FROM PARALYSIS TO POSSIBILITIES

· some hard questions for health and social care leaders

As an independent Organisational and Leadership Development Consultant and Coach working with a number of health and social care organisations, I have seen over the past few years an increasing paralysis affecting people working at senior and middle-level management. As we enter what is widely expected to be the most challenging time affecting our public sector organisations since the early 1990s (and therefore affecting a new generation of public sector managers who have never known the reality of what it is like to have no additional funding for maintaining, developing and improving services), we have to ask ourselves why do we already have a level of managers for whom work has started to create more pain than pleasure; more frustration than satisfaction; more alienation than connection; and more despair than meaning (reference: Pete Mann, Stamford Forum, 2009).

This paralysis of managers manifests itself in our organisations with an obsession for things like risk avoidance, apportioning blame, centralised authority, over-regulation, over-use of inspection and audit, compliance, suspicion, cynicism, passivity, fear to act differently, and misery.

Over the past few months, managers in a number of health and social care organisations have told me that they feel:

· Overwhelmed by the organisational “crap of the day” – having to know the detail on everything and continuously report on what has been done or not done at the expense of getting on and doing things!

· Constrained to take action by organisational systems, policies and procedures introduced to minimize risk, but now minimizing the ability to act

· Told that everything is a priority with the result that urgent short term issues overwhelm the more important longer-term stuff

· Expected or even forced into attending a number of pointless meetings with no real purpose than merely to report on what is happening or to “tick a box” and where they are often expected to defend their department or service or organisation, irrespective of whether the right things are being done

· Over-loaded with urgent work issues with the result that the only way to deliver everything is to increase their capacity by working longer and longer hours, but eventually reaching a point where there is no more spare capacity resulting in a feeling of failure and a feeling of not being capable of doing the job

· Communicated with at a superficial level which merely raises awareness of what’s going on rather than being genuinely involved to generate commitment

· Rewarded for compliance and agreement with the bosses; and “punished” for daring to be challenging, creative, or different

· Controlled by the hierarchy, employed merely to implement other more senior people’s decisions, rather than being trusted with the authority to make their own decisions and be held to account for what they decide

So, how do we move from this paralysis into an era of new possibilities for health and social care managers? One action would be for very senior health and social care leaders to ask themselves some hard questions about what is going on in their own organisation:

· Do we create a culture where our managers are expected to know everything about everything…..or do we accept that the detail of many issues is with the experts on the front-line, and if we want to know that detail, we should involve them in explaining stuff, not expect our managers to know it all?

· Are our managers hindered by the organisation’s systems, policies and procedures for no good reason resulting in the system controlling the managers as opposed to the managers controlling the systems…..or are they helped by these things so that the decisions they make are the right things to do?

· Do we overwhelm our managers with urgent priorities that divert them away from the really important things…..or do we allow our managers to focus on their key important issues?

· Do we ever put a price on an employee’s time and check whether what they’ve been asked to do is worth that cost…..or do we value our people’s time knowing that we are getting £X of value out of X amount of time?

· Does the “email to all” button rule our organisation clogging up the information systems and creating the illusion of communication…..or do emails go to the people that really need to know, and do we find other ways of communicating that genuinely generate involvement and commitment?

· Do we reward compliance and agreement…..or do we reward creativity and constructive challenge?

· Are our managers feeling paralysed by risk avoidance, apportioning blame, centralised authority, over-regulation, over-use of inspection and audit, compliance, suspicion, cynicism, passivity, fear to act differently, and misery…..or do we help them to explore new possibilities by encouraging judgement, accountability, responsibility, individuality and collaboration, creativity, innovation, experimentation, challenge, trust, energy, activity, and happiness?

· Have we created an organisation where four “possibility enablers” of culture, vision, infrastructure and action have been developed to create paralysis…..or have we created an organisation where these four “possibility enablers” genuinely help managers to explore the new possibilities that they have:

As we enter more difficult times, some people might see the asking of these questions as a luxury – forget possibilities, concentrate on survival! But, perhaps these questions provide a way forward for surviving the immediate future?

Will more paralysis help your organisation to survive? Or is the survival of your organisation more likely by helping your managers to move from their current paralysis into an era of new possibilities? It’s your choice, you decide……
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