in a military family. There were a lot of sensibilities related to leadership that had to do with organizational structures, respect of one another, clear and articulate communication and those kinds of things that you need to really be able to execute, especially if there is a mission or a plan or something like that. But I was also raised by very service minded parents, we did a lot of engaged work in our church and in our community, at the school where we attended, and we're usually the last family standing when it came to the end of whatever the volunteer activity was, and cleaning up and those kinds of things. I've never done just for the sake of doing it, there was always a dialogue afterward about the purpose of it and what the value was of it. And the people that we were able to engage with and the impact on them as a result of that engagement. It was very much this integral aspect of servant leadership that came through loud and clear in the way that we were raised and the way we viewed the world around us. My parents also had us participate openly with decisions that we made as a family that put us in positions of being influential. So I talked to my children a lot really about how they might influence others and the work that we do as influencing other people. So for example, my mother had been a reservist when we were really little and my dad encouraged her instead of leaving the military to stay on, she was active duty and he convinced her to stay on in the reserves throughout our childhood. And ultimately, she was promoted and became the first Admiral. Female Admiral in the Naval Reserve. And that position to see her escalate into that sort of leadership position but not lose a sense of identity through that was really powerful, I think to watch as a child not see power, for manipulated purposes, but power just for the purpose of what it was. And at the end of the day, stay true to who you are and yourself. And my dad, as her sort of quiet supporter was also responsible for developing advocacy curriculum for the Department of the Navy and also diversity and inclusion curriculum for the Navy back in the 70s. I was just having a conversation with him this weekend about the leadership work that I do, the space that we find ourselves in being leaders today in today's society and socio political and geopolitical terms and the work that that he did kind of moving forward. And so it's good because you know, now at 80, he's going back and digging through his old leadership training materials to figure out what we can carry forward and what might be applicable to the work that I'm doing now. Because there's so many time tested aspects of leadership, I think that carry through. So anyway, that's sort of a long winded way of saying kind of that background journey. After going to grad school, my education was in health care, nursing. And then after going to grad school at an opportunity to pursue a PhD, they were looking for somebody that had both background in health care and education. So I was able to complete a PhD at Virginia Tech, as a result of that. And at the time, because of married circumstances, and living in a more rural area, I had been put into several positions of leadership within ag industry. And so the opportunity came about to begin a program called Ballard, Virginia and apply for to be the inaugural director of that program and really be influential in developing the curriculum and what it was going to look like is being able to impact the work that we're doing across the state.

Austin Council  05:51
So you transition from the healthcare kind of side of things into the ag leadership side of things like what kinds of aspects of leadership carried over from that into when you do valor.

Dr. Megan Seibel  06:02
So as an when I was a nurse, you know very specifically I worked in pediatric oncology, the aspects that I think I enjoyed most out of that work were what I, at the time thought of really as Patient and Family Education. But they really are very closely aligned with the way I philosophically view leadership, and sort of that servant leadership aspect that is very teaching centric, but not in the way of just telling people what to do or guiding them that way, but much more helping people figure out where they are in that space, what it is that they're bringing to the table, what information I have that would benefit them and then figuring out a way to really listen attentively to each other so that there's understanding we talked about in healthcare in times of stress when people are facing a crisis. So I would say being told that your child has a terminal illness. It's a crisis moment for family But then, as that is explained to them, it can be the same thing said 10 times over identically or 10 different ways. And it may or may not actually resonate with the person because of that heightened sense of stress and emotional acuity experiencing. And so it really forces you to create that environment and get them into a position where they're ready to listen and hopefully then understand and be able to take action. So that really kind of developed and drives the sensibilities that I have about leadership coming forward into the space that I work in Now, obviously, based on theory, but very much person centric, situationally specific and application and practice base, I think, you know, those were exciting pieces to carry over.

Austin Council  07:43
I really like you mentioned person centric and creating the environment to kind of bet holding space for leadership. So before we get into the crucial conversations, why don't you just kind of give us a overview of what you do on a day to day basis of valor,

Dr. Megan Seibel  07:59
valor like you mentioned as it stands for Virginia agricultural leaders obtaining results. Interestingly, I think the the part that resonates with people is that obtaining results piece there participate in a program like this and or our stakeholders and supporters of a program like this because they're interested in what actually comes out of it right? It isn't just about understanding that leadership is important, or understanding who we are as individuals. But so what are you going to do with that, at the end of the day, from a program development standpoint, it's anything you would expect it to be, you know, curriculum content, program, design, stakeholder development, all of the logistics that go with planning meetings, and the accounting and those kinds of things. So some of that can be rather tedious. But I think to me, the part that is the most exciting is the capacity that we have for network development, and thinking through who those people are, that we need to be aware of, that we might have different levels of relationships with, we might know them very, very well. We might only know them professionally. We might have No of them, but we would be able to leverage that relationship at some point down the road should we need to, I think those are the parts that are really cool. I have relator and Maximizer, in my top five strengths. So I know many of our students have taken the Strengths Finder, because we're a strengths campus at Virginia Tech. And I think because of that the relationship aspect of those connections are deeply important to me. But I also think and I've strategic in there too, but I really think more about the strategic part to me, I think can be in a position of leadership, more manipulative, I'm going to leverage this relationship because I'm being strategic and trying to get where I want to go or move my purpose and agenda down the line, where I feel like Maximizer is a nice balance to that because it really talks about making the most of what those relationships are. To me, those are great strengths to have in the role that I'm in because I can I can be very diligent in thinking through How to set up those situations. So for example, it isn't just saying, oh, we're going we're going to take a trip and go, you know, out to the shore up to Tangier Island and learn from the people there. Because we have to because it's part of the curriculum. It's more, who can we put in front of the fellows? And what message might they share that people could find some moments of clarity, opportunity for connection, perhaps some things they have in common, or even where they may be at odds with that individual or their point of view. But we're in an environment where we're creating this space that something meaningful can come out of that, and we can create a space for learning and so that, to me, is the coolest part of my job.

Austin Council  10:40
Yeah, you have the power to create that space. And it's a real practice of leadership to be able to get people to have conversations. That's an awesome responsibility to have. Yeah.

Dr. Megan Seibel  10:54
It's heavy weight to carry to a lot of opportunity, I think for it, not being done. You know, I hope Is that it's that it never goes badly. But at the end of the day is a reflective practitioner. I also think about all of the ways it might have been more profound or more impactful. But I realized that stuff to

Austin Council  11:11
reflection is what defines our craft as leaders. And absolutely. So tell me what led you to become a Crucial Conversations facilitator? Why get certified? What What is that kind of do for you?

Dr. Megan Seibel  11:25
Well, it's one of those things where you know, the book and the concept and things are readily accessible to anybody. They sell it on Amazon and at Barnes and Noble, and there's a lot of good material in there. I was trying to think through at the time I did it, I was really working on the curriculum designed for for valor and thinking, you know, beyond assessments like strengths, or MBTI, and some of the other things that are commonplace, what out there might we be able to use as a tool that can help people better understand what to do with those pieces of information. It's great to understand that we have our own unique things that we bring to the table. But beyond identifying the fact then that we are therefore unique and different from the person that's across from us, it doesn't really help bridge those gaps. So Crucial Conversations was one of those things. And at the time that sequel was called crucial confrontations, which is much more about conflict resolution. And they've they've written influencer and some other things, the premise of it, to me really resonated deeply, because in a very simple way, breaks down everyday problems that people have in relationships. But it also gives some very practical skills to how to remedy that and do something that's that seems more proactive and at least moving things in the right direction. So in looking into it, in order to really access the depth of the content, you have to become certified as a practitioner. I went ahead and invested in that personally, a lot of those certifications are a big investment. But if students are interested in doing that work or consulting or whatever, I would encourage them as they grow and go through their professional careers, to look into Some of those things, there are some limitations, I will say, as an organization that the company puts on you as far as who you can use it with and how you can use it. But conceptually, it is something that has been profoundly impactful and useful. So we have the ability to access materials through certified practitioner that are different than, than if you didn't have that access point. But it's something that I'm a little bit more creative and how I utilize it.

Austin Council  13:26
I like how you said it's a way to break down everyday problems, these big things that like I have to plan way in advance to have with someone but you know, sometimes we encounter them in a daily basis in our interactions with others or, you know, at dinner or at lunch or or if we see a post on Facebook, and we need to call someone and talk it through or something like that. These are things that we encounter pretty regularly, I think,

Dr. Megan Seibel  13:51
yeah, they I would totally agree with that mean, there are certain definitional parameters and we can get into those as as we go forward, but I think what people fail to realize is that the skill set is universal. And the more you practice it, the easier it is to sort of deploy different pieces of it. There are a lot of situations that we encounter multiple times a day sometimes or regularly, where there's something potentially that has to be diffused or addressed in order to do it, or we can choose to walk away, which is what a lot of people do, but but it's a really interesting way to sort of engage with it.

Austin Council  14:28
So why don't you maybe talk about what you've come to know the definition of crucial conversations to be?

Dr. Megan Seibel  14:35
Sure. So according to crucial conversations, they will say that for it to actually be deemed crucial. There are three criteria that needs to be met. It needs to be high stakes, there needs to be opposing opinions, and strong emotions. In theory, if one of those is missing, then technically it isn't a crucial conversation. However, we do know that even if one or two of those things are present, there's So much going on, that the conversation could at least be critical and probably needs to be addressed. But I think it frames it that way so that we can dive into the things that contribute to each of those three categories. And then different strategies for dealing with each one of those things so that we can get into kind of a middle space in order to be able to address it, technically speaking, it should meet all three of those criteria.

Austin Council  15:23
I feel like more and more in the times we're living in, those three things are all around us, right? Living in a pandemic, we have had, you know, everything that happened with George Floyd, I mean, there are ample opportunities for these kinds of conversations to happen.

Dr. Megan Seibel  15:42
Absolutely. One of the things I'll remind people to is, if you look at those three things, there's a lot of perception based reality in there. So what might be very high stakes, to me, may not seem like high stakes to the person that that I'm having a problem with, but It's then imperative that one or the other, or both of us stop and say, Okay, this is why I feel like this is high stakes or this is why I feel like it's not and figure out, at least, acknowledging that one or the other party might only have one of these things means that it's still there, it's still present. It's the elephant in the room, it's the thing we have to address and unpack in order to be able to move forward productively. The other thing that we know, as educators is that when it comes to be able, the ability to just sort of critically reason people will say, Oh, stop being so emotional or be more rational. You know, the rational thought that sometimes we need to reason through things is fine. And sometimes people can get overly focused on that and so it the emotion comes out of it. But when emotion is present, emotion will trump reason over and over and over again, we know it from psychology, we know it from education. So when you're talking about something that somebody has a stronger emotional reaction to whatever the issue is, the way someone treated them looked at them something that was said something, they read something they heard, then all of a sudden, there's something there. We can't ignore the fact that there's something there, at least for that person. That, to me the part that is pivotal in talking about this with individuals, because it's interesting to me when an adult will say, you know, I didn't really think that that was that big of a deal. But now I know why that person was so upset, it is a big deal to them. And I needed to be more aware of that.

Austin Council  17:31
And I feel like that in order to kind of express that to someone that like, hey, maybe you don't think it's high stakes or strong emotions, but I do like requires a great deal of vulnerability. But once that has been communicated, I feel like you can begin the journey of having that conversation. Yeah, you have

Dr. Megan Seibel  17:54
to and I, you know, I think a big piece of it is creating enough of an environment where there's something safety in being vulnerable. And it isn't until we get ourselves into that position of just trying to believe that the other person's intentions are good. And that we can figure out a way to open up and address what's there, that we can even really think through what might be the reality of the situation and maybe something that we told ourselves or about ourselves or about the other person that are contributing to the problem. So that we can both be present both be accountable, both acknowledge that maybe we were right, in some instances and wrong on some other things and kind of create that space. So one of the biggest things that get people into trouble but it's the thing that we have happened most frequently is that we witness something or hear something or and we tell ourselves something about that. we tell ourselves what we think the other person's motives were, why they did it, or we place blame on something or whatever. But we've created this story in our head that either makes us us, you know, the victim or it makes the other person the bad guy or sort of reaction to that is that, you know, we can tell ourselves this sort of like victim or villain story, then our reaction is based on what we just told ourselves, we react to that person based on what we think they were meaning or why they think they slighted us or why we felt like they disrespected us. And so then we react accordingly. It's just human nature. The reaction then is where that's different among individuals. So Crucial Conversations calls it our style under stress. But some people will go into sort of self preservation things where they will avoid the situation change the subject, deflect retreat, that would be me, right and then the other reaction is a little bit more aggressive. You know, you might name call or say to the person what what were you thinking Why did you do that or, you know, you're wrong or whatever. It's so people have a, you know, a more engaged or more disengaged sort of reaction to that. But regardless, that reaction is based on this story. We've told ourselves, it justifies our behavior. Well, the problem is then the other person witnesses that behavior. They never know what was in our heart. They don't know what was in our head. They don't know that we're reacting to something we told ourselves either consciously or subconsciously. And so then they witness that behavior. They tell themselves a story about why we're behaving like that Oh, is because they're a jerk or B or they're a racist, or they don't understand or whatever, you know, they just regarding my time. So behavior begets another story on the other person's behalf. That story they tell themselves results in another behavior, and it creates this downward spiral that I think is the most easy to get into, difficult to get out of, but commonplace kind of problem we have in these things. And so in thinking about why crucial conversations are even important, it's because that downward spiral happens very quickly and very often unintentionally. You know, I think if any one of your students were asked to think of a time that they had tried to talk with somebody or tried to engage with somebody and just didn't go the way they hoped it would, and it was worse than they hoped it would be that if they were to really take time to unpack that, at some point, there was probably a difference between what the fact of the matter was, and what story either party told themselves about that situation that contributed to this place, they got a lot, all of us have had an argument with a parent or a sibling or a loved one. And we think I don't even know how that even started. I'm not sure why we ended up fighting here was terrible. How did we get here? And now how do we get back out? And it doesn't matter what the topic is or what the subject is or what the thing was that triggered it, it happened and then we've got to figure out how to get out of it.

Austin Council  21:51
So we find ourselves in these conversations, we tell ourselves a story about what we think the other person is saying or what we think the other person Did what is the process of unpacking that with the other person look like? How do we begin to do that?

Dr. Megan Seibel  22:07
So there, there's a couple of ways to do it. One kind of acronym that they use in the book that I think is pretty cool and easy to digest. And they call it state. It's just an acronym s t, a T. And so it starts out with share facts, that's what the S is for. And sometimes it takes a little bit of effort, but like share the facts. So one of the examples they use in the in the training, you know, it might be and this is thinking about peer leadership and those kinds of things that the students are engaged in. So say for example, you have somebody that is not doing their part of a group project or they're chronically late to meetings or things like that. You could have that documented and you know, the story might be Boy, you know, it I can't believe you don't care about this like the rest of us do. But the fact would be you No, for the last three times we've tried to meet, you have either cancelled or shown up 30 minutes late. And it was on these dates. It was documented, or according to the minutes or according to our notes, you agreed to do the next step in the project or the next step in the planning. And it was supposed to be done by this deadline, and the deadline was missed. You're gonna have to say you missed the deadline. Right? But the fact is, the deadline was missed.

Austin Council  23:27
Yeah. And so what what we normally I feel like do and I've done certainly in relationships is jump to that value judgment thing, Oh, you don't care. You must not really value what we're trying to do here instead of saying like, like an actionable thing, that you didn't do X amount of times that way.

Dr. Megan Seibel  23:46
So what you can do is lay that fact out, and then take it one step further. And, you know, the person is thinking, Why are you bringing this up? Or why does it really matter? You know, we learn a lot in active listening about I statements, right? I am hearing you say this, I feel this way. And we tell people don't say what you think the other person was intending or what you think the other person is trying to say. Because you don't know. You only know what you are experiencing. And that is not something they can argue with. And so when you're working toward creating this space, where you can actually unpack what has happened, and why it was problematic, and why it needs to be remedied, if you start out by stating a fact, for example, you know, according to the notes, you you had agreed to do this part of the process, you know, this part of the planning, and it was supposed to be done by this deadline, and the deadline was missed. That's a fact. However, when the deadline was missed, it impacted the work that I was supposed to do. And it made me feel like you did not care about me, or you my time wasn't as important as your time. And so now all of a sudden, you're saying what you told yourself, you're you're articulating your story. They might react to that they're going to probably want to react to that and tell you why your story is wrong. But regardless, they can't technically tell you, you're not allowed to have your story. It's yours.

Austin Council  25:11
You own that, yeah,

Dr. Megan Seibel  25:12
you own that. But it's part of that being in that space of being vulnerable enough to say, I am going to tell you now, why this hurt my feelings and how my feelings were hurt. And so when you so that's the T, that that that next to tell your story. So you state the facts, and then you tell your story, then that's when you would open it up to the other individual. And you invite them to talk tentatively, which again, is kind of an aspect of vulnerability. They don't have to, because they may not have been prepared to talk about this right now. Right? So we're, we're going to kind of, you know, we're going to embrace the tentative nature of that, but invite them to sort of talk through their perspective of it. And so we asked for them to sort of start talking kind of through so we asked them that's a you're asked for them to tell you what how they got to this point. What was it that they were thinking? Or maybe why did they miss the deadline? You know, maybe it was, well, my cat has leukemia, and I had to schedule a vet visit, or my roommate, boyfriends just dumped her. And I felt like I really needed to take care of her in that moment, you know, whatever it was, so that you ask them for their path. And then you talk tentatively together through that. Okay, well, let's acknowledge that it happens, acknowledge that, that we both have a reaction and feelings in this and, and own those emotions and feelings because they are our own. But let's kind of talk tentatively about that. What happened in there, and then encourage testing is the he It sounds very technical and clinical, but but you're just encouraging them to sort of test out what the reaction was, you know, where it might be. They might be, you know, test an apology. You know, I didn't really know that it was going to upset you that badly. And I should have more clearly communicated why I didn't uphold my end of the bargain, or it might be I'm just going to Apologize and save and just lay it out there, I should have done it differently. But I couldn't because of whatever or it might be, I'm sorry, you were offended, it doesn't really bother me that you were offended. I don't ever have to work with you again after

Austin Council  27:11
this project.

Dr. Megan Seibel  27:13
That's still there, taking that down, right, maybe not a great resolution. But you know, we all know that. And you brought up a very contentious issues that are going on right now. Sometimes we have to agree to disagree. Sometimes we have to know when to just sort of walk away or give the other person space, we have cracked that ice just enough to begin that creating that space. And what I think to me is really exciting and profound about leadership is that you never know when putting yourself out there and engaging in these more vulnerable spaces acknowledging the other person but at the same time acknowledging yourself in that they might not dance with you that day, but there is enough respect for the effort that you put toward that. Usually it pays dividends and down the line, that person may come back for something else and say, Hey, I know I might not agree with you, or you really pushed me hard that time, but I respect you for it, or I know I can trust you. And that I think as leaders is what we need to be able to do with people so that they have that opportunity to engage in that relationship.

Austin Council  28:21
I feel like that is so important for students in a college setting. I mean, you're, I'm sure you're constantly I mean, I know I was when I was in school, bombarded by so many different perspectives and viewpoints on things. And it's important to like in the relationship building process to know that if you really want to get into some of this stuff, you may not know what the outcome is going to be. But you've had that courage to kind of start the dialogue, and you create your own timeline. But what I'm saying is, I feel like we're in these scenarios where, you know, people will tell that story to themselves and they go and they tweet about it. post on Facebook and then we may not have the opportunity to meet someone in person and seems like we need to be in this place of trying to build bridges with one another trying to build relationships with one another. So we don't just keep that story in us all the time. Right.

Dr. Megan Seibel  29:17
But you know, you bring up a really interesting point, I think with, especially with the social media and the times that we live in and the way that college age students, young adults, young professionals engage in those spaces. It's hard to have a truly authentic interaction with someone when you can hide behind a screen or when you don't hear your tone of voice or read a face or see a body light reaction, nonverbal reaction. And so I think to myself, how often did a tone is misinterpreted in an email or a text. Again, it but it goes back to the thing. The fact is, this is what it said the story You told yourself was they were being aggressive in their tone, where they were being submissive in their tone or what?

Austin Council  30:08
exclamation point or smiley face or emoji so mad at me,

Dr. Megan Seibel  30:11
you must be mad at me. Right? Or they wrote in all caps, they must be furious. Or they put the heart emoji that they put on every single text, but all of a sudden it comes through and you're like, ooh, what does that mean? It's just a heart emoji. So there's those kinds of things. I think that happened. I almost feel like it's in some ways, a bigger opportunity, but certainly challenge for young leaders of today to figure out what those extra layers look like, you know, how might we engage in this differently if it's purely virtual versus how we would do it if it was in person. I think the other piece of it is where for people who have good intentions to try and help find some resolution. I do think that Doing that authentically, as leaders, we need to constantly be in check with ourselves about our own motivations for being in that space. Is it something that you were directly involved in personally impacts you, and therefore there is a reason for you to be involved in this crucial conversation at this time? Are you doing it because the people that are engaged in it can't get themselves out with some sort of mediation, and there's an opportunity for you to engage purely because it will benefit those other two parties, you know, and that it's altruistic or honestly, speaking with ourselves, is there some sort of more selfish motivation for budding in or engaging because it makes you feel good, or it makes you feel like you're doing something nice for others and that sort of false dichotomy we get ourselves into as leaders sometimes about are we doing this for ourselves? So we feel good about leaders and being leaders and we can say, Hey, I'm a good leader, because or are we really doing this purely because Just benefiting the people that we're trying to serve or mentor or care for, you know, really requires some deep reflection and unpacking, which is hard. There are adults who fail at that regularly young adults, older adults, I mean, it's just just the kind of thing that takes practice and it does not come naturally to everybody.

Austin Council  32:19
So something you brought up a little bit ago about like the challenges with virtual versus in person, what do you think are maybe some of the like the nuances with maybe Crucial Conversations in a virtual setting versus in person? My classes are all going to be online, we're going to be having these synchronous zoom discussions, how could those dynamics be different?

Dr. Megan Seibel  32:39
Yeah, so I think that's where we need to then kind of maybe unpack and just categorize right so somebody will say if you if you tell your own personal story, your own personal POV point of view, whatever it is, you put it up on us as a social media post, and then the nasty commentary starts rolling or the evil person because or whatever Sometimes it's better just to not engage with that right? Not draw more attention to it walk away from it doesn't mean it isn't hurtful. It doesn't mean it doesn't warrant some sort of addressing right. But maybe that's not the space to engage in it. One of the things we have the ability to do when we meet virtually, you know, people say, at first when this whole thing started back in March, and we were thinking about, you know, having virtual meetings, virtual team building exercises and virtual leadership experiences and people were thinking are really like, staring at you across the screen doesn't mean the same. I have no deeper affinity and feel like actual personal connection with you than I would my favorite character on the television program that I'm watching. But I think what we can do is really be diligent in creating that space. So one of the things so crucial conversations will say is, you can only come to a point of resolution agreement moving forward, putting it you know, aside so that you can move on to other things. Whatever it is, without creating this safe space in the middle, where you can own your own perceptions acknowledge that the other person has their own perceptions, you create this space and can begin to unpack it in what they call the pool of shared meaning. It sounds resent and kind of, like who I'm going to go meditate with, you know, in the other room and I'm going to have this pool of shared meaning, but it really just means you have to be able to get both parties into a space in the middle where you can be productive and unpacking that. So on social media, it is easy for people to bully point fingers, cheerlead, whatever it is virtually, you don't ever actually have the opportunity to deeply engage with them enough or most often not deeply enough to really understand their motives and let them articulate their motives for being in that space. And so it wouldn't be fair to call it a pool of shared meaning you It's just a space. Yeah. And so I think when we are thinking about taking classes online and and, and virtual connections that we really need to have, where we know that there are other students who are our peers or faculty members or whoever it is, we have our connections with make this experience that we have in higher ed so profoundly meaningful and developmentally important to what we're doing. It's around that space. So if you know if there's an opportunity for a particular group of students to meet more than once together, or be able to develop this sense of comfort level with each other, where they can open up enough within the parameters of whatever the topic is, that there is this space where they can have some shared meaning. And what I will tell people is it's not about shared meaning as in we will all agree on the same thing. We will believe the same thing ideologically. We're the same It's just shared meaning in that we are all sharing the meaning of this for ourselves, we are sharing our perspective around what this means to me how this might influence my relationship with my parents, or with the students that I'm the RA for, or with this faculty member that I feel like I just don't see eye to eye with like, this is what this means. And so people are sharing in that meaning making space so that they can bridge the gap and find some resolution to whatever the crucial aspect of that was. That's important distinction, because you know, when you hear that pool of shared meaning, it almost makes you think like, well, one person is trying to convince you to, you're trying to share your meaning of this to try to get the other person to have that same meaning, but it's the space of the shared pneus is we have this space where we can kind of wrestle with these these ideas or actions or it isn't about winning the argument. It's about being heard in the argument. And our culture, I think, tells us you have to win or lose an argument. And yeah, you might win. In the end, you might lose in the end, you might both win a little bit and lose a little bit because you compromise that the end game isn't the reason they're creating this space where people feel valued enough that somebody might be hearing them isn't the reason. And so, it takes a lot of effort and you can, it's easy to understand how we do this so badly, and how it can derail so quickly, when, you know, people are just all over the place. I you know, I try to digest. You know, here we're going into an election year on the heels of a pandemic, it is just there's a whole lot of train wreck momentum out there. And so I think you know, as people are prudent and trying to digest for example, information from multiple sources, if you really stop and separate yourself from what you believe What you believe about what that person is saying, and just stop for a minute and listen to what they're saying, then that's when you realize very often, inside of that single source, they're not even talking about the same thing. One person saying something, and the answer that the other person has, is not actually responding to the prompt related, so they think they are, but it's, but there's enough of a disconnect because they didn't actually, you know, kind of stop and unpack and make sure that they were there, they're responding to the story they told themselves, they may not be responding to the actual data point that's in front of them. And so and that's what makes us human beings that ability to have multiple levels and depths of emotion. But we also have to be aware in our especially as leaders of when that emotion is kind of maybe clouding, you know the other things, it's fine to own those emotions, but then say, look, I understand this is the data point, but when I say See that data point or I hear that number, this is how I respond to that. You'd be okay with that, because that's how I respond to that. But just you know, but it isn't the data is wrong, they're lying. And so that's where we get ourselves into trouble pretty quickly.

Austin Council  39:14
So I'm a student listening to this podcast, and I know that there's something that's happened in my life recently, and I need to have a crucial conversation with one or two people. What do I need to do to prepare for that? Or what kind of maybe frame of mind Do I need to be in before starting something like that?

Dr. Megan Seibel  39:34
But I will tell people, the very first step is to give yourself the most opportunity to guarantee that you can create a safe space to have that conversation. When we're triggered, we tend to just dive right in. You know, you might walk into the other room and say, Excuse me, we have got to talk about this and you need to know that you really upset me? Well, if the other person is completely blindsided by that their only reaction is to be defensive, either engaged defensively or retreat defensively, right? But they're, but they're going to be in defense to that. And so it's better to think about the safe space, you know, where would be the best place to have this conversation in a public place or in a private place in their space, or in my space, or in a neutral space. So where do so the physical nature of where we have it the time of day that you have it, thinking through what other circumstances that person might be up against, that would prevent them from being able to even emotionally connect with you over over it. And so you have to think about that space in that environment, physical and emotional environment. And then make sure that you have done enough processing of what you think are your feelings in that situation, maybe even what got you feeling that way. So you're prepared to bring that to the table rather than just diving straight in Then you can have the ability to invite that other person in, you know, hey, there's this thing. It's been bothering me. I'd really love it if we could talk about it. Can you meet me at Dietz for a cup of coffee? Or could we have a little one on one zoom meeting, or get on FaceTime or whatever it is figure out a way to connect, that doesn't necessarily mean that it's going to go well. And we don't always have that much time to like, come up with the grandiose plan, right. But at least being aware enough that that safe space is important. Because what I have found is even though I don't, I don't, I'm not good at it. It takes practice for me to do it. But the fact that as I'm walking into that situation and getting ready to fire in and engage somebody in my crucial conversation that I think I need to have right now, in the back of my mind, the fact that going through my mind is this might not be safe for this other person. Or this might feel like an attack to this other person. may or may not stop me in my tracks. But at least is registering in my mind that at some point in this dialogue, I am going to have to have enough Karen concern for this other individual to be aware of where they are in this space, it may mean that you take take 10 steps back for every step you know you are, you may have to undo some things that you did when you began, but by the end, you will probably be able to resolve
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