
Parker Palmer - the founder and Senior Partner of the Center for Courage & Renewal - summarized the emotional 
dissonance faced by many idealistic and ambitious employees working within organizations that don’t quite align 
with their sense of purpose with the following statement: “You can measure an organization by the number of lies you need 
to tell to be part of it." If you’re committed to building a culture where your people can drop their egos, calm their 
self-censorship instincts and dampen their thirst for social acceptance, you’ll need to create a workplace 
environment where all contributors are encouraged to show up with their whole selves. You want a workplace 
where your employees don’t feel the need to lie to themselves or others. 

Frederic Laloux would describe such an environment as a culture of wholeness - a workplace where you feel 
empowered to show up and behave as yourself. Cultivating such an environment is easier said than done, and 
Laloux explores why it’s so difficult to maintain a safe and supportive environment. 

Showing up whole feels risky. We put out our selfhood for all to see, and expose this most treasured part of ourselves to 
potential criticism, ridicule, or rejection. 

Building on the example set by one of the companies profiled in a Reinventing Organizations case study, we’re 
recommending that the best place to start in creating a safe and supportive environment is to raise your team’s 
awareness of the words and actions that undermine a safe working environment by creating ground rules that 
support healthy and productive collaboration. 

Here’s how you can get started: 

1. If your company or team already has established values, use these shared values as a starting-point for your 
ground rules. 
i. If not, use Bleeker’s Values Discovery Tool to help you create prioritized values. 

2. From these shared values, begin drafting a written document that spells out detailed ground rules for how 
people should interact within your team, group or organization. 
i. “Ground rules take shared values to the next level. They spell out the mindsets and behaviors that foster or undermine a 

safe and healthy work environment.” 
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http://www.couragerenewal.org/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/19A2YsGlvc-K5OH3u1_nDdAht4eDSM_nOjjLq7px5Nh0/edit?usp=sharing


3. Your ground rules document should outline the kinds of words and actions that are encouraged, and the kind 
of words and actions that are considered unacceptable.  
i. For an example of what these ground rules might look like, you can reference the first two articles of 

RHD’s “Bill of Rights and Responsibilities for Employees and Consumers.” RHD (Resources for Human 
Development) is a Philadelphia-based nonprofit with 4,600 staff providing services worth $200 million to 
tens of thousands of people in need through programs in 14 states. 

ii. For additional guidance, please see the list of “typical ground rules” the are published on the Reinventing 
Organizations wiki (and republished below). 

4. Once you’ve created a workable draft of your ground rules, engage as many team members as possible in 
refining and reshaping future drafts to appropriately consider all perspectives. 

Typical Ground Rules 
• Speaking from "I": rather than making interpretations and judging another person's actions or motivation, we try 

and put into words our own reactions, emotions, needs and requests.  
• No fixing, advising, saving or correcting others: when others feel we have an intention to change them, they are 

likely to feel intruded upon and to feel the space is no longer safe for them to show up as they are.  
• Accepting emotions: many cultures especially in most organizations today are generally ill at ease with "negative" 

emotions such as anger, sadness or frustration (and sometimes even of "positive" emotions such as joy or 
empathy). When someone shares such an emotion, we are often quick to try and get the person to "get over" 
their emotion, thereby giving the message that someone's emotion is not welcome.  

• Accepting conflict: these cultures are also generally ill at ease with conflicts, that get quickly passed over. And 
yet, conflict is a natural consequence of the fact that as human beings, we all have different needs and 
perspectives. Having a well defined conflict resolution process in place is helpful, as well as clear guidelines to 
help deal with conflict gracefully.  

• Avoiding demeaning speech and behaviors: To feel safe, we need to feel that we are accepted as equals in value. Any 
form of -ism (sexism, racism, etc.) as well as any form, however subtle, that establishes that one person is 
superior to another (snide remark, rolling of the eyes, and so forth) will make us feel unsafe and trigger our 
ego defenses.  

• Questioning one's perspective: A safe space is one where we can explore our feelings and thoughts without fear of 
judgment. That exploration is made difficult, if someone else believes they are right, and that by contrast, 
everyone with a different question must be wrong. We must enter every discussion with a willingness to see 
things from different perspectives, to question our own perspective and assumption.
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