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Leadership - be careful

It does not kill you

Ina personaland emotive piece, Peter Bewert, managing director of care and organisational
development group Meaningful Care Matters, explores whatitmeanstobean
effectiveleaderinthesocial care sector

So, we got youtoread the first sentence.
Iwrite this after having yet another heart-
wrenching discussionwith awell-known
leader inthe sector who hasimpacted
thelivesof millions, and her words were:
“Leadership, it'skilling me”. | understood
this fromthe root of its distressto the
achingdespair that comes withit.| knew
howit felt, whatit sounded like, whatit
looked like, | knew, because | have lived it
myself.

There isaplethoraof peer-validated
research thatis highly respected on this
topic, notsomuch suicidal ideations, and
impacts, although these are becoming
maore commeon.'*Others are more
colloguial and lack evidence-based
research as their primary motivation for
their literary works.”

What doesthissay? Thereisalsoa
growing amount of anecdotal evidence
onsocialmediaof leaderswhoare
exhausted and broken. Thereisaveryreal
issue when we consider leadershipand
its impacts onour mentalweliness and
without direct disruption of this pathway;,
it willbecome akiller of significant
proportion.

Atoughgig

Leadershipis atoughgig! Itis not for

the faint of heartand requires alevelof
resilience thatisbeyond anything you
could imagine. Leadership, whenitis not

supported for the leader tosucceed, is
like aconstant vortex spinningaround
you, with debris that requires your every
attention.

Itkeeps youawake at night, working
16-hourdaysand perpetuallyglued to
an electronic device that contains the
key to every cloud-related app foryouto
access the things you need to do your job.
Sound familiar? Well, for some thisis what
leadership canbelike.

Certainly, itistough. Many people
hold an oversimplified idea about what
leadershipmeans.Some think itis justa
matter of guidingothers tocompletea
task.Others confuse it with maotivation.
Intruth, leadershipis acomplex blend of

A study of 200 industry leaders
found that 100 per cent of leaders
experienced a level of ill-being at
some point in their lived experience

ina role of leadership
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competencies and capabilities. Forothers
sadly, itcan beamatter of life or death.

Onerecentmorningas!satinchurch,
|listened to the preacherrecount her
own journeyof growth and | was struck by
the following. "Indays of the past, status
inleaderswasobtainedin the abilityto
support youand your teamtoachieve
by doingfar less than we do today. Today
we have created a status of the more we
do and the busier we becorme that this
has become our alleged achievement of
achievingleadership status”.®

Far too many people’s experience
of leadershipis notasitshould be,
Acareerinhealthandsocialcareis
rewarding, impactfulandthe best decision
|have made personally and as ahealth
professional.

The last two decades havetruly
developed me as apersonand taken
me through managementandintoa
leadershiprole where my experiences
generally haveshaped meto be the best
version | could be. Little did | know, the
most defining moment of my professional
career, my leadershipability, and my life
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were abouttooccur.

Asa child wherelaccompanied my
grandmotherto ‘help’ atthe nursing home
where sheworked, | learned somuch. By
thetime lwas14, theinvestmentinmeas
aperson and as anursetobe, and dare
Isayit, the beginning of my leadership
journeyhad been sown. Thiswasperson-
centred leadership and care in action by
my grandma.

Inthe two decades since this moment,
thadseena typeof carethat, while
clinically efficient, was devoidof love,
heart, and soul.Iremember being yelled
atasatrainee nurse for makinga woman
acupoftea after hermother had died,
but thebed needed tobecarbolised. Or
thetime that a group of nurses ptayed
ahorrendous practical joke involving
somebodywho had died.

Disrespectfulattheveryleast, this
was abusive disregard for the value of
humanlife atbest. Where was the love?
itwasstillthere; itwas just harder and
more secretive as it no longer had astatus
deemed important.

Covid hits the heartand soul
Covid-19 has seenthis dichotomyof
person-centeredness being played
like Russtan roulette. This sad tale has
been our lived reality and the dichotomy
is more critical than ever.Leaders are
resigningindroves,® unableto care,®
which has become more of a reality since
the Covid pandemic, where loneliness,
isolation, and a loss of core spiritfor
people who liveincare homes has
manifested.

Theleaders and workers who used
to love theirjobmorethan anything
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were ‘losing their family’,” and thiswasa
hardreality to liveand learnas ahuman
being letalone tryingtolead a team
through this. Despite this hardship, the
increase of regulatory burden due to lack
of government attention to repeated
reportsindicate alack of resources,
crisis and a pandemic of loneliness and
depression.

Person-centrednessdid notappear
toextendtothosewhowereon‘the
front-line’ of dealing with this crisisand
expectedtorespondto constantly
changing demands and priorities.® Covid
was acatalyst,but the causehas been
deep-rooted forsometime within health
professions.?

Horizontalviolence

Wehave seen peoplein leadership roles
who have had their core spirits crushed.
Thisisclearlya seriousand very sad
outcome. Whilethis is the extreme end
of the spectrum, a study of 200 industry
leaders found that 100 per cent of leaders
experienced alevel of ill-being at some
pointin theirlived experience ina role of
leadership.”

There was a shared theme that
leadership roles at some point have an
experienceof reachingtheir breaking
pointat work. Furthermore, 24 per centof
the leaders whoparticipatedinthisstudy
indicatedthey had suicidalideations.

Sadly, ‘horizontal violence'is
not limited to a single silo of heatth
professionals, itis pervasive, damaging
to wellness, mental health and every
aspect of our lived experience and
core sprrit. Sadly, as some people have
progressedinto leadershiproles, the

intensity and severity of ill-being caused
by behaviours from colleaguesis where
themost damagingofimpacts can be
seen™

Thisis not unique. Bredemeier and
Miller indicatethat thelevels of people
inleadership experiencing psychiatric
conditions, burnout and sutctide cannot
beignored.”®

Theloss of one life from suicide is one
too many. Our stories matter, every life
matters, leadership matters, sowhydo
evidence-based researchstudies identify
that leadershiproles generally resultin54
per cent of individuals having long-term
impaired executivefunction, ultimately
leading to higher ratesof suicide? When
we accept thisasthenorm, weno longer
can see past this experience, and we lose
sight of what wellbeing as leaders can
look, sound and feel like."

Trueleadership
For person-centred cultures to betruly
effective, palpable, somethingthat you
can look, see, feel, and almost touch, we
mustbe person-centredwith eachother
as leaders and as teams. We willnever
create atrueperson-centredculture
untilwecanreplicate whatwe purported
to beachievinginour policy statements
with each otherasieaders, workers,
and colleagues. This means everyone
organisationally.

Personally, thisis part of mylived
experience. My life almost endeddue
to theill-thought belief that Iwasa
failure at leading my team. The fact was
that Iwasill-prepared, ill-equipped,
and unsupported inarole whichwas a
significant step personally.
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In whatever way it is the most relevant
to you, take time out to recharge your
batteries. This is not a luxury, this is not
something which needs to resemble
the ‘status’ thought to be associated
withwhat, where and how a good
leader is supposed to be
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Soletusnot punish ourselves

continuouslyand use mistakes aslearning
opportunities to better ourselves for the
future. Begin to prioritise yourself. There
aretoo many leaders operating within
acontinual crisis mode which plagues
health and socialcare and leads toburn

out, mental health and without remedial
action, worse.

Believeitornot, true person-centred

leadership wantstosee you succeedin
every way and this willonly come when

you begin to prioritise self.

TCHE
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Peter Bewert

Peter Bewert is managingdirector at
Meaningful Care Matters, aleading
care and organisational development
group that specialisesin helping health
andsocial care pravidersto access
avariety of supportservices. The
group helps to facilitate the creation,
reinvigoration and sustainable
implementation of person-centred
care cultures where people matter,
feelings matter, and we are ‘Freeto be
Me'. The company isthe only health
and social care provider registered
internationallyas apartnerwith
Everything DISC. Ithas leadership
coaches readytosupport individual
needsin becoming aware of emotional
inteligence factorstoenhance
leadershipskills.
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