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Introduction: Welcome to the Living 
Landscape 

If you’re reading this, you probably already sense that something in your 

organization—something in the terrain itself—needs tending. You’ve felt it in the undercurrent of 

meetings, in the fatigue that lingers even after a “good” day, in the quiet intuition that our work is 

not only about efficiency or outcomes, but about relationship. Relational Landscaping begins 

here, with that awareness. 

Relational Landscaping is the art and practice of tending the human terrain of an organization. 

It invites us to see workplaces not as static structures of policy and procedure, but as living 
ecosystems—dynamic, interdependent, and always growing or changing in response to the 

environment around them. In a healthy ecosystem, balance is sustained through relationship: 

roots feed soil, soil feeds roots. When one element is neglected, the whole suffers. The same is 

true of organizations. 

Throughout these readings, you’ll find reflective journaling prompts and implementation 
invitations. These are not appendices—they are the practice itself. Reflection deepens 

awareness; implementation translates insight into living culture. They are the in-and-out breath 

of transformation. 
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You’ll also notice the use of poetic “third things.” These poems open and close chapters not 

as decoration, but as mirrors—organic reflections that help us see ourselves and our 

organizations more clearly. Poetry creates space for intuition and metaphor, allowing the heart 

to speak alongside the mind. Just as a gardener observes the light before planting, these 

poems invite stillness before action. 

The rhythms and practices in this book grow out of the same soil as our previous work, 

CircleBridge. There, we introduced a framework for relational learning grounded in dialogue, 

storytelling, and deep listening. Many of those same principles are woven through this book, 

especially the use of the Circle of Trust® model developed by Parker Palmer and the Center for 

Courage & Renewal (Center for Courage & Renewal, n.d.). Circles of Trust offer a container for 

reflection and transformation—a place where people can speak truth, listen deeply, and 

reconnect inner values with outward action. 

At the heart of these circles are the Touchstones—shared agreements that create trustworthy 

space for authentic dialogue. These Touchstones, used with permission from the Center for 

Courage & Renewal, remind us how to be present with one another in ways that make growth 

possible: 

Touchstones for Creating Trustworthy Space 

(adapted from the Center for Courage & Renewal) 

1.​ Give and receive welcome.​
  People learn best in hospitable spaces. In this circle, we support each other’s learning 

by giving and receiving hospitality. 

2.​ Be present as fully as possible.​
  Be here with your doubts, fears, and failings as well as your convictions, joys, and 

successes—with your listening as well as your speaking. 

3.​ What is offered in the circle is by invitation, not demand.​
  This is not a “share-or-die” space. Do what your soul calls for, and know you do it with 

our support. 
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4.​ Speak your truth in ways that respect other people’s truth.​
  Our views of reality may differ, but speaking one’s truth does not mean correcting or 

debating another’s. Speak from your center to the center of the circle. 

5.​ No fixing, saving, advising, or correcting one another.​
  This guideline invites us to trust the “inner teacher” within each person rather than 

rushing to help or instruct. 

6.​ Respond to others with honest, open questions.​
  Instead of offering advice or analysis, use questions that invite reflection and help “hear 

each other into deeper speech.” 

7.​ When the going gets rough, turn to wonder.​
  When judgment or defensiveness arise, pause and ask:​

  “I wonder what brought them to this belief?”​

  “I wonder what my reaction teaches me about myself?” 

8.​ Attend to your own inner teacher.​
  Listen for your own wisdom and insight as it stirs within, noticing what resonates and 

what resists. 

9.​ Trust and learn from the silence.​
  Silence is a gift in our noisy world—a way of knowing in itself. After someone speaks, 

pause before responding. 

10.​Observe deep confidentiality.​
  What is shared in the circle stays within it. This practice of confidentiality builds trust 

and safety. 

11.​Know that it is possible to leave the circle with whatever you needed when you 
arrived—and that the seeds planted here will keep growing in the days ahead. 

Throughout Relational Landscaping, these Touchstones quietly shape the work. They invite us 

to slow down, listen deeply, and trust that the wisdom we need is already within and among us. 

Like any living landscape, an organization changes with the seasons. The work of leadership, 

then, is not to control that change, but to tend it—to notice where growth is happening, where 

something has withered, and where the soil may need renewal. 
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Human beings are living, relational organisms—always learning, always adapting to the other 

life around us. The same is true of our institutions. When we tend them as ecosystems rather 

than machines, we nurture cultures that can heal, grow, and thrive over time. 

So take a breath. Step into this garden of words and practices. The tools are here—the poems, 

the questions, the stories, the invitations. What grows from them will depend on how you listen, 

what you notice, and how you choose to tend the ground beneath your feet. 

Welcome to the work of tending human terrain. 
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Chapter 1: Begin with Relationship 

Imagine stepping into a new organization not as a cog in a machine, but as a traveler entering a 

living landscape. You arrive with a map in hand, but the paths are unclear. You look around for 

signs—not the literal kind, but the quiet, human signals that tell you who to trust, who to ask for 

directions, and where the heart of the place really lives. In this terrain, it’s not systems or 

structures that guide you forward. It’s the people. Especially in times of change, it’s the 

relationships that become bridges across uncertainty. They are what help us cross from the 

known to the unknown. In other words, we begin with relationship. 

From the first day on the job, every hallway conversation and shared lunch shapes the culture 

we step into. Picture a new teacher, Maria, arriving at her first staff meeting. She sits alone at 

the edge of the table, uncertain of her place. A veteran teacher slides a coffee her way and says 

with a smile, "We always take care of our own here." That moment—a warm, spontaneous 

act—becomes Maria’s first thread of connection, the beginning of a story where she belongs. 

These early encounters aren’t just social niceties; they are the foundations of professional trust. 

In every workplace, there exists a web of human connection that shapes how things get done. 

These relationships are not just surface-level interactions; they’re built on trust, empathy, and a 

sense of shared purpose. When people feel seen and heard, they move beyond task completion 

toward true contribution. Think of relationships as the soil where seeds of innovation and 

change take root. Without that soil, nothing grows. With it, even challenging seasons become 

opportunities for flourishing. 

Trust: The Heart of Working Together 

Imagine a project coordinator, Jamal, navigating a turbulent organizational restructure. 

Expectations are shifting. Uncertainty is the only constant. Yet, in every meeting, Jamal shows 

up calm, steady, and engaged. When asked how he manages, he shrugs and says, "I trust my 

team. I don’t know all the answers, but I know we’ll figure it out together." 

That kind of trust doesn’t come from nowhere. It’s cultivated over time through countless small 

choices: a leader who listens without rushing, a colleague who follows through on what they say, 
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a team that honors each other’s ideas even when they disagree. In a trusting workplace, people 

speak up. They take risks. They bring their full selves. Trust transforms compliance into 

commitment. 

A Reciprocal Relationship 

Titles may define formal hierarchy, but relationships defy it. Picture Rosa, an elementary school 

custodian who knows every student by name. She notices when a child’s shoulders slump, 

when a teacher seems overwhelmed. Her observations, quiet but sharp, offer more insight into 

school climate than any formal report. 

In organizations where relationships are reciprocal, wisdom flows in all directions. Leaders offer 

vision and direction, yes, but they also learn from the lived experiences of those around them. A 

junior staffer’s curiosity can spark a new initiative. A student's question can shift a teacher’s 

practice. A culture that honors mutual learning becomes a place where everyone is both teacher 

and student. 

Relationships Drive Engagement and Motivation 

Imagine a nonprofit in crisis. Staff are burning out, productivity is down, and turnover is rising. 

The leadership tries everything—bonuses, restructured workloads, even a ping-pong table in 

the breakroom. But the shift only comes when they start hosting listening sessions, celebrating 

birthdays, and creating time for mentorship. 

One employee, reflecting on the changes, shares, "I stayed because I felt like people here knew 

me." That’s the power of connection. People go above and beyond not just because of 

incentives, but because they feel part of something. They see their colleagues not as 

competitors but as collaborators. When the relational ground is firm, people feel safe enough to 

stretch, to create, to risk. 

Building a Relationship-Centered Culture 

Moving from a task-driven culture to a relationship-centered one doesn’t happen overnight. It 

requires intention. Here are some stories and practices that bring this shift to life: 

6 



Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2026 ​

Training One Readings​
 

●      Listen Actively: In one school, a principal keeps a chair in her office labeled "The 

Listening Chair." Staff members can sit there weekly for five minutes—no agenda, just 

presence. Over time, the chair becomes a symbol of trust and accessibility. 

●      Create Safe Spaces: At a staff retreat, a circle check-in is introduced. Each person 

answers, "What’s one thing on your mind today?" The answers range from deeply 

personal to lighthearted. The impact is the same: people feel heard. Safety emerges not 

from perfection but from permission. 

●      Model Vulnerability: In a team meeting, a department head opens by admitting a 

professional mistake and sharing what she learned. Others follow with their own stories 

of struggle and growth. The room shifts from guarded to generative. Vulnerability 

becomes a shared practice. 

●      Encourage Collaboration: A nonprofit adopts a policy that no major decision 

happens without input from at least three roles. Initially slow, the process deepens trust. 

People know their perspectives matter. Collaboration becomes a culture, not just a 

checkbox. 

●      Celebrate Together: At a rural school, each Friday includes a "Story of the Week." A 

colleague shares a tale of kindness, a student breakthrough, or a light moment that 

brought joy. These rituals affirm shared values and deepen the sense of community. 

A Culture Rooted in Connection 

In a relationship-centered workplace, productivity and innovation aren’t the goals—they’re the 

outcomes. When people are connected, they work differently. They anticipate each other’s 

needs. They recover faster from setbacks. They see feedback not as threat but as care. When 

conflict arises—and it always will—it’s navigated with curiosity, not blame. 

Imagine a team that has to cancel a major initiative due to budget cuts. Instead of blaming each 

other, they gather for a reflective conversation. They ask: What did we learn? What still matters? 

How can we carry this spirit forward? One person says, "This isn’t the ending we hoped for, but 

it’s not the end of us." That’s what relationship makes possible. 

Final Reflection 
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The power of relationship in organizations lies not just in smoother operations, but in deeper 

transformation. When we invest in authentic relationships, we cultivate not only operational 

excellence, but human resilience. 

In our own reflective practices, we are reminded: "for lasting trust to be built, relationships must 

be built, and the quality of our relationships with others is closely tied to the quality of our 

reflective relationship with ourselves." If you’ve ever noticed yourself reacting sharply to a 

colleague’s comment and then later realizing it touched an old story within you, you understand 

this principle. Outer trust begins with inner honesty. 

Consider the landscape within you. Who taught you to listen? What early experience shaped 

how you build trust? What assumptions do you carry into new relationships? The journey toward 

relational leadership is not just outward—it’s inward. And the two are inseparable. 

Everyone Brings the Firewood 

Someone knows how to build​

 a fire. Another brings dry kindling.​

 Another remembers the words​

 to an old song we forgot. 

This is not competition.​

 This is a circle. 

Everyone you meet knows something​

 you don’t. The trick is to make room—​

 to clear the table, light the lantern,​

 and listen as if stories were warmth. 

As if trust were built​

 like anything else— together. 
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Connections: This poem captures the soul of this chapter. Trust is not decreed; it’s composed, 

piece by piece, in quiet collaboration. One person brings the kindling. Another the match. 

Together, they create something none could do alone. 

It calls us back to the simplest truth: in organizations, in classrooms, in families—we thrive when 

we circle up, make room, and tend the fire. 

The following journaling prompts and implementation invitations are your kindling. Each 

question, each practice is a chance to stoke the warmth of connection. Begin again. Begin 

always. With relationship. 

Journaling Prompts – Begin with Relationship 

1.​ First Fires: Reflect on a time when a small act of welcome made you feel like you 

belonged. What was the moment? Who offered it? What made it meaningful? 

2.​ Relational Soil: What does “relationship as soil” mean in your own work life? What 

nourishes that soil—and what depletes it? 

3.​ Trust Patterns: Think about someone you trust deeply at work. What built that trust? 

Conversely, is there a place where trust feels fragile? What stories live beneath that? 

4.​ Role Without Rank: Who in your organization holds wisdom not captured in their job 

title? What might shift if that wisdom were more visible? 

5.​ Inner Landscape: What early messages did you receive about connection at work? 

Were you taught to compete, to conform, or to collaborate? How do those lessons still 

echo in you today? 

Implementation Invitations – Tending the Fire 

1.​ Start a “Firewood Circle”: Once a week, invite team members to share one small story 

of connection, kindness, or collaboration. It doesn’t have to be profound—just human. 

Let these stories build relational warmth over time. 

2.​ Create a Listening Ritual: Introduce a “listening round” at the start of meetings. One 

minute per person to answer a check-in like, “What’s something you’re carrying into 

today?” This simple practice fosters presence and mutual awareness. 
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3.​ Map the Relational Web: Quietly observe (or even sketch) how informal relationships 

shape the flow of your organization. Who do people go to for reassurance? For 

creativity? For clarity? How might you honor those nodes of trust? 

4.​ Celebrate the Unseen Roles: Take a moment each week to thank someone for the 

relational labor they do—welcoming a new hire, remembering birthdays, defusing 

tensions. Acknowledge that tending the fire is real work. 

5.​ Invite a Story: Ask someone on your team to share a story from their first week at the 

organization. What shaped their early impressions? How might that shape how you 

welcome others? 
 

  

  

 

  

Chapter 2: Trust Is the Culture 

After All This Time​
  In the breakroom,​

  he’s stirring sugar into his coffee,​

  the spoon touching the mug​

  like a clock tick.​

  You almost turn away—​

  you’ve done that for years,​

  ducking down side halls​

  when his voice came around a corner.​

  But something in the morning light,​

  in the slow patience of it,​

  asks you to stay.​

  You nod, say good to see you.​
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  He looks up, surprised,​

  and smiles.​

  That’s all.​

  The coffee smells a little sweeter.​

  You carry that with you—​

  the quiet click​

  of something finally set down. 

This opening poem paints a quiet picture of trust in its earliest form: a pause, a question, a 

moment of care. It reminds us that trust isn’t a "soft" extra – it’s the very fabric of a healthy 

culture. Just as a gentle word in the breakroom can soften a hard morning, small moments of 

presence can open the way for trust to return. In a workplace shifting and unsure, trust isn’t an 

abstract value—it’s the steady warmth that lets people meet each other’s eyes again, take small 

risks, and begin to repair what’s been strained. 

Trust Isn’t Soft—It’s Structural 

Imagine a startup in its second year, still finding its footing. New policies roll out every few 

weeks, and the leadership team is doing their best to navigate the chaos. In one meeting, the 

director stops mid-sentence and says, "I don’t know the answer yet. Let’s find it together." The 

room, once tense, relaxes. That single statement doesn’t solve everything, but it marks a shift: a 

crack where light begins to enter. This is the structure of trust taking shape. 

Trust forms the unseen architecture of any resilient organization. Relationships are the soil in 

which effective culture takes root—with trust, people feel safe, supported, and motivated; 

without it, teamwork becomes mechanical and brittle. A lack of trust often stalls innovation and 

problem-solving. By contrast, high-trust environments spur speed and collaboration. The 

CircleBridge approach to change emphasizes creating a "trustworthy space"—a Circle of 

Trust®—where individuals can engage in deep reflection and respectful collaboration. In such a 

space, solutions emerge and teams become greater than the sum of their parts. 

Crucially, trust is intentional. It doesn’t just happen. It is built by design: through shared 

experiences, consistent integrity, and norms that protect safety. When trust undergirds an 
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organization’s culture, people don’t need to carry defensive armor. They can focus their energy 

on shared goals rather than self-protection. Trust is the culture—it is the bedrock that all other 

cultural values stand upon. 

Trust Enables Risk and Growth 

Picture a high school math teacher named Devon introducing a new problem-solving method to 

his team. It’s unconventional and untested. As he speaks, he glances around the room, bracing 

for resistance. Instead, his department head leans forward and says, "Try it. Let us know what 

you learn." The door opens. 

Because trust provides safety, it creates the conditions for intelligent risk-taking and growth. 

When students trust their teachers, they are more likely to ask questions, take risks, and 

engage deeply. The same holds in any team: when employees trust their leaders (and leaders 

trust their people), individuals dare to step beyond their comfort zones. They speak up about 

problems. They offer bold ideas. In these spaces, mistakes are not mortal sins—they are part of 

learning. 

In one nonprofit team, a director begins each week with this prompt: "What did you try last week 

that didn’t work, and what did you learn?" Initially, people were hesitant. But over time, it 

became a favorite ritual. Vulnerability became not a liability, but a badge of creative courage. 

When leaders model this vulnerability—admitting uncertainty, asking for feedback, owning 

mistakes—they invite others into authenticity. In this culture, people feel safe asking questions, 

acknowledging when they need help, and sharing ideas even when unsure. Mistakes are 

normalized. Growth becomes a shared journey. 

Trust Fosters Belonging and Inclusion 

Think of a large public library where staff represent a wide range of cultures and languages. 

During onboarding, new hires are invited to share a personal story about what "welcoming" 

means to them. These stories, gathered over time, shape everything from signage to 

programming. Staff begin to feel not just like employees, but like contributors to a shared ethos. 
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When trust permeates a workplace, people feel seen and valued for who they are, not just for 

what they do. In a high-trust culture, everyone hears the same message: You belong here. This 

doesn’t mean forced homogeneity; it means respecting each person’s full humanity. 

Even in hierarchical structures, trust must be reciprocal. Effective leaders recognize that while 

they offer guidance, their team members offer insight, experience, and perspective. In a trusting 

environment, diversity becomes a strength because people seek understanding, not uniformity. 

One educational nonprofit grounds all its equity work in relational trust—building bridges across 

communities by prioritizing listening, empathy, and cultural humility. 

Mutual trust allows people to bring their authentic selves. This is especially vital for those from 

historically marginalized communities. When the culture actively earns their trust, they can relax 

their guard and bring their full brilliance forward. 

Trust Allows Repair and Renewal 

No organization is perfect. Projects fail. Expectations go unmet. Feelings get hurt. What 

differentiates healthy cultures is how they handle these breaches. 

Imagine a small team that just completed a major grant proposal. During the final push, a 

miscommunication led to a last-minute scramble. Tensions flared. The next day, their manager 

calls a meeting, not to blame, but to ask: "What broke down? What do we need to repair?" 

People speak honestly. Apologies are made. Agreements are clarified. Trust, though bruised, is 

rebuilt stronger. 

Trust provides the grace and accountability needed to repair relationships or systems when they 

fracture. Colleagues who trust one another can address misunderstandings directly, extend 

empathy, and reaffirm commitment. Without trust, small rifts widen into lasting resentment. 

And when trust is breached, how we respond matters deeply. In one organization, a Circle of 

Trust® session was violated when a participant shared confidential emotions and was then 

criticized by a supervisor minutes later. The breach shook the team. It took weeks of 

conversation and reflection to restore safety. Leaders had to name the harm, apologize 

sincerely, and recommit to protecting sacred space. 
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Clear boundaries and rituals help protect trust. Explicitly closing sensitive dialogues before 

shifting to business. Naming transitions. Holding to touchstones like "no fixing" and "deep 

listening." These practices help trust grow resilient roots. 

Ultimately, trust is what allows an organization to be resilient. With trust, people can critique 

ideas without attacking each other. Teams can pivot after setbacks. Hard truths can be faced. 

New dreams can be born. In a culture of trust, every ending or failure can become a beginning. 

Journaling Prompts 

●      Trust in My Journey: When have I felt most trusted in a professional or 

organizational setting? What did that trust empower me to do or become? Conversely, 

when have I felt a lack of trust, and how did it affect me? 

●      Noticing the "Quiet Click" Moments: Recall a time I almost missed someone’s 

quiet need at work—a subtle lean for help or encouragement. What helps me slow down 

and notice these moments? 

●      Risk and Safety: Think of an instance when I took a risk or shared a new idea. What 

gave me the confidence or safety to do so? If I’ve held back at times, what would need 

to change? 

●      Belonging and Being Seen: Where in my work life have I felt I could show up as my 

authentic self? What factors contributed to that feeling? 

●      Repair and Forgiveness: Consider a time when trust was broken. How was it 

handled? What helped (or hindered) the repair? 

●      Touchstones for Trust: What shared agreements could help my team cultivate 

trust? Which of these might I introduce or reinforce? 

Implementation Invitation: Conduct a Trust Audit 

A gentle "Trust Audit" isn’t a report; it’s a reflection: 

1.​ Define Trust: Describe what trust looks and feels like for you. Contrast a high-trust 

versus low-trust scenario. 

2.​ Observe: For one week, jot down moments when trust was built or eroded. These small 

notes reveal powerful patterns. 
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3.​ Invite Insight: Ask colleagues what helps them feel safe and seen. A simple question 

like "What builds trust for you here?" can open rich dialogue. 

4.​ Take One Step: Choose a trust-building practice to implement. Start meetings with 

check-ins. Establish touchstones. Celebrate risk-taking. 

5.​ Reflect and Adjust: Watch what changes. Trust-building is iterative. Your small steps 

become shared strength. 

In closing, remember: trust is not a luxury. It is the culture. Every time you hold space for truth, 

every time you meet missteps with grace, every time you build a bridge where there was once a 

wall—you are shaping a culture where people can risk, belong, and rise together.  
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Chapter 4: From Conflict to Curiosity 

Turn to Wonder​
  We’d been at it again,​

  voices drawn tight as wire.​

  Then something in me paused—​

  a small, uncertain space​

  between one word and the next.​

  I find myself wondering​

  how we got here,​

  how you came to hold so firmly​

  to something I can’t quite make sense of.​

  And how this—of all things—​

  can stir my anger so quickly.​

  Is it you? Or me?​

  Then the window stirs,​

  and a bit of wind brushes my arm,​

  my face—​

  light, almost nothing—​

  and suddenly I remember​

  the rest of the world:​

  trees moving, traffic in the distance,​

  a bird calling once, then gone.​

  You feel it too.​

  We both breathe that wind in,​

  and the room grows larger. 

Connections: This poem, Turn to Wonder, captures the quiet pivot at the heart of moving from 

conflict to curiosity. It shows how a moment of pause—just a breath—can widen the space 

between reaction and response. In that small spaciousness, curiosity becomes possible. It’s not 

always comfortable, but it’s transformational. The rest of this chapter explores how we can build 
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that pause into our organizational culture, how we can replace judgment with curiosity, and how, 

in doing so, we create the psychological safety and relational soil needed for innovation, 

inclusion, and resilience. 

Conflict in Organizations: Interpersonal and Systemic Roots 

Picture a team meeting where the air is tense. A proposal is on the table, and a few voices 

dominate the discussion. One person’s tone sharpens. Another folds their arms and retreats into 

silence. Beneath the surface, it’s not just disagreement—it’s a history. There are missed 

expectations, unmet needs, and perhaps structural issues that favor one department over 

another. What looks like a personal issue often has systemic roots. In this way, conflict in 

organizations is rarely just about people “not getting along.” It’s about layers—interpersonal 

dynamics woven into organizational design, culture, and history. 

In some organizations, conflict simmers quietly, unspoken and unacknowledged. People avoid 

tough conversations to preserve a false sense of harmony. In others, conflict erupts frequently 

but never really gets resolved. Either way, the cost is the same: trust erodes, communication 

falters, and collaboration breaks down. 

Now imagine a different meeting. Same proposal, same potential for disagreement. But this 

time, the team uses structured turn-taking. Before speaking, each person reflects on what 

they’ve heard and poses a clarifying question. Disagreement still exists—but it’s handled with 

respect and genuine inquiry. What changed? The culture has shifted from conflict avoidance or 

escalation to curiosity. 

From Judgment to Curiosity: How Friction Shows Up 

Friction can be generative or destructive, depending on how we engage with it. Often, it begins 

subtly: a sarcastic aside, a withering glance, a team leader brushing off feedback. These 

behaviors, repeated over time, become cultural norms. We stop asking questions. We assume 

we know what the other person is thinking or why they acted the way they did. We rush to 

judgment. 
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Take, for example, a story circle at a staff retreat. A team member shares their frustration about 

how decisions are made. Another colleague starts to interrupt, eager to correct the record. But 

the facilitator gently intervenes: "Let’s pause. What might you be curious about here, before you 

respond?" The colleague leans back. After a moment, they ask, "What experience led you to 

feel that way?" The tone shifts. Tension softens. Curiosity has entered the room. 

Judgment closes the door. Curiosity opens it. 

Vignettes: Seeing the Middle Space 

●      Two co-directors at a community center sit across from each other. One believes 

their programming should be more focused on outcomes; the other argues for 

relationship-driven process. Tension builds over weeks until they agree to meet with a 

facilitator. As they talk, they discover that both are driven by a deep desire to serve 

community needs. The language is different, but the values are shared. In that middle 

space, a hybrid model begins to emerge. 

●      A school district team is divided over curriculum changes. One group fears cultural 

erasure; the other prioritizes academic rigor. They begin a dialogue process rooted in 

storytelling. Instead of debating, they each share a formative learning experience from 

childhood. Walls begin to come down. Laughter returns. They don’t agree on everything, 

but they begin to see each other anew—as partners in a shared future. 

These stories remind us: conflict does not mean disconnection. If engaged with openness, it can 

become a portal to deeper understanding. 

Frameworks for Creative Tension 

We use several metaphors and frameworks to help leaders and teams transform conflict into 

curiosity: 

●      CircleBridge: Rooted in dialogue and storytelling, CircleBridge invites people to 

enter shared space with openness and structure. Grounded in trust agreements, it 

creates a container where multiple truths can be heard without collapsing into debate. 

It’s not about erasing difference but making room for it. 
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●      Middle Space: This is the fertile tension between opposing positions. It’s where 

innovation happens—not by choosing one side, but by allowing a third possibility to 

emerge. Leaders who model patience in this space—who resist the urge to fix or 

finalize—often catalyze breakthroughs. 

●      Creative Tension: From Peter Senge’s work, this concept helps teams hold the gap 

between reality and vision. It’s the spark that emerges when we honor where we are and 

still reach for where we want to be. Without tension, there’s no stretch. But if the tension 

is rooted in shared purpose, it can energize rather than divide. 

●      Relational Soil: Ideas grow in culture, and culture is relational. If the soil is dry—if 

trust is low and fear is high—nothing takes root. But if relationships are tended, and 

people feel safe to speak honestly, then even conflict becomes compost. It feeds new 

growth. 

Practices for Shifting Culture 

How do you make curiosity the norm in your organization? Here are a few practices that teams 

have found helpful: 

●      Honest, Open Questions: Rather than asking, “Why did you do it that way?” ask, 

“Can you walk me through your thinking?” Honest questions have no hidden agenda. 

They’re asked to invite reflection, not to make a point. 

●      Reflective Listening: Before responding, restate what you heard. “What I’m hearing 

is that you felt… Is that right?” This slows the conversation down and makes people feel 

seen. It also surfaces misunderstanding early. 

●      Turn-to-Wonder Touchstones: Display phrases like “When the going gets rough, 

turn to wonder” in meeting rooms. Use them to create new neural pathways. When 

someone bristles or reacts, a visible cue can prompt a pause: “What might I be missing 

here?” 

●      Curiosity Circles: Regularly convene small groups where one person shares a 

challenge and others can only ask questions—no advice, no fixing. This builds the 

team’s inquiry muscles. Over time, it shifts the culture from problem-solving to presence 

and listening. 
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●      Pause Rituals: When tension rises, build in structured pauses. One team rings a 

small bell when dialogue gets too heated. Everyone breathes. Then they continue. It’s a 

reset button that protects relationships. 

Integration and Impact 

Organizations that commit to curiosity create a climate where learning becomes continuous. 

Mistakes are debriefed rather than punished. Conflict becomes data. Innovation rises from 

unlikely places. Inclusion deepens because all voices matter. 

Psychological safety is the bedrock. People feel they can speak the truth without retribution. 

And truth, spoken with care and heard with curiosity, becomes the foundation for transformation. 

Closing Image: The Breath Between Words 

In every meeting, every classroom, every team retreat, there is a choice point. A breath 

between one word and the next. That is where wonder lives. When we turn toward it, we 

remember that behind every position is a person. Behind every disagreement, a story. 

We remember that curiosity is not weakness—it’s wisdom. It is the capacity to stay present in 

tension, to keep listening, and to ask the next brave question. 

As you step into your next challenging conversation, remember this: the room can grow larger. 

The window can open. And in that shared breath, something new might take root. 

Reflective Prompts: 

●      Think of a recent conflict. What assumptions did you make? 

●      What would it look like to “turn to wonder” in that moment? 

●      What values might have been in conflict beneath the surface? 

●      How could curiosity have changed the course of that conversation? 

Let this chapter be an invitation to breathe wider, ask deeper, and step together into the middle 

space where understanding begins. 
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Implementation Invitation: Try a Curiosity Circle this month with your team. Or start smaller: in 

your next meeting, commit to asking one honest, open question before offering your opinion. 

Watch what unfolds. 

 

21 



Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2026 ​

Training One Readings​
 

Chapter 6: Story as Bridge 

How This Adds Up 

It isn’t the quarterly report,​

  or the spreadsheet balanced to zero.​

  It’s the moment​

  you stopped by her desk​

  and listened—really listened—​

  as she told you about​

  the years before this job,​

  the small apartment,​

  the rain leaking through the ceiling​

  onto her first résumé.​

  It’s the silence after,​

  the way you found yourself​

  seeing her differently,​

  seeing the work differently too.​

  This is how it adds up—​

  not in numbers,​

  but in the stories​

  we begin to carry for each other. 

  

Story as a Tool for Integration 

This opening poem reminds us that the stories we share — and the stories we choose to hear 

— become the quiet architecture of our collective life. In any organization, personal and 

collective storytelling becomes a bridge: between people, between the past and the future, 

between the individual and the group. 

22 



Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2026 ​

Training One Readings​
 

Storytelling doesn’t just entertain; it integrates. Research backs this up: when people hear 

authentic stories, the brain releases oxytocin — a neurochemical associated with empathy and 

connection. One study showed that when teams engaged in storytelling activities, they saw a 

26% increase in reported empathy among members. When a colleague shares a vulnerable 

moment or a personal victory, the listener doesn’t just receive information—they form a bond. 

It’s biology. And it’s culture. 

Story Bridges Across Difference 

Imagine a team made up of people from five different departments, three generations, and 

multiple cultural backgrounds. There’s tension around a new initiative. Roles are unclear. People 

are guarded. Now imagine they gather not for a planning session, but for a story circle. One by 

one, they share a story of “a time I learned something the hard way.” As the stories unfold, 

something shifts. The HR rep’s story about a failed internship. The IT tech’s story about 

navigating grief while meeting a deadline. The custodian’s story about his first weeks in a 

country where he didn’t speak the language. Laughter, nods, silence, recognition. These aren’t 

icebreakers—they’re bridges. 

When we hear another’s story, we begin to see the whole person. Titles and assumptions fall 

away. We recognize shared struggles and joys. Misunderstandings that once loomed large 

begin to dissolve. In diverse teams, story-sharing is a powerful antidote to stereotype and silo. It 

brings nuance, invites empathy, and makes space for complexity. 

Story as Cultural DNA 

Every organization has stories that get passed around like folklore. The tale of the founding day, 

the first big win, the near disaster that became a turning point. These stories aren’t just 

anecdotes—they’re cultural DNA. They signal what matters. They teach what’s valued. They 

remind people of who they are. 

Leaders can intentionally shape culture by curating and telling the right stories. In a season of 

change, for example, telling the story of a past adaptation — how the team overcame a previous 

challenge — can build confidence and cohesion. It shows: We’ve done hard things before. We’ll 

do them again. 
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Management expert Stephen Denning notes that a good story can spark a “leap in 

comprehension,” helping people make sense of complex changes and see themselves in a new 

narrative. That’s because stories are containers: they hold values, emotions, and information all 

at once. When a leader says, “Let me tell you a story,” the room leans in. And what people 

remember is not the bullet points—it’s the moment they felt something (Denning, 2002). 

The Stories We Tell Shape the Culture We Become 

Not all stories are equally constructive. The culture of a workplace lives in the stories it tells: who 

gets credit, who is cast as a problem, which struggles are sanitized, and which are honored. A 

culture that tells only success stories can become brittle and perfectionist. A culture that 

includes stories of failure, learning, and resilience creates room for growth. 

One organization revamped its onboarding process by collecting and sharing "legacy 

stories"—short, first-person accounts from long-time employees about moments that mattered 

to them. New hires reported feeling more connected, more welcomed, and more aware of the 

culture's lived values. As one said, “It felt like I was being invited into a family, not just a job.” 

Narrative Identity: Making Meaning of Our Own Lives 

Psychologists describe something called “narrative identity”—the internal story we each tell 

ourselves about who we are, where we’ve been, and where we’re going. These life stories help 

us integrate experiences across time. They help us find coherence, even in chaos. And when 

we share parts of these stories with others, it allows them to do the same. 

Think of a colleague sharing how she left another field to pursue a passion for education. Or a 

teammate talking about a turning point when a mistake taught him to lead differently. These 

stories aren’t just interesting—they invite reflection. They model learning. They foster a sense of 

shared humanity. When people understand each other’s stories, they respond to each other 

differently. Patience increases. Compassion rises. Conflict becomes more navigable. 

Collective Storytelling Creates Shared Identity 
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Beyond individual growth, storytelling can cultivate collective identity. When teams co-create 

and tell their shared story—where we started, what we stand for, what we’ve overcome—it 

strengthens belonging. It gives everyone a stake in the narrative. 

One team at a college created a visual timeline of their department’s history, inviting each 

member to add key moments. Another group published a small book of staff reflections to mark 

a milestone anniversary. These practices didn’t just document history; they shaped the future. 

As organizational development experts note, “People have more confidence and comfort to 

journey into the future when they carry forward parts of the past. If we carry parts of the past 

forward, they should be the best parts.” 

Practices: Building a Story-Rich Culture 

Here are some practical ways to integrate storytelling into your team culture: 

●      Story Circles: Create structured time for people to share short stories in response to 

prompts like “A time I felt proud of our work,” “A challenge I overcame,” or “Something 

that shaped how I show up here.” Use circle format, with clear guidelines (confidentiality, 

no interruptions, deep listening). 

●      Legacy Stories: Invite longtime staff to share stories from the early days of the 

organization. Record or write them down. These stories can become touchstones for 

new members. 

●      Digital Story Walls: Use platforms like Padlet or Miro to create a virtual “story wall” 

where team members can post short anecdotes, photos, or milestones that matter to 

them. 

●      Storytelling in Meetings: Start team meetings with a brief story from 

someone—rotated weekly. This sets a tone of presence and connection before diving 

into tasks. 

●      Turning Point Prompts: Host a retreat or team day where each person shares a 

“turning point” story in their career or personal life. These stories often surface values, 

resilience, and new respect among colleagues. 
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●      Where I’m From Poems: Based on George Ella Lyon’s poem, invite each person to 

write a short piece about their roots and influences. When shared, these poetic 

snapshots create rich connection. 

Final Reflection 

Story is more than a communication tool. It’s a cultural practice, a healing art, and a bridge. It 

connects the seen and unseen, the known and the yet-to-be-known. When we make room for 

each other’s stories, we create space for integration: of self, of team, of past and future. 

So ask yourself: 

●      What stories are shaping my team’s identity right now? 

●      Whose voices and experiences are included? Whose are missing? 

●      What story do I want to tell about my work—and why? 

Every Voice a Thread 

One tells of a grandfather’s hands,​

  Another of a childhood storm.​

  Laughter, sorrow, silence,​

  woven in turn.​

  And when it’s done—​

  the circle hushed—​

  something new has formed.​

  Not consensus.​

  Not answers.​

  But a cloth we made together:​

  the shared warmth​

  of being known. 

Reflective Journal Prompts 
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1.​ What story from your life—personal or professional—has shaped the way you lead 
or work today?​
  Reflect on how this experience continues to inform your values, decisions, or 

relationships. 

2.​ Whose story at work has changed the way you see them?​
  Think of a moment when hearing someone's story shifted your understanding or 

deepened your connection. 

3.​ What unspoken stories might be shaping the culture of your team or 
organization?​
  Consider what is passed down informally—through tone, rituals, or silence—and how 

that might influence belonging or exclusion. 

4.​ What parts of your own story feel welcomed and visible at work? What parts 
remain hidden?​
  Reflect gently on where you feel free to share your journey and where you still protect 

certain truths. 

Invitation to Implementation: Begin a Story Practice 

You don’t need a storyteller’s voice to be a culture-weaver. You just need to create room for 

stories to surface. 

This week, try one of the following: 

1. A “Story Starter” Moment 

In your next team meeting, invite someone (or offer yourself) to share a short personal story on 

a simple prompt: 

●      “Tell us about a moment you learned something the hard way.” 

●      “Share a story about why this work matters to you.” 

Keep it brief—just a few minutes. No discussion needed. Just listening. 
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Why it works: These quiet offerings ripple through the culture, making space for others to be 

real too. 

2. Story Wall (Analog or Digital) 

Start a shared “story wall”—a physical bulletin board or a digital space (e.g., Padlet or Google 

Doc) where team members can post short reflections, photos, or memories. Prompt them with:​

  “A moment I felt proud of our team…” or “A turning point in my journey here…” 

Why it works: This shared storytelling becomes living cultural memory—woven by everyone. 

3. Invite a Legacy Story 

Ask a longtime team member to share a meaningful story from their early days at your 

organization. Frame it as a gift to newer colleagues:​

  “What moment made you feel like you belonged here?”​

  Record it or write it down. Share it in your next gathering or team newsletter. 

Why it works: Stories from the past ground us in purpose—and remind us we are part of 

something longer than today. 

Closing Thought 

Start small. One story at a time. Not to entertain, but to connect. Not to impress, but to include. 

As the chapter reminds us: 

“Story is how we carry each other. Let’s carry wisely.” 
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