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This is a list of characteristics of dominant culture which show up in our organizations. Culture is powerful precisely
because it is so present and at the same time so very difficult to name or identify. The characteristics listed below are
damaging because they are used as norms and standards without being pro-actively named or chosen by the group.
They are damaging because they promote dominant ways of thinking to the exclusion of differing ways of being and
thinking. The overall effects of these dominant cultural norms is to stop us from talking about power imbalances
between individuals and groups....which stops us from creating cultures supportive of transformation towards justice.

Perfectionism
o Little appreciation expressed among people for the work that others are doing; appreciation that is expressed usually
directed to those who get most of the credit anyway
e More common is to point out either how the person or work is inadequate
e  Oreven more common, to talk to others about the inadequacies of a person or their work without ever talking directly
fo them
e Mistakes are seen as personal, i.e. they reflect badly on the person making them as opposed to being seen for what
they are — mistakes
Making a mistake is confused with being a mistake, doing wrong with being wrong
e Little time, energy, or money put into reflection or identifying lessons learned that can improve practice, in other words
little or no leaming from mistakes :
= Tendency to identify what's wrong; little ability to identify, name, and appreciate what's right
Antidotes: develop a culture of appreciation, where the organization takes time to make sure that people's work and efforts are
appreciated; develop a learning organization, where it is expected that everyone will make mistakes and those mistakes offer
opportunities for leamning; create an environment where people can recognize that mistakes sometimes lead to positive results;
separate the person from the mistake; when offering feedback, always speak to things that went well before offering criticism;
ask people to offer specific suggestions for how to do things differently when offering criticism

Sense of Urgency
» Continued sense of urgency that makes it difficult to take time to be inclusive, encourage democratic and/or thoughtful
decision-making, to think long-term, to consider consequences
o Frequently results in sacrificing potential allies for quick or highly visible results, for example sacrificing interests of
communities of color in order fo win victories for white people (seen as default or norm community)
¢ Reinforced by funding proposals which promise too much work for too little money and by funders who expect to much
for too little
Antidotes: realistic workplans; leadership which understands that things take longer than anyone expects; discuss and plan for
what it means to set goals of inclusivity and diversity, particularly in terms of time; leam from past experience how long things
take; write realistic funding proposals with realistic time frames; be clear about how you will make good decisions in an
atmosphere of urgency.

Defensiveness
* The organizational structure is set up and much energy spent trying to prevent abuse and protect power as it exists
rather than to facilitate the best out of each person or to clarify who has power and how they are expected to use it
= Because of either/or thinking (see below), criticism of those with power is viewed as threatening, inappropriate(or rude)
» People respond to new or challenging ideas with defensiveness, making it very difficult to raise these ideas
A lot of energy in the organization is spent trying to make sure that people’s feelings aren't getting hurt or working
around defensive people
e The defensiveness of people in power creates an oppressive culture
Antidotes: understand that structure cannot in and of itself facilitate or prevent abuse; understand the link between
defensiveness and fear (of losing power, losing face, losing comfort, losing privilege); work on your own defensiveness; name
defensiveness as a problem when it is one; give people credit for being able to handle more than you think; discuss the ways
win which defensiveness or resistance to new ideas gets in the way of the mission.
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