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The hard work of building soft skills

Workplace culture agreements help animal organizations foster emotional intelligence

WHEN COVID-19 CASES BEGAN to esca-
late in the U.S,, shelters across the country
began sending animals to foster families,
adjusting programs and updating protocols
to keep animals, staff and the public as safe
as possible. At the Pima Animal Care Center
in Tucson, Arizona, staff acted quickly to
shift their shelter/foster ratio from 50/50 to
10/90, housing just 120 animals in-shelter
with 1,200 in foster. Volunteers, including
the newly unemployed, flooded the shelter
with offers to help. Veterinary programs
had to be reorganized and a new system
devised for adoptions that would limit
social contact.

Such rapid and sweeping changes
could cause massive disruptions in even
the best organizations, yet according to
shelter director Kristen Hassen-Auerbach,
“It was seamless. We pivoted in a day, and
everything was different. And it was

The future of
animal welfare is likely
to rely even more on
effective collaboration

among humans.

different again two days later. It’s been
kind of amazing to watch.” And it was all
possible, she says, thanks to the shelter’s
workplace culture.

For years, shelters and rescues have
been building disaster response capabilities
and devising strategies to address the evolv-
ing challenges facing animals. From more
robust foster programs to enhanced part-
nerships among shelters, rescues and other
animal protection organizations, the future
of animal welfare is likely to rely even more
on effective collaboration among humans.
According to Katherine Shenar, executive
vice president of The Association for Animal
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A workplace culture agreement should start
with the leadership team outlining practices
that are in line with and demonstrate the

organization’s core values.

Welfare Advancement, the highest per-
forming and most cohesive teams are
fueled by a connection to the organization’s
culture that includes a deep understanding
and adherence to its core values, and work-
place culture agreements are an effective
tool for supporting this.

MORE THAN A POSTER
Hassen-Auerbach credits her team’s per-
formance to this one little document with
big organizational buy-in. In Pima’s work-
place culture agreement, “The first two
rules are ‘be kind’ and ‘be safe.’... Be kind to
every person and animal you meet, and be
safe in all you do. Those two words have
led everything we’ve done so far with
regard to COVID-19.”

A well-crafted and thoroughly executed
workplace culture agreement isn’t just a
document that lives in an employee hand-
book (though that’s one place it should
appear). Shenar describes it as “an agree-
ment between an employee, their peers
and colleagues, and the organization to
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adhere to a code of ethics and behavioral

norms, and it’s a way to bolster the culture
of the organization.”

There are several keys to getting one
document to do so much heavy lifting, and
one of them is to integrate it into practice
even before someone joins your team.
Says Shenar, “When you look at hiring peo-
ple, you need to look for individuals who
demonstrate some of the core values.” She
adds that hiring managers should make it
clear to potential employees that their suc-
cess will hinge on their adherence to the
agreement.

Once someone is hired, the agreement
should be used as a reference point. Hilary
Hager, senior director of volunteer engage-
ment at the Humane Society of the United

States, says that an effective agreement is
more specific than just “do this, don’t do
that.” Instead, it is clear and specific in
labeling behaviors. “When you don’t have a
shared understanding of what appropriate
behavior looks like, you’re leaving it up to
an individual’s interpretation, and some-
times people don’t guess right,” she says.
“When the agreement outlines the actual
behaviors ... such as assuming positive
intent, checking for understanding, and
having a face-to-face conversation instead
of sending an email, it’s more useful.”
Well-written and thoroughly executed
agreements can make for stronger, more
positive relationships among staff and vol-
unteers. Hager says, “The work that we do
is hard on its own. To the extent that we can

EXAMPLE: workplace agreements like this one promote a positive

environment where staff and volunteers understand the organization’s

core values and expected behavioral norms.

ILLUSTRATIONS THROUGHOUT: A-DIGIT/ISTOCK.COM/RACHEL STERN/THE HSUS; CORKBOARD, KYOSHINO/ISTOCK.COM
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Workplace Expectations
HOMES4PETS

SUPPORT A COLLABORATIVE ORGANIZATION Animal Rescue & Adoption Center

¥ Practice ‘we’ thinking. We achieve goals together or not at all.
¥ No ego! Acknowledge the skills, contributions and various roles of others.
¥ Support, mentor and uplift those around you.

¥ Set others up for success by sharing information and helping each other.

CREATE AND MAINTAIN A CULTURE OF SAFETY

¥ Take responsibility to correct issues and communicate concerns.
¥ Know your limitations and seek help when needed.
¥ Model safe, humane and kind handling of all animals at all times.

¥ Be thorough, careful and precise in your work.

BE COMPASSIONATE AND RESPECTFUL

¥ Respect each other, our community, our resources and the pets in our care.

¥ Practice self-care.

¥ Treat every animal as if its life and well-being are as important as your own pets at home.
¥ Acknowledge the emotional aspects of our work by expressing and hearing feelings.

¥ Say ‘thank you,” and ‘good job,” and ‘I appreciate you.’

COMMIT TO HEALTHY COMMUNICATION

¥ Communicate directly or upwards rather than gossiping with others.

¥ Understand differences are not wrong. Work through conflict and challenging conversations.
¥ Provide accurate, thorough, objective documentation and feedback.

¥ Give people the benefit of the doubt. Trust most everyone has good intentions.

ACHIEVE EXCELLENCE THROUGH CONTINUAL IMPROVEMENT

¥ Strive to constantly improve the customer service experience.

¥ Be self-reflective and willing to learn and improve professionally and personally.

¥ Actively look for opportunities to make things better for animals and people.

¥ Don’t let the fact that nothing is perfect stop you from trying to always make things better.

Employee/Volunteer Name
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minimize the conflict that we have with
each other, it really helps us stay focused on
the animals.” Hassen-Auerbach agrees, add-
ing that such agreements also help to create
a safe space for employees, including those
who are part of marginalized groups.
Queens-based Muddy Paws Rescue is a
foster-based organization with foster fam-
ilies in New Jersey and the five boroughs of
New York City. The group adopts out
roughly 1,000 dogs a year, has about 400
active volunteers, and typically has
between 50 and 100 dogs in foster at any
given time. Last fall the organization
noticed a few incidents where a volunteer
“was not behaving the way we’d hope
someone wearing a Muddy Paws T-shirt
would act toward another person,” says
events and volunteer programs manager
Erika Maher. When staff took a closer look
at the incidents, they realized they were
mostly rooted in the volunteer losing sight
of the fact that while most people have
good intentions where animals are con-
cerned, they may just not have the same

“When you don’t have a shared understanding

of what appropriate behavior looks like, you’re

leaving it up to an individual’s interpretation,

and sometimes people don’t guess right.”

—HILARY HAGER, THE HUMANE SOCIETY OF THE UNITED STATES

information. They wondered if a workplace
culture agreement could help.

Muddy Paws staff had already been
working with a consultant to help create a
list of core values that reflected what vol-
unteers and clients said they liked most
about the organization, summarized in
words like positive, professional, welcom-
ing, responsive and supportive. They based
the agreement on these core attributes,
and when they rolled it out, they were
clear that it wasn’t meant to be punitive,
but to help reinforce things the public
already likes about the organization. Maher
says volunteers were largely positive about

Great leaders coach people relative to the agreement, and that’s

at least as much about praising them as correcting
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the agreement, and for staff, having expec-
tations outlined so clearly makes the pros-
pect of having difficult conversations in
the future much easier.

A TOP-DOWN EFFORT

“We focus a lot on building technical skills,
and we’ve gotten really good at creating a
skilled workforce,” Hager says. “But there’s
also this piece around emotional intelli-
gence that we don’t focus on enough.”

As Shenar points out, “People get hired
for their hard skills—their intellectual abil-
ity and their training—but they get fired
for their soft skills—their ability to work in



teams and to collaborate.”

Some view emotional intelligence as
something you either have or you don’t,
yet Shenar disagrees. Soft skills can be
taught, but efforts will be futile if the orga-
nization’s culture doesn’t align with what
managers are telling staff, and if its leaders
aren’t practicing what they preach. “It’s
really hard to have any influence over your
culture if you haven’t established core val-
ues and expectations for your team. ... At
the end of the day, the leadership team
sets the tone and accountability and leads
by example.”

Yet while leaders can mean well by cre-
ating a workplace culture agreement, how
it’s presented and used is critical to its
effectiveness. One of the best ways to
make a workplace culture agreement flop
is to use it as a punitive tool. “Instead of
saying, ‘Hey, you were rude to someone
and we don’t like that,” point to the section
on resolving conflict responsibly,” Hager
says, adding that a good agreement pro-
vides a partial script for having conversa-
tions with staff or volunteers that could
otherwise be difficult.

Shenar agrees, saying that great leaders
coach people relative to the agreement,
and that’s at least as much about praising
them as correcting them. In both cases, it’s
important to be caring—demonstrating
those critical soft skills—and specific.
When a staff member or volunteer does
something not in line with the expectations
outlined in the agreement, “you can sit
down and say, ‘I really care about you. ’'m
so glad you came to work here. Your suc-
cess is really important to me and the
organization. | need to give you some feed-
back because you may not realize that
something you’ve done or an action you’ve
taken is threatening that.”

Likewise, Shenar says effective praise
includes details, such as, “You did a great
job today when you did X, and it was really
clear that Y. Keep up the great work—I’d
love to see more of that in the future”
Shenar says the document can also come
alive as a guideline for organization-wide
recognition, such as employee-of-the-
month programs.

“People get hired for their
hard skills ... but they get fired
for their soft skills.”

—KATHERINE SHENAR, THE ASSOCIATION FOR
ANIMAL WELFARE ADVANCEMENT

Tying both kudos and corrections to
the workplace culture agreement takes
the guesswork out of success for every-
one involved.

NUTS AND BOLTS
Creating an effective workplace culture
agreement can seem like a daunting under-
taking, but it doesn’t have to be, and you
can start by looking at what other organi-
zations have done.

When Hassen-Auerbach created her
first agreement, she borrowed from a
template initially created by Hager and
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(happily, says Hager) borrowed by many
shelters and rescues as a starting point
for their own agreements.

Shenar says efforts should start with
the leadership team outlining practices
that are in line with and demonstrate the
organization’s core values (much like the
way Muddy Paws started its agreement).
Hager adds that it’s helpful for people to
have something to respond to rather than
huddling around a blank sheet of paper.
“Frame it as a jumping-off point,” she
advises, “and focus on what works for your
organization and what doesn’t.” Also, lead-
ers can use challenging situations that have
already occurred to sketch out organiza-
tional ideals and desired behaviors.

From there, a critical step is getting
buy-in from stakeholders throughout the
organization. “l think it has to be generated
by the group; otherwise it’s going to feel like
a set of rules that was imposed on people,”
says Hager. She adds that circulatinga Word
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document instead of a PDF helps to make it
clear that the document is a work in prog-
ress, with suggested edits and additions
truly welcome. Hassen-Auerbach’s leader-
ship team circulated its draft to key groups
of staff and volunteers for feedback. It’s
important to get “informal leaders” on
board, Shenar adds, because others in the
organization naturally look to them for
behavioral cues.

Once the document is finalized, in
some ways, the work has just begun.
Hassen-Auerbach says it’s not effective to
just email it to everyone; many won’t read
it. Her team instead turned its agreement
into bright, colorful posters “plastered

Post the agreement throughout your facility,
include it in the onboarding process, and ensure
it is reviewed and updated periodically.
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everywhere.” When Muddy Paws leaders
finalized their agreement, they emailed it
to staff, fosters and volunteers and had
everyone sign it. Now they include it in
the onboarding process for anyone join-
ing the organization. They also have it
posted in their adoptions van and
throughout the office.

When the HSUS revamped its “work-
place norms,” it held a contest where
employees were invited to create playful
memes that illuminated one or more of the
organization’s behavioral norms using pho-
tos of their pets or other animals. (Top
entries were shared throughout the orga-
nization, and winners received gift cards.)

DON'T FORGET..

® Assume positive intent

® |nclude others and seek
their expertise

m | isten actively and seek
to understand

® Be willing to have difficult
conversations with kindness

® Share information
proactively and help others
understand

o cl:

“To the extent that we
can minimize the conflict that
we have with each other,
it really helps us stay focused
on the animals.”

—KRISTEN HASSEN-AUERBACH,
PIMA ANIMAL CARE CENTER

But wait, there’s more! After the grand
rollout, resist the temptation to wipe your
hands and call it a day. Hager and Hassen-
Auerbach agree that the best, most effec-
tive agreements are reviewed and updated
periodically.

When core values are truly part of an
organization’s culture, it’s apparent in
everything the group does. For Hassen-
Auerbach, a critical moment came when
she looked out her office window and saw
a staff member working to separate two
dogs for feeding. It took the staff member
several minutes to coax one dog through a
gate, rather than just pull her through. She
says, “That’s the workplace culture agree-
ment too. ... Our golden rule is ‘no ego,
and it’s been very clear that the staff is
mission-driven, thinking about the public
we serve, the volunteers and the animals.”

—Kelly Madrone

Kelly Madrone is a former staff writer for
the Humane Society of the United States.
She works as a writer and creative coach.
Find her at kellymadrone.com.

Resources

Check out Kristen Hassen-Auerbach’s
workplace culture blog at animalshelter-
ing.org/blog/cultural-revolution.

View Pima Animal Care Center’s work-
place culture agreement at animalshelter-
ing.org/pacc-culture-agreement.

Find Hilary Hager’s original workplace
culture agreement at animalsheltering.
org/hager-culture-agreement.



