Lakota (00:00:00):
Good afternoon. My name is Lakota Burwell from Human Performance, Innovation, and Organizational Learning, and I'm joined today by Persephone Whalen, Zone FMO on the Huron Manistee National Forest. Persephone was a participant at the metareview focus group on Communication and Work Environment in Prescott, Arizona last spring. And we've invited her to talk with us today about her experience at that focus group. And also about any new insights or perspectives you may have had since then. She's calling in from sunny Tucson, Arizona, where she's teaching a class this week, and we're very grateful to have her with us today. Welcome, Persephone.
Persephone:
Thank you, Lakota.
Lakota:
I was thinking maybe to start off, we could just have you tell the listener a little bit about yourself, um, so they get to know who you are. Uh, maybe where you work, a little bit about your background, and what made you want to participate in the focus groups.
Persephone (00:00:56):
Sure. So, I started in Region 1 on a hand crew, um, many years ago. I worked there for several years while I was going through college. Um, and then I moved to Region 6 um, to my first appointment actually permanently working for the Forest Service on an engine. Um, I worked in Region 4 after that on a helicopter crew, eventually working to a heavy engine position. And then, um, I married a Michigan guy and took like an AFMO job in Region 9 and moved to—from—Las Vegas to the woods of Michigan. And then I eventually, um, I took my job as an FMO that I hold now, currently. Um, and then throughout the years, I've, I've found ways to dabble in lots of different projects and, and try to broaden my experience and work on things with risk management, FLAs, um, all different kinds of fun stuff to get into. So, um, and then last, but certainly not least I, um, my husband and I have a 4-, soon to be, five-year-old. So, it has its own-, I have focus to.
Lakota (00:02:13):
Absolutely. That's awesome.
Persephone (00:02:17):
Yeah. And then you asked, uh, about coming and participating in this.. You know, I, I, I mentioned I'm always dabbling in projects and so I'm, I'm passionate about trying to find ways to work on our communication issues within, within the agency. Within the firefighting tribe. I was really excited that I had this opportunity to provide a voice and kind of, and talk and advocate from a district or ground perspective on these topics. So any chance I can get at this, I always jump, because I've always said, I, I'm not going to be part of the problem. If I have issues, I try to come with solutions or at least provide some perspective towards working towards a solution, so.
Lakota (00:03:05):
Absolutely. Yeah, what a great attitude to have. And, uh, and again, really appreciate you being with us today, talking about walking the talk. I mean, it's easy to talk about or think about, you know, the different issues or struggles we have in the agency and a whole different thing to take time out of your busy schedule to show up and, you know, and be here on the call and kind of explore some of these things. So that's, that's big.
Persephone:
Yeah. Thank you.
Lakota:
So today was hoping we could talk a little bit about maybe go back into the past a little bit and talk a little bit about your experience at the focus group last spring. Just some of the, you know, some of the points you remember making, some of the ideas you, you felt it was important to share back then, some of the problems you hope to see addressed and changes you hope to see made anything you remember about that.
Lakota (00:03:53):
And then we'll just kind of start there and then, uh, and move forward. This focus group, you know, it was kind of twofold, right? It was Communication and Work Environment, kinda two separate topics, but closely related. Some of the questions kind of like what, what communication practices do you find effective in your work area? Uh, where, where does communication break down? What are some barriers to good communication? Uh, how do we talk about risk at work? Is failure something we can talk about? Um, how does communication, uh, contribute to the work environment and, and those kinds of things. So tell us if you have any kind of, uh, ideas or, you know, memories that were coming up from that focus group, things that y'all talked about.
Persephone (00:04:35):
Yeah, so it was super interesting because when I saw, uh, “workplace environment”, I immediately thought of like the district office or the SO office, or… I got-, I instantly ran down that rabbit trail. Then when I showed up and we started talking, when we, we talked about issues on the fire line, communication-wise we-, I mean, it wasn't constrained by a physical structure. It was just when you come to work, that's your work environment, and it really broadened my perspective of what we're talking about, a bigger picture here, and nothing was off the table for us to talk about. So that was, that was really cool about that experience was getting to just chase all kinds of rabbit trails. Um, the one thing that I brought with me that I had been carrying throughout all my projects that I work on and find ways to have water cooler conversations with people. People empower that the big capital “they”, um, is the listening and information sharing within their, you know, our organization. Um, and I didn't coin the term, but I absolutely love it about the information virga.
Lakota (00:05:54):
Right. I love that term. And I had never heard that term before.
Lakota (00:05:58):
participating in these focus groups. And at first I was like, what, what is that? But then when someone explained it to me, it justmade so much sense. Do you want to describe real quick what that means to you?

Persephone (00:06:08):
Yeah. And I swear, I hope whoever told me this is listening, so they can say “I am the one who did that.” ‘Cause I don't know, maybe it's just a fireline joke. But, um, information virga. So, it's just like rain, you know, when you have virga in the form of rain, you've got this massive cloud full of moisture and it falls from the cloud and you can see it coming, but it never touches the ground. Right? And so, for information virga, the perspectives of the, you know, of, of upper management, upper levels of our, of our agencies, they have a perspective that there's this broad information sharing, and, and how do you not know this, I pushed this information out or it was here. There, and there is, uh, there is just so much information out there, but if it trickles down or if it ever hits the ground, um, it often doesn't look the way or is communicated with the same intent.
Persephone (00:07:11):
Um, it's that, that telephone game, of you whisper in one ear, someone person's ear and it goes around the circle. And by the time it makes back to you, it's something completely different than what you talked about. Um, but the information virga is it just doesn't even get there. Um, a lot of the projects I get to work on, um, you know, I hear WO and even RO stuff were like, “Well, it's, it came out like last year. How do you not know about, you know, this?” And I'm like, “I have no idea what you're talking about.” Um, so there's a lot of miscommunication going on. That was something I wanted to bring and make sure that I provided voice to is, there has to be something better as, as fast moving as our society is nowadays. And I know that there is large organizations, corporate organizations that do a really good job of sharing information. Just got to think better out there.
Lakota (00:08:08):
Yeah. Well, and that's such an interesting thing to explore, right? Like, so, I mean, it was, um, your voice was one of many that we heard throughout all, pretty much all of the focus groups describing that exact issue of this information virga where, you know, there's leaders intent, there's, um, there's an idea for a vision and where we want to go and, you know, and all kinds of different initiatives that are kind of generated up high and then never really reach, uh, or resonate with their intended audience. Kind of creating that information virga effect. And it seems like from what we heard from folks, there could be a real wide variety of reasons for that, uh, phenomenon occurring. What, you know, in your experience, what, what are some of the reasons that you think are behind that phenomena?
Persephone (00:08:58):
Oh gosh. I'm glad you said, “in your perspective” as it is my eye. I'm one voice in thousands. But you know, um, I, one of the things I think that affects that information sharing is that, having worked in multiple regions before I held permanent positions, multiple regions, not just fought fire or burned, but held permanent positions. Each region almost acts like a separate country, um, unto itself, or, or a kingdom or sovereign nation. It is it's, it's its own country with its own culture. You know, working in Region 4, that's the basin. And then there's like this whole culture there and, and how people do things and work and, and what's relevant and important to them is absolutely not relevant and important to people in Region 8. Um, you know, or, you know, what's important in Alaska is not what's important in California. So having such a broad geographic base and then each region kind of being formed around, a, a kind of a landscape that seems applicable to that region, when this information comes down, you know, certain regions would be like, “Eh, that's not relevant right.” Or it’s different here, or for whatever reason, it doesn't have as much relevancy to them. Or they grab a hold of it and try to interpret it to fit the region. So what's really fun is when you move from one region to the other, the mailing list, the email list. And so you see like this message come down and it's being sold one way in one region, and then it comes through your new one and it's completely different than what's being said in the other one. It's mind boggling, so...
Lakota (00:10:48):
That makes a ton of sense. Yeah. And it reminds me a little bit of what we heard in the Dialogos report that came out quite a while ago, where they highlighted tensions that they saw in our agency's culture, was that of centralized versus autonomous or kind of disperse. There's kind of both going on. So it can be tricky if there's like a, like a one message coming down from that centralized point, from the Washington office for example, and then being disseminated down through these different regions or these different areas where the-, like you said, they're almost like different countries. And then trying to, to take that message, that one central message and then shape it to that specific region. There can be a little bit of lost-in-translation effect, huh?
Persephone (00:11:33):
Or a lot of lot. And to be on the positive side, there's, there's probably some that nail it too. Um, it's not, not everything, but it's, it's definitely overwhelming how much it doesn't make its way down or changes shape for sure.
Lakota (00:11:54):
No, yeah. Thanks for that note. I think that's really important to acknowledge because of course it's always easy to focus on, you know, the problem or what's not working and to kind of gloss over the 10 million things that are working. I mean, we could just as easily have a conversation about, wow, isn't it amazing that as much works as it does considering how complex the system is. Right?
Persephone (00:12:12):
Right, right. Exactly. We're still making widgets and getting stuff done, so.
Lakota (00:12:17):
Right. Yeah. It's amazing. Well, so I actually, wasn't personally at the Communication and Work Environment focus group. I had intended to be, but there was a snowstorm so bad in Redmond, it broke the airport and I was trapped her. But I did go back and I listened to the audio recordings and kind of read through some of the transcripts. And I found something that you had said in your introduction kind of really stuck with me, and it seems important. And it might tie into this too, this idea of information virga and kind of what's behind it, where you were talking about how a lot of times on the ground, it can feel like we're being told what our problems are. And we don't really have a chance to voice, you know, our perspective or, or, you know, feed the information upward, what our problems actually are. And to have the opportunity, I think kind of what your point was, you know, in that introduction was just saying, you know, gratitude for the opportunity to have a, something like a focus group, or maybe even something like this interview, an opportunity to, uh, to make a voice heard and, and, um, share that perspective.
Persephone (00:13:23):
That’s another thing I'm constantly trying to champion and advocate for and-. Many years ago, I used to think it was so simple; if I could just get a regional office person down to the forest, um, an SO person down to the district, it would be so much more simple. But the reality of how that's interpreted, I mean, we do forest reviews, the region comes down and does preparedness reviews. And, but it's, um, it's often a kind of a dog and pony show when those people do visit because we're, so we're excited about to share what we've done and you want to showcase. And, um, it doesn't-, we have to cram those agendas out. And then we just, we never provide them for dialogue, artful dialogue, not just, I don't want whining and complaining, and nobody wants to listen to that. But, you know, artful dialogue and, and communicating issues and sideboards and hurdles that we're, we're managing in a way to feed that information in. And, you know, I thought it would be so simple, um, to do that, but it's just, it's not that simple.
Lakota (00:14:33):
What, what in your mind are some of the, the obstacles to facilitating that kind of artful dialogue that you're talking about?
Persephone (00:14:41):
Well, you know, usually, uh, the visits are so rare. I think that the time is spent showcasing. Because it's, it's kind of like when you have a new acquaintance coming over to your house and you want to like put the spit polish on everything. So maybe you're the kind of person who doesn't dust on a weekly basis. But you're going to like, you know, vacuum and dust and make the house just as perfect as it can be so when those people come over, you're putting your best foot forward. And intent is pure. It is pure, but it is so misleading. Um, because you're, you're over amplifying all the awesome things that you're doing and not providing time. And if that those conversations are happening, they're not happening with the pointy end of the spear there. They're not happening with the people on the ground. Um, and it, maybe it's also a deference to position in power.
Persephone (00:15:47):
It-, there could be some of that going on. I've never been that person to be like super wowed by titles. I always see people. I know I just want to talk to people and there I am by far and above, not a normal person with regards to that, because there's a lot of people that I work with. They're like, “Oh my God, how did you date talk to that person?” You know, “What would you have to say?” And I'm like, “Well, ask them how their day was,” you know? So yeah. It's the power and position
Lakota (00:16:18):
Right? Yeah. And yeah, it sounds like deference to power and position and trying to put a, you know, to spit shine on everything, and put a shiny, you know, polish on everything. Especially if the visits are so few-and-far-between kind of thing. That makes sense, a natural human tendency. And, and yet it could be a barrier to that kind of artful dialogue that you describing. It sounds like just being able to relate kind of, not as one position to another, but as one human to another. And then also it sounds like there's a certain kind of maybe a little bit of vulnerability and courage required to share openly kind of like here's what's going on. The whole thing, the shiny sparkly bits and you know, the warts and all, and, and to have that honest conversation about what's happening.
Persephone (00:17:05):
Yeah. I think, I think fire is, uh, well, at least I hear it in the fire circles a little bit. I did go through the middle leader program and I heard some conversations about it too, but it seems to have a strong presence in fire right now about pushing that vulnerability thing. People have a perspective that being vulnerable makes you weak. Um, I had a friend long time ago, pull me aside and talk about how vulnerability is empowering. And I was like, you gotta be kidding me. I'm like, why would I open myself up to the teeth of some, you know, something else. Right. And it's amazing how, if you are truly open, honest and being vulnerable, I have yet to really get kicked in the teeth. I think people can sense it when you're being vulnerable as a leader. And nobody wants to be that person to kneecap somebody who's trying so hard. So, but as an agency, I don't think we teach people that, and I don't—talking across, not just firemen across all boundaries. I don't think that we’ve, we teach people that because they are difficult conversations. And as a whole, the agency really doesn't like having difficult conversations. We have to be backed into a corner and kicked in the knees before we'll actually open up for them.
Lakota (00:18:29):
Right. Right. And I don't think we're alone in that. I mean, I think that's probably a cultural thing that we struggle with across the nation and in the West. And, you know, there's scholars like Brenee Brown writing books like Dare to Lead that are all about that topic, how hard it is to have those honest, vulnerable, open conversations. So we're not alone, huh?
Persephone (00:18:49):
Right. No, no, we have, we are not. But she, you know, Brenee Brown has really nailed the market there. And proving that, that taking that chance is actually empowering. Um, it's a powerful pose to be vulnerable. I just it's, you gotta do it a few times before you can get it to fit on your skin a little bit, but it doesn't make it any easier to do it. But knowing that your, your odds for a successful outcome are important or are high, then you, you might be more willing to take up those difficult conversations or have those hard truths, you know, discussions and, and open up for that stuff.
Lakota (00:19:26):
I love it. I love it. Well, shifting gears just a little bit, uh, there was another topic that, um, you know, going back through the transcripts that caught my eye, that I'd love to hear a little bit more about, uh, about the idea of learning, how to listen. You were talking about, you know, we focus in our culture so much about communication, but you know, we teach communication. We talk about communication all the time. It's such an important thing. But we tend to focus mostly on what you're saying on the delivery part of the communication and not so much on teaching people how to listen. And when we do listen, we're often listening, not so much to really hear, but we're listening to like, think of what we're going to say next. So, uh, I know you mentioned that you're, you're teaching a class this week that's kind of a lot about that. I mean, maybe you could talk with us a little bit about that phenomena of, uh, learning to listen.
Persephone (00:20:18):
Yeah. So I think in, uh, in the fire culture, like you were mentioning, we are constantly hammering on how to, you know, “Communication, communication.” And, you know, any of the accident incidents, there's usually communication involved somewhere in there. And, and what kind of words are people are doing. Are you delivering you're intent? And you know, I've worked so hard over the years and I don't remember where it happened, but one day I just realized, you know… I think it was having a conversation with a colleague that, um, I just can't see, I I'm using all the words on the planet, but I just cannot seem to get through to somebody. And they're like, well, stop using words and, and, and listen. And I was like, huh, I'm going to think on that one for a little bit. Um, combative conversation is, is kind of fun sometimes. And you know, trying to-, verbal judo is fun! But is it, does it helpful?
Persephone (00:21:14):
Is it relevant, especially when you're having a hard time finding the right word. But you listened, you know, deep into that, like a Level 3 where you're not really listening to the exact words, or you're not getting hung up on the words they are using, but you can hear their intent. Um, you can read their body language. You can, you know, you can feel the message that they're going. And if you're, if you're truly listening and absorbing that, then you can get past maybe the inadequacy of the word and have really honest, vulnerable, authentic conversations. So I, I remember reaching out somebody, a colleague of mine and she's a communications professor and I'm like, “Hey, how do I teach listening?” And she's like, that's a great idea. It's really hard. And it's cause of that cultural thing that we've talked about when you're really trying to get to the truth of the matter,
Persephone (00:22:06):
if you're listening to someone, you won't have an instant response because you'll need to noodle on it. You'll need to muddle it around in your head and think on it. I do it a lot when I ask people for FLAs. And it's, uh, it's emotionally and physically exhausting when I'm done. I know I've done a really good job if I-, my brain can't even do simple math. Maybe if we did that more to each other, and we took some time to listen, we wouldn't be so defensive with each other. ‘Cause I, I know we do try to reach out—and I'm, I'm using air quotes, the “we” from the ground—we do try to reach out and often it is met with barriers or “No, that's a great idea, but we can't do that.” You know that you're not listening to what we're talking about or we're trying to reach out it's, it's a number of factors. It's not just because people are evil or they suck at it. It's just, you know, there's what they call like a wicked problem. Right. There's no one solution to it. But I really think if we worked in practice listening, pull up more as an organization, things might be different for us.
Lakota (00:23:10):
Yeah. I'm with you a 100 percent. Yeah. Yeah. And it, it does seem like, uh, kind of what you were suggesting that that process of listening can be the bridge to empathy or to perspective sharing that can really open the door for a much deeper communication. A deeper kind of connection and relationship building. That's, that's so huge.
Persephone (00:23:30):
We're also passionate about what we're doing. I mean, they're you can look across the agency, there isn't a botanist out there that doesn't feel like their job is amazing and they're super passionate about their focus or a timber person or a fire person. We're all caught up in our own worlds and super passionate and we want to share that with somebody. But everybody's clamoring to talk and nobody's listening.
Lakota (00:23:51):
Yeah. Yeah. And what a gift to be that person who will, um, kind of do that thing that's out of the ordinary and, and to listen and hold that space. That’s huge.
Persephone (00:24:02):
And I’ll throw the flag out there. I am one of those who’s usually clamoring to talk. So I am trying, I am, I'm trying hard to find those moments to, to really stop what I'm doing and stop the clamoring and start listening. So yeah, I'm not by any means going to say I'm a saint at it. Nope.
Lakota (00:24:21):
Right there with you. But I do love the idea that listening is something, you know, maybe it's not our go-to or it's not what we're kind of conditioned or trained to do culturally, but it is a teachable skill. It's something that we can learn and something that we can practice. And I was really impressed to hear that, uh, the class that you're helping teach this week down there at NAFRI, um, is a class about interviewing that probably has a lot to do with listening. Could you tell us a little bit about that?
Persephone (00:24:51):
Yeah. So, and I don't have a whole lot of time in that class to teach it, but we at least try to plant some seeds to get people interested. Um, you know, give them… One book that really changed my mind was, um, Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together. Um, William Isaacs. Yeah. He, he kind of talks about how to, how to listen to what people are trying to say, not getting hung up on the words, but what they're trying to say so you can have that richer, deeper conversation. He heads on listening a bunch. Um, and then I just try to talk to people about not ha-, not having an agenda. And because if you have an agenda, then you have questions. And if you have pre-made questions in your mind, or you have a preformed image in your mind of what happened or what's going on, then that is going to direct your conversation or your focus.
Persephone (00:25:50):
So, what you look for is what you find.
Lakota:
Oh wow.
Persephone:
If you come to a, a conversation with some, with curiosity in your heart, instead of I know exactly what that, you know, you've climbed up the ladder of inference and you're, you know, you're sure that this is what happens. That's how you're going to steer the conversation. But if you, if you come at it from a curious point of view, I used to say open-minded, but the reality of this is that's not really possible because you've got your own bias, right? It's there, you acknowledge it, but you kind of put it on the shelf for a little bit and say, “Yep, I know that I think this, but, um, I'm just going to put that aside and then we'll be super curious and ask this person why,” you know. Or “how did you see this happening?”, or having open-ended questions to provide someone an opportunity, provide a perspective.
Persephone (00:26:44):
So, and often we talk about, so yeah, we talk about curiosity. We talk about, um, if you're really leaning in and you want to know something, ask the question and then let it sit. Give people space. Um, use silence as your, um, your advocate, not, not, uh, you know, something painful. Understand that sometimes silence is the perfect solution to a difficult conversation. Um, cause sometimes it'll drop even deeper levels of conversation if you've allowed for a little bit of silence. Um, and then talking about, um, if you are the only one talking all the time, when you're trying your, your intent was to go listen to this person, and you're the only one talking you need to be quiet.
Lakota (00:27:36):
[Laughing] Right?

Persephone (00:27:38):
I, I want to go talk to my spouse and figure out what, what he was thinking about what he did the other night, but then I'm the only one talking the whole dang time. Well then you're really not there to talk. You're just there to, to chastise somebody or to interrogate.
Lakota (00:27:53):
This is great. I feel like right now I'm learning so much about the process of interviewing, which is very helpful and timely, since here we are doing this interview.
Persephone (00:28:04):
That HPIOL group is, has reached out to some experts in the field because I'm just a dirt grabber, man. I, I, you know, I used to be. Now I’m at the desk. But, and you know, I used to be in the ground and all my stuff is, is, you know, nuts that I've squirreled away from different experiences and life. And there are people out there who specialize in this. So we're going to be tailoring, we’re going to be taking some classes from them and then tailoring our, how we share that information. So it's, you know, we can maybe do this interview again next year and I'll have completely different perspectives.
Lakota (00:28:42):
I love it. Well, both of those perspectives are so incredibly helpful, right? I mean the, the researchers and the PhDs and the, you know, the experts who's who study the material, that's, that's huge, that's so helpful. And folks like yourself, the subject matter experts who are out there in the field, the practitioners doing it. You know, putting it it's where the rubber meets the road, and both of those perspectives are so key to have.
Persephone:
Yeah. Yeah, it is.
Lakota:
Moving on. Just thinking about in the, in the weeks and months after participating in the focus group, I'm wondering if, if there's anything else that kind of came up for you. Any changes in perception, any different kinds of insights, or any kinds of changes in practices or habits that kind of resulted after participating in the focus group?
Persephone (00:29:31):
Wow. Um, so one thing that resonated with me with this, with the group, um, we talked about, uh, the term just left my mind. We talked about numbers, like how we portray the work that we accomplished with the numbers. Um, and, and often our statistics are skewed, or our statistics are illustrated using number of deaths, um, number of accidents. It's super negative. How we, how we frame our numbers, paints some perspective. The language that we use shapes our reality. And so why, why don't we, why don't we share our story in a different way. Why don't we talk about the number of hours worked? Why don't we talk about the number of fires that we suppressed that did not go into extended attack? And it's just not using those fatality statistics but using painting the picture in a different way and using more positive language. So, it shaped how I do my end of season reporting for my program, how I do the write-ups that I do, how I try to portray things.

Persephone (00:30:44):
When I talk with, with my program, I really check my language sometime and see what is, what am I focusing on? And is it a negative thing? Am I, am I contributing to the low morale of the workforce by using negative language? Um, it's, it's, it's hard. It's been really hard, but I have really tried to shift. Not, you know, not to sugarcoat something that tastes nasty, but just to try to say, “Yes, I hear you. I know what you're saying, but have you considered a, a different perspective or have you considered this?”, and try to put it in a more positive frame of mind.
Persephone (00:31:26):
That's worked it's a lot. Another thing that really has changed, and it's, it's a very difficult one. Is we had, we had a pretty in depth conversation at one point, uh, uh, talking about alcohol, drug use, and suicide. Yeah. And that, it's not something I was comfortable talking about. And still not comfortable, but I am forcing myself to talk about it more, um, to try to get it more into the conversations within our culture. And enforcing my-, I forced myself to question our, our cultural habit for using alcohol to for get-togethers. And I'm trying to be part of a movement that wants to bring it out in the open and have healthy conversations about this. Um, I'm like literally on the teeniest, tiniest speck of this little iceberg poking out of the water. But, um, I feel it's important to, to do a step in that direction and try to model a little bit more. And then maybe those younger generations that are coming up now, or the newer firefighters, if we, if we start etching that it'll become the norm for them.
Lakota (00:32:42):
Right. I love that. So are you saying that was, uh, that was one of the conversations that was held at the, at the-, that was part of the focus group conversation was about those difficult subjects, substance abuse, and mental health, and suicide and that kind of thing. And that since participating in those conversations, you've realized the value of having those conversations with folks at work, even though it's difficult.
Persephone (00:33:04):
Yeah.
Lakota:
That’s huge.
Persephone:
When they brought it up, you know, and it's the same as gender in the workplace. There were, there were a couple of things that, that came up in that group and I'm like, Oh God, are we talking about this? Like, I don't want to talk about this. But the people who brought it up were what surprised me. People who were like, “Hey, we need to talk about this stuff,” advocates for it. That I, I, if I would have gone through the room and picked somebody that would bring up the topic, those people were the last people. So, it really caused me to have, like-, I remember walking to my hotel room after that and thinking like, if, if they're bringing it up and wanting it to be part of the conversation, maybe I need to think about it a little bit more. And, um. Yeah. If it's uncomfortable, then it probably has some relevancy and needs to be addressed.

Lakota (00:33:58):
Well, that's a good point. Yeah. We could, we could use the fact that it's uncomfortable as a flag that it, not that it's something to be avoided, but actually is something to like lean into and explore a little bit.
Persephone (00:34:11):
Yeah. And then. That was what's fun as the facilitators. I, I think we went off on a rabbit trail, but the facilitators saw that it was, it was relevant and, and authentic for the group. So they let us run with it for a little while. So yeah, it was, it, it taught me to kind of think back on that and what am I doing to contribute to the awkward part of it and how can I let go of that? So, ‘cause it's impacted all of us. All of us have people that we know that have, um, negatively affected by those things. So why can't we talk about it?
Lakota (00:34:46):
Mm-hmm. Yeah. And isn't that one of the wonderful and, and powerful things about something like a focus group discussion, or just talking about these issues with a larger group is that we realize, wow, you know, it's not, it's not just me, that's been touched or impacted by some of these things, but I mean, there's hardly, um, a single person in, in the agency or in, in fire that hasn't been touched in some way, at least tangentially by these things. And you're, and you kind of don't really realize that until you open it up for that kind of discussion.
Persephone (00:35:17):
Right. And these focus groups-. I mean, it's the only one I participated in, so I'm not an expert in focus group. There is that, there was a broad spectrum, or was a snapshot of the agency in there. We had line officers, we had, you know, deputy fire staff. We had scholars, we, you know, we had district-level fire people. We, I mean, we just had kind of a smattering and all from different geographic areas sitting there at the table. So the diversity of thought was there. And it's probably one of the first fire motivated things that I've done, that there seemed to be, um, a strong presence of women in the groups. That took me by the surprise, too. Usually I'm, it’s only me or me plus one. Um, so there was, there was diversity gender wise. There was diversity, you know, background wise. Where we all grew up. Um, and yet we all had some commonalities, um, of, of things that we had experienced or that we were passionate about. So we are all different yet so much, very the same.
Lakota (00:36:26):
So true. And that really comes out when you have the chance to sit down in a room and talk about this stuff for two days.
Persephone (00:36:34):
Yeah. It’s a gift.
Lakota (00:36:35):
It really is. Yeah. There was something else you said, um, during the focus group that I, I kind of saw in the transcripts that caught my attention too, that I just, I loved you. And you were talking about the focus group. I mean, part of the purpose of the focus group was it was another data point for gathering information for the metareview study. But it also kind of could serve as a kind of intervention, you know, or as an inoculation against—uh, in your words—an inoculation against saltiness and bitterness. But I love that1 But it was something about, you know, just the opportunity to share these ideas and to, you know, discuss these important issues and to listen and be heard, uh, can be something that can really breathe some fresh life into, you know, into our careers, into our perspectives and that kind of thing.
Persephone (00:37:26):
Right. So it's funny. I remember, I don't know, maybe I was in 5, 6, 7 years and I was thinking, you know, “When I get, when I get older and I'm a, you know, I'm doing whatever it is I'm doing, I am not going to be that salty dude at the table that doesn't want any new ideas. We've done it all. Could you just shut up? I'm not going to be that way.” And here I am over 20 years and um, I feel the salt crust forming. It just gets overwhelming and it's fast we're moving in is things are just so much different than when I first started. And that, you know, there's a tendency to, to get salty. And so you've got to find ways to, to break out of that and, and see some clear blue sky and be in a group of people who are passionate about changing the organization and, and helping it come better, stronger, faster.
Persephone (00:38:29):
Um, it is that in revelation that I was, I've been in a couple of our groups where I'm sitting in a room and I'm like, “How did I get in this room? This is so cool what people are talking about!” And people feeding off the energy of others or you're building a collective energy together. Um, ‘cause we, we weren't complaining. We, we never really degenerated down into just straight up complaining about things. Um, we would provide, “Hey, here's an issue that I see,” and you know, for “here's a possible solution,” or “what do you think?” And yeah, it is it's completely energizing. So I highly recommend if anybody gets an opportunity to, to be in a group like this, or there's several different projects across the agency that. Take the time. It was not a good time for me to leave my program.
Lakota (00:39:20):
It rarely is, huh?
Persephone (00:39:22):
Yeah, right? I made it important. I made it to do it because it felt I needed, needed that, but I also feel our agency needs those perspectives. So yeah.
Lakota (00:39:33):
I’m with you a hundred percent, yeah. It's making that, making it a priority to make the time to participate in this kind of thing.
Persephone (00:39:39):
Yeah. You can't. It's so easy to sit on the sidelines and complain, you know. That is the easy chair, you know, you got your beverages and your food, and you can just prop your feet up and just throw pot shots at people. But it's a whole ‘nother matter to, to sit down and try to muddle your way through a possible ideas. And we all want to do good things, but don't take the easy route because I rarely ever gives you anything relevant.

Lakota (00:40:09):
That's true. And that point comes,  circles so nicely back to what you were talking about earlier of listening versus telling. You know, when, when we're just whining and kind of complaining about an issue, we're just kind of, we're, we're not really in that listening mode. But in these focus groups with that really diverse array of people from kind of all levels from all different spectrums of the organization, there's an opportunity to put something out there and then, you know, kind of bounce it off folks. And then to listen for these different perspectives and try to hear like, you know, this is how I see it. But, um, you know, maybe there's another perspective out there that listening for the other perspective that can open the door to new ideas and innovations and change.
Persephone:
Yeah.
Lakota:
Well, I want to shift gears here. And cause there was a couple of specific topic questions that we wanted to throw out there based on some of the overarching themes that we heard throughout all of the focus groups. And one of them was this idea of leader's intent and um, a clear stable long-term vision. So, w-, you know, consistently not just in the Communication and Work Environment focus group, but in every one of the focus groups, we heard people talking about that we need, we need leaders’ intent. We need to, to know where we're going. We need this clear, stable long-term vision. Some folks there was a variety of different perspectives. Some folks felt that the Forest Service
Lakota (00:41:34):
doesn't really have a vision. Some argued that, that we actually do. I mean, that's what is articulated in the Cohesive Strategy. And that's what the Chief talks about in the annual Chief's letter. But others said that, you know, if we do have that vision, it isn't, it isn't necessarily reaching the folks it's meant to reach and resonate with them. I wonder what your take is on this. It kind of reminds me a little bit of what we heard you talking about earlier with, uh, information virga. What are your thoughts on?
Persephone (00:42:06):
Well, I remember the days where the Chief Letter used to come out and then each region would provide a regional perspective on the Chief's Letter. And the forest supervisors would get the Chief's letter and the regional office letter, and then make their own letter of intent. It was just like, oh my goodness. You know, we laughed at the field; it didn't have any power for the people in the field. You're just like, here we go again. Um, I-. It's a tough one because, you know, when I took my job as FMO, I went to the table with all my peers on, on the zone and, and started talking Cohesive Strategy. And they looked at me like I had grown another head. Um, so timber does not talk about Cohesive Strategy. Um, recreation does not talk about Cohesive Strategy. They don't, they don't-. They get different messaging.
Persephone (00:43:03):
Um, and maybe, maybe that's just the Huron-Manistee. My suspicion is that it's not. Um, I just don't hear other aspects of the agency talking about Cohesive Strategy or the Chief's letter. I think the perspective is the Chief's letters are for fire and fire only. I think, I think when I talked to my peers in the timber program, they think the Forest Service, the intent is for us to do, you know, Plan X. And then I think when I talk with my, you know, my recreation or AAs, they think that we need to be doing Y. And we're-, there's just all these silos that have grown up. And maybe that there, the information virga cloud moves past their silos, and they don't get a drop at all or know they get fertilizer. Who knows, you know. As it, as a, as an agency, we have regions with different focuses in those countries, but within those countries are like different ethnic groups growing within them.
Persephone (00:44:08):
And they stayed pretty centralized with each other. And it-. I try so hard to constantly bridge that, and it's, I don't feel that messaging is tailored to that. And, you know, when it comes to budget and all of that, it's just started to be an “us versus them.” Um, I hear leadership talking about the haves and the have nots and the haves are timber and fire and the have nots, are, is everybody else in the agency. And that's kind of how things are shared down. And then depending on your focus, it might be more timber is the haves, and other places, fire is the haves. And it's just, uh, yeah. It doesn't feel that there is any cohesive vision across the agency at all. Um, I know from conversations I've had people, with people at the upper levels, they are really baffled by this. And I don't, I, I do not know how to fix it. And maybe that's why it's uncomfortable for me to talk about. ‘Cause I don't know what it is that makes that. But it's, it's palatable. Like you could touch it, feel it, taste it when you work at, down at, as far down as the district level.
Lakota (00:45:23):
Hm. Mm-hmm. Yeah, yeah. Obviously a complex issue, a wicked problem. There's a lot to it. And we heard, we heard it from pretty much unanimously across all focus groups. So challenging. And who knows exactly what the answer is. It was interesting to hear you talk about—because some people had talked about—we need a vision specific to fire. And what I'm hearing you say is that maybe we do have a vision specific to fire there that's, what's articulated in the Cohesive Strategy and in the, in the Chief's letter. But what we're lacking is the larger agency vision that specifically shows how fire fits into the bigger picture, how it all kind of fits together. Is that, does that kind of jive with what you're talking about?
Persephone (00:46:10):
Yeah, I think I got hung up on the first part of what you said, because I think there are a couple of different camps even within the fire's silo, right? So, I, I identify myself as a fire manager. I manage wildfires and I manage prescribed fires. And I don't feel separate from the agency. I feel an integral part of the agency. Because wildlife, botany, other departments rely upon my knowledge of how to use fire on the landscape to help their focuses and their desired future conditions. So, but I've worked on forests before where there, there is, there's a strong, uh, almost fire department feel to the fire culture with, on those forests. And they, um, they are experts at, at putting out fires or, um, engaging wildfires, but they don't have a lot of opportunity or focus on, on the other sides of things.
Persephone (00:47:21):
So, I think that when I say Cohesive Stra-, Strategy it’s pretty clear. There might be some who argue with me that it's not clear for them. But you know, I could see the flip sides. That I got so spun up when you said that it just kind of kicked me off into left field, or I was like, you know.
Lakota:
Which part in particular?

Persephone:
Well would those people who are so suppression orientated and that's all, they, they eat, drink, sleep. Um, would they think that Cohesive Strategy applies to them? Um, maybe one line? Maybe one objective, that's it? Um, we're at me, the whole thing has my, is my duty, my, my, my leader's intent to manage my piece of ground and working with my partners and… That's yeah. For me that provides me my structure. But man, others, others definitely don't have that same perspective.
Lakota (00:48:19):
Yeah. Yeah, yeah. And it kind of gets back to your-, the point you made earlier too, about just the diversity within the agency. That it can be different districts and forest can all be so different in how they see this stuff and interpret it and think about it.
Persephone (00:48:34):
Yeah. So it's like there was a video, but I don't remember if it was late ‘90s, early 2000s. They came out with like these rough, um, Marble Man-looking cowboys on horses, trying to herd cats. Like there's like a hundred cats all running across the range. Right. And they were like these professional cat herders and there's cats, like every variety of cat on the planet. And that maybe that's what we're demanding from our leaders is to lead us. But we, the cats running. You know, some are hissing and some just want to be petted, you know. It's, it's not to recognize, um, what we're asking. It’s just [inaudible], right?
Lakota (00:49:18):
So some empathy for the challenge of, uh, of leadership in that role, for sure.
Persephone (00:49:25):
I've herded small herds of cats and that's insane. I can't imagine it at the organizational level.
Lakota (00:49:37):
I love it. I love it.And another, another kind of specific topic question for you. Um, another theme we heard consistently throughout all the different focus groups was the idea about telling our story that, um, you know, if we have a lack of clarity about the agency's vision within, uh, internally, it can manifest as confusion about leader's intent. And externally it can manifest as difficulty communicating with the public and cooperators and stakeholders, uh, about the Forest Service’s relationship with fire. I'm wondering what you see as some of the main obstacles to that successful external communication and kind of being able to tell our story and how, how we might overcome some of those obstacles.
Persephone (00:50:25):
Yeah. So I have two things for you on this one. Um, the, the first being it's, it's my perspective that as a collective whole, we're still stuck in the 80s as an agency with how we communicate with the public. I think we're just, we're old school and, you know, it's, it was obvious to me the sh—this kind of dates myself so be kind— but when I, when I first started in the agency, um, everyone was using DGS, the data generals, and I was in high school and I was using a PC. And I'm like, what are you guys using? Like this dot matrix stuff? Like, come one. And, uh, I remember like everyone transitioning to a PC after some of these people had spent their whole careers with it as a data general. Um, and so the agency has this lag time with any innovation, right? And so the, the peak, the, the tempo of innovation is a million times faster than it was 20 years ago.
Persephone (00:51:36):
And so we cannot keep up with that. We have so many internal self-imposed constraints that, that keep us from telling our stories. Um, you know, we, we bring people on that are fresh out of communication schools and like, “Oh my gosh, you guys are dinosaur is why aren't you doing this, this and this?” Um, there's some generational gaps in our workforce. There's, there's things going on there that kinda impede us really engaging. That being said, there is an older population we need to make sure that we're not too busy tweeting or whatever, whatever's relevant now for social media, and that, that we're not forgetting the other, the other half that still wants face to face communication. We need diverse fire communication portfolios.
Lakota (00:52:25):
I like that. Well, there's so many tools available out there and we probably are only taking advantage of a small percentage of them. Huh?
Persephone (00:52:34):
Yeah. When I was part of the National Accelerated Training Program—the NATP group—there was a gal that joined us from the WO Communication Office. And I remember having dinner with her when we were just talking about having her talk about her job and the things she was doing to communicate for the agency at the WO level. Like all of us on the ground were like, “You can do that? Like, we can do that?” And she's like, “Yeah, why can't you guys? And, you know, here's where you find the guidelines and how we want you guys to do this.” We were like, holy crap, nobody-. We were always told don't talk to the public, right? There are people who specialize in talking to the public, so don't talk to them, call the PIO and have them talk to the public. Well, now we've created a whole generation where we see like people approaching and we like RTO and (inaudible].
Lakota (00:53:25):
Yeah.
Persephone (00:53:26):
You know, what is that communicating to our public, right?
Lakota:
Yeah. Yeah.
Persephone:
The other half I wanted to bring up too, was that fatality statistics that we were talking about.
Lakota:
Right.
Persephone:
You know, how we communicate with, like, if we paint our numbers with that negative perspective, then that's, that's the reality that they have. That's the reality we share with the public. So we have to find ways to artfully flip that switch and start communicating with them. It always blows my cooperators minds when I tell them “On my zone, we average 86 fires a year.” And they're like, “What? Holy crap.” And I'm like, “Well, yeah.” And they're like, “How come we didn't know that.” And I’m like, “’Cause we put them out,” you know. It it's, we did our job, right? We don't do a good job of painting that picture for them. You know, a billboard, “Hey, local residents, did you know that in your county there were 50 fires that were started by human stars this year and the Forest Service and the Michigan DNR worked together and we put them out.” We suck at that.
Lakota (00:54:33):
Right. Right. And I, I feel like that's, that's something we heard from a lot of focus group participants too, across all the focus groups was that idea of part of telling our story is, is being able to share the successes and all of the things that are going well. In addition to the things that we could, you know, you know, transparency and honesty about things that we're continuing to work on, but also being able to share the positive side of the story. And that's, I feel like what I'm hearing you say here.
Persephone (00:55:03):
Right. And there's, there's danger. And I think some of us are hyperaware like, it doesn't want to be seen as bravado though, right? Like I seriously hate to hear a worst thing. I don't know when somebody is like, “Oh my gosh, you're a firefighter. You're a here!” Like inside, I cringe. Like, ah, “No, I just, I train, I do my job. I love my job. I don't do it for adulation and being called a hero.” So I think a lot of times we don't want to share what we do because it doesn't want to be seen like that. You know, you always know the rookie in the room cause they're bragging about how many fires they went to. You know, it's culturally the saltier you are that the more obscure you are with the information you share. You know, we got to change that, but make sure the pendulum doesn't swing all the way over so we're bragging.
Persephone (00:55:53):
But you know, there, there are some entities within the country here that her really good at sharing their story. I roamed around Region 5 for a while doing some FLAs, and the public that I encountered are super aware of Cal Fire and they love them. They're supportive of that program and they have a wicked PIO shop. Like those guys-. There's, there's commercials on the radio, there's stuff on TV ,they’re, they're just really big about selling themselves. And the public loves them for it. At home I'm called the Michigan DNR. They don't even know what the Forest Service is. How, how, what are we doing wrong? We're doing a lot wrong. So we need to, we need to, we need to change that and engaging them as much as we can.
Lakota (00:56:45):
Right? Yeah. And maybe learning from some of the folks that, that do it. Well, I love it. I love it. Well, uh, I see we're getting close to the, um, to our time and I got a couple quick kind of closing questions for you. So, one of them is “What's going to keep you up tonight after this interview?”
Persephone (00:57:11):
[Laughing] So I I'm going to be, I'm going to be daring. How was that? I'm going to tell myself not to talk about it because I know people are just going to roll their eyes. Um, but you know, what's keeping me up is not necessarily this interview, but it's just, uh, the employee morale thing. It's, it's palatable now. I thought it was bad five years ago. I think it's-. I think it's exponentially worse. Uh, and it's hiring vacancies in the agency. Um, our, our system is not working. Um, I think that keeps me up because I, I cannot find, I cannot find a way out of it. Um, I know in our workplace group, it came up about our centralized hiring, our centralized HR. And there was an individual in the group was like, I don't know why you guys keep bringing it up, cause it's never going to change.
Persephone (00:58:14):
So find a way, find a way to deal with it. And I have never been one really good about being told I can't do something. Ever. Uh, can you tell me, you shouldn't be thinking about that and do something else, that's probably when I'm going to auger in. Um, and, and keep finding ways to communicate ideas on how to fix that. But it, it keeps me up for sure. Like to me, that's the central heart of this workplace issue for us is I, you know, I-. It’s been two years now. I can't even hire firefighters. Or this last round of hiring system was insanity that we were not interviewing people or doing a full process on them. It's, it's just it's frustration.
Lakota (00:59:04):
Frustration.
Persephone (00:59:06):
And time. Yeah. How do I, as a leader, try to keep things positive and, and maybe insulate my program so we can be positive there. But it's, it's getting harder. So, yeah.
Lakota (00:59:17):
Yeah. Yeah. And the, the, I think the point you made there was an important one. That frustration, regardless of what the content is, what the frustration is about, it seems like the process at the heart of it is when there's something that isn't working and, and people kind of have that feeling of “Why are we even talking about this? Because we know it's not going to change,” that that's kind of at the heart of the, of the employee morale issue. Huh?
Persephone:
Mm-hmm.
Lakota:
So maybe looking at how, I don't know, like how can we have different conversations or, uh, how could we actually make some forward progress in some of these things that people perceive were, are just kind of dead ends type of thing.
Persephone:
Yeah. I don’t know.
Lakota:
Good stuff. A worthy challenge right there. Well, and then, and on a, on a up note, what's, what is the best part of the next thing that you're doing
Persephone (01:00:08):
The next thing that I'm doing. Well, I'm going to go back and keep running a program. And I think the best part, within the context of what we're talking about, is that I do have a sphere of influence and, um, I make work life. We don't call it a work-life balance, uh, on my program. We call it the work-life teeter-totter. I don't think a balance is truly achievable. Um, but sometimes that teeter-totter tips, um, towards the program and that’s fire season. And that's when I will put, you know, “Hey, we need you in. We need you to do that.” And then there are times when it will bang down towards the family direction. And that's when my, my people can say, “Hey, I need time to go be with my family. I need to go do this.” And we say, by all means, go do it. Um, go take leave. Go take vacation. Go enjoy family time. And I do have the ability to grant that and provide people use to deal with their home lives and not just have it be all about their careers. And to me, that's pretty critical to helping morale and helping people be people. Um, and not treat them like tools or numbers in the programs. So I think that's the parts of going back and running my program is that I have the purview to do that. And I love it.
Lakota (01:01:42):
I love it. I love it. Well, thank you so much, Persephone, for joining us today and participating in this interview, it's really helpful. And it was a pleasure talking with you.
Persephone (01:01:54):
I appreciate the opportunity and good luck to you also. Thanks so much.
