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‘Leading In These Times'
Main themes emerging from our October Zoom Conversations

Againa huge thanks to all of youwhotook the time outin the midst of a busy dayto join us last

month. As everit was very enriching to see how quickly, in just the space of two hours, we managed
to getto the depth we did. Thankyou.

Our prompt for sharing this time was noticing what we are ‘containing’: the quality of the energy
flowing through us and around us and the effect this has.

A particulartheme thatemerged was how to keep a sane perspective on our own sense of
responsibility which can have us trying to containtoo much, and fortoo many others. It is difficultin
isolated leadership rolesto keep perspective and it canfeel like everything comes down to us, even
whenthe events and factors driving the things we find ourselves holding are way beyond our
control. How do we keep our own spaciousness that has us able to take stock of what we choose to
hold - and what we say yesto and what we say no to.

The other thingwe holdis a lot of emotion, especiallyinthese times, and, of course it’s notall our
own —itsits withinthe system, and in our widersociety, and we unconsciously pickitupinour
hearts. So the capacity to pause, ground and examine what we are holdingemotionally in the heart
isveryimportant. Otherwise itleaksinto ourthinkingand behaviourand we ‘act it out’. One
emotional dynamicthatis very presentisthat around hope, doubt, confusion and weariness.
Paradoxically embracing doubt or uncertainty, ratherthan buryingit, can help us sustain hope. So
often the crucial role as leadersis to maintain hope -a sense and a trustin a future that we cannot
see butknow is outthere. But this hasto be real, notfake. It is the suppressing of doubt or other
unwanted emotions thatis often the source of our growing weariness. The energy in emotion can be
transformed if we face intoit— as we do togetherin these sessions.

We all are experiencing the ebb and flow of thisin varying ways and at differenttimes, anditis
invaluable as we travel this zoom journey togetherto see this playingoutin our midst —it helpsus
keep perspective and to know that we are all in thistogether and that whateverwe are feelingis
temporary, that we are playingalongergame. Again we noticed atthe end, the shift thatsuch as
short session can have —a lightening of burdens and anew clarity of perspective aftersuchashort
session together.

Some other key observations thatemerged:
e Containmentoverload canleadtoapathy or anxiety. Then we lose the will to addressiit.
e Space, pace and grace has been a useful prompt. Maintain a cool head and a warm heart

e Adrenalinisebbingaswe face wave 2 —how do we keep things together? (nb Telegraph
article: 6 months breakpointfortolerance of traumazones). Time toreassess, re-establish
resolve.

e How dowe channel ourfeelingstosupport others, orto challenge orchange things, e.g.
don’tbecome the anger, harnessits energy.

e We were creative atthe start of lock-down, whatis the next evolution of our creativity?
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e We nolonger manage behaviour, we manage to outputs — more effective? Highertrust?
e The work modelisunravelling. Focus on outcomes reduces the need for presenteeism.
e Whatisthe displacementthatisgoingonhereinpeople’slives?

e Arewe ‘workingfromhome’ or‘livingat work’? What is the role of workin people’slives,
whatis the role of businessinlife?

e Responsibility - Be OKwith the incomplete —letyou be OK with whatis yours thatis
incomplete, it’snot mine

e Ifthisisthe newnormal howdo acceptitand | live andlead withinit, ratherthan waitfor it
to end—embraceitdon’tfightit

e [tisOKtodoubt,infactitisa crucial reality of leadership. We canlearnto be presentinthe
doubt, to welcome itand use the intelligence withiniit, ratherthanjudge it or fearit.

Some of the commentsatend
e Don'tbecomethe anger(emotion)
e Voicingwhatlam containingallows me toface it
e We areall aworkin progress
e Become OKwithincomplete
e Projectpositivity
e Good leaderswill doubt, doubting willmake good leaders
e Onemorestep....it"’sall part of thisjourney
See you again soon!
Very bestwishes

Chrisand Karen
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‘Leading In These Times'
Main themes emerging from our September Zoom Conversations

Againa huge thankyou to all of you who took the time outinthe midst of a busy day at such a full -
ontimetoget us startedinthisseriesof leadertoleader exchanges! Aseveritwasvery enrichingto
see how quickly, injust the space of two hours, we managed to get to the depthwe did. It issuch a
testamentto the trust and maturity of this Fellowship. Thank you.

Our prompt for sharing was a shortreflective monologue: ‘l am at peace about....| am not at peace
about...” andit was helpful simply to articulate this, for some of us simply to appreciate some of the
thingsthat were strongandclear in our leadership and forsome of us just to be able to express
some of the deeperthings that were troubling us helped us get a different perspectiveon them. The
simple truth of steppinginto disturbance, notavoidingit.

It was lovely atthe end, after such a short session together that people described themselvesin
various ways as havingarrived “stressed, burdened, tired, do | have the time for this...?!” and leaving
“calm, re-invigorated, hopeful, lighter....” (&3). And we should note with thanks the quality of
listeningand deep understanding that was given that makes this kind of transition possible. This s of

course a truth we can applyinour daily lives as we encounter people caughtin theirvarious
burdens.

Some of the key themes thatemerged that seem characteristic of the times we find ourselvesin
were:

e Anincreasingattentiveness to mental health and well-being: areal, heartfelt concern over
people who are losing touch with their stability points —whilst recognising our limitsin being
able to shoulderresponsibility for this. The importance of givingand holding space for
people tobe able to processtheirvery different experiences of working life during covid. An
understandingthat the blurring of home/work boundaries were being handledin such
different ways by people, butthatvigilanceis needed, particularly over the more self-
containedwho are less likely to send out signals of increasing stress or dislocation.

e The overhangingemotional climate —a certain trepidation or gloom about the imminence of
a second wave. Butas we spoke this was balanced by a gratitude forand increased
awareness of people’s amazing adaptability in the face of all that has happened —looking
back at the journey since March and remembering/learning from this. Noticing what we can
trust, rather than get caught by our anxiety overthe next wave. Butacknowledging thatthe
growingfatigue and wearinessis anew factor, with again the acknowledgment that this may
be mood-driven as well as the inevitable draining that occurs when a short haul becomesa
long haul.

e Aliminaltime —awareness of deep personal transitionin ourselves and others. Many of us
have been goingthrough a process of havingto find ourown ‘core’ or ‘rootedness’ —a
stability of being rather than doing. This of course is an up and down process and finding
such stability can be elusive. ‘Almost as soon as you think you have found it; you arein
trouble’ because by definition it cannot be pinned down or contained. Itis a very different
kind of learningand one no doubt we shall continue to explore.



As part of this, beingable to stay in the edginess/out of control-ness to let the clearer
knowing come through. (The infamous ‘Bear Hunt’ children’s book: you can’t go roundit,
you can’t go overit, you’'ve gotto go throughit...”). People seemto be developinga
powerful noticing and self-awareness —for example catching ourselves doubting/
speculatingand second guessing/worrying/losing confidence. And as we notice this and
ground more in whatis actually present we come back to a more rooted strength - Finding
more trust/calm/perspective. We do what we can.

Also developing the capacity to notice when we fall out of touch — and the effects of that.
Both physically, cannottouch, and globally, unableto connect/travel. How we can mistake
our little world for ‘the’ world —the need to be intentionally calibrating our experience with
that of others — listening.

A particularly richtheme in one of the conversations was a personal journey towards
‘learning to love myself inthese times —and how deeply settling this was, removing
unnecessary anxiety and driven-ness. And the paradoxical truth of how ‘I then find myself
caring much more aboutothers’—a more expanded capacity to love others.

A bigtheme forall of uswas the blessingand the curse of responsibility. The very quality
that takes us into leadership and drives us forwards so easily becomes aburden and a worry.
How dowe holditfirmly, butlightly —whatis ours to hold and whatis not — how do we keep
itinthe right place withthe right people holdingit, allowing peopleto make theirown
choicesandto learnfrom these.

Anotherthread was ‘Passionate vulnerability .... ‘I care so deeply and | justdon’t know what
to do...” the feelings of frustration and powerlessness that can come with this. Learningto
trust the underlying passion and vision without being derailed by the frustration and
disappointment. The need to pause, find space and reclaim perspective. Findinganinner
and outer peace —a number of you commented on how helpful it was to breathe and access
the ‘gut’ as a source of innerstability. The poet TS Eliot speaks of all thisis his poem Ash
Wednesday ‘Teach us to care... and not to care.... Teach us to be still..’

And some simple, helpful practicalities - ‘Shed’ with thanks to Sara Milne Row - sleep,
hydration, exercise, diet.... Being ‘purposefully selfish’ —choosing ourenergy levelforthe
situation ahead - ... 60%, 100%, 140%..?

Andfinally the recognition, one of the mainreasons why we so value these sessions, that we
are notalone — that much of what we are going through and holdingis notjustour own, itis
ineveryone. ‘Self asinstrument’ - what we are goingthough is what others are —how do we
support people out of the wisdom of our own hardships, and the learningand wisdom that
flows. How do we apply our own learning to help others and have the humility to ask others
to help uslearnfromtheirwisdom?

Let’ssee how these themes develop overthe next few months —there is much here to be attentive
and enquiringinto.

Lookingforwardto seeingyouinacouple of weeks.

Very bestwishes,

Chrisand Karen
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Leading In These Times’ — Main themes emerging from our July Zoom Conversations

Firstly, ahuge thank you to those amongst the Fellows who took the plunge and joined us forour
firstZoom conversation.

As many commented, itfeltvery timely —a rare opportunity to share some purposeful reflective
space comingout of lockdown - and mostimportantly achance to recognise that many of the things

we felt we were each carrying personally were in fact shared themes and concerns facing many
leaders atthis time.

Opening questions and themes that Fellows brought to the conversations:

e What justhappened? Achance to pause and really see the structural, social and
psychological fractures that we are now livingin and leading through.

e Accessingthelearning from ourexperience of leadinginthe moment: What do we do when
we genuinely don'tknow whattodo?

e What quality of leadership brings people through this? Thatisreal, that respects the
diversity of reactions, has the humility of unknowing and the courage and optimism to shape
new possibilities?

e How dowe connect meaningfully with those really being deeply and harshly impacted by
this— beyond ourown privilege?

o Isthisatimeto re-set, forlongtermas well as shortterm? Habits, assumptions, ways of
working, emergent strategies, sustainable lifestyles, the notion of control and predictability,
the potential of technology, relationships, the balance of priorities

Our conversation then explored in more depth the overlapping circles of ourselves and our
contexts.... What is happening ‘in here’ and ‘out there’ and how is each affectingthe other? Whatis
happeningonthe surface, more reactive, and more importantly belowthe surface, where deeper
change is outworking?

Some of the bigthemesthat stood out when we explored ourindividualand shared contexts were:
Context

i. Social
A lotof our attention was drawn to wider social concerns:

e A muchgreaterawareness of inequalities - race, disabilities, health, economic power, age,
gender, education. So difficult to get listening for non covid-critical issues: e.g. chroniccare,
disability access. Whatis the role of publicpolicy ata time like thisand whatis ourrolein
shapingit/creatingthe right conditions for how itis being formulated? Real,deep questions
about the functioning of our State.

e A particularconcern for the generational dynamics

o youngerwitha lostsense of a future —bleak. Butthe energy fortransformationand
radical thought/action. How torelease/harness?

o Older,whatdoesitmeanto be a wise elder, with the privileges we have enjoyed.
What should we be letting go of — giving space to others?



The Pandemic; seeingthe losses and gains through this period. How much people gave out
of theirown goodwill:innovation, adaptability, sheer dedication. Productivity and customer
service may have increased, but has mental health and well-being of employees decreased?
Geo-political trends and dynamics that are outworking belowthe surface as we all deal with
Covid. How do we capture the balance of economicand environmental considerations?
How do we balance ourattention and focus on the scale, meta-changes, with those of
immediate concern. Where dowe start? Itis so easy to lose touch with our bigger priorities,
e.g.the health of our planet. If we have ‘7 yearsto stop irreversible damage’, whatare we
really doing?

Such positive learning around human kindness - creativity, growth and potential. The power
of community rediscovered —how we have got to know people so much more fullyand
differently both atworkand home.

Noticingagrowingfaith/spiritual inquiry by ayoungergeneration

The evolution of ourshared leadership culture - Who are we becoming? What do we stand
for? Which Valuesand Voice are being brought to the fore?

By way of a summary, the one core question and challenge that came through for us as leaders from
all of thiswas “what have we been able to overlook in the past that we can no longer overlook?”

Organisational

At the Organisational level there were anumber of more immediate concerns thatseemedtobe

pressinginonus as leaders. Probably the biggest was the question of sustainability. In aremedial
sense, this was about dealing with increasing depletion and exhaustion.

Aware of how differently different people were beingimpacted —how to get the rightlevel
of supporttothe right people. How the people who were seemingly the most self-contained
provedto be the greatestworry

Mental well-being: the anxieties and traumathat people are burying:longer termimpact of
these

How to keep upthe level of communicate inthese new ways and how exhausting

Conscious of everythingyou say as a leaderis heard and magnified

Lack of control, and voice - carryingthe decisions of others | don't agree with

More proactively, the conversation was around how we sustain positive learning from ourresponse
to the pandemic

Humanising our work-places,

o How people whowere previously unappreciated in our organisations came to the
fore: ‘key workers’ - cleaners, production workers, supply chain.

o Givingcare and considerationto each other — seeing each otherin ourown homes,
humanising our working relationships; less easy to be judgmental and dismissive of
each other

o Thede-hierarchising effect of Zoom —listening attentively to everyone, equal voice,
people speakingdirectly into problems, not filtering. More straight, honest, better
upward feedback channels

o Thelearningwe have all gained about beingreally conscious of work-life boundaries
and the rhythm of the working day. More scope for workingin ourown ways.
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e How we were able torespond with such pace and innovation when we needed to.
A genuine learning environment, where we took decisions and learned as we wentalong.

e A more compassionate leadership emerging, allowing greater trust without letting standards
slip.

Ourselves

As the conversations moved to a more personal level, the value of the St George’s House ‘safe space’
came straightto the fore. People wereable to be really open about what they were experiencing
and how they were findingitas a leaderright now and the invitation to bring the deeper wisdom of
‘head, heartand gut’ to this unleashed some powerful insights about whatisreally goingonforus
and whatis really needed by us, and of us, inthese times.

The firstthing was ‘finding space’:

e Spacetosimplynotice where we are atand whatis speakingto us

e Noticinghow we tend notto do this without prompting —tend not to listen to our own
hearts and bodies—mind becomes hyper-active

e Where we have used busyness and distraction as avoidance
Notice what we are bumpinginto, e.g. our own attachments and assumptions

e Cognitive activityextraordinarily heightened, exhaustingly so - but a realization that there
was a lot of wisdom below the surface that need to access differently.

The honesty of the conversation was refreshing and people were able to acknowledge feelings of
hurt or failure, often at ourown sense of helplessness in the face, onthe one hand, of the larger
forcesat workaround us that are setting our organisations back and, on the other, the expectations
of people around us who we can feel in some way we are ‘lettingdown’. This highlights the
perennial issue for leaders of the responsibility we take but how we have to bound thisin the light
of what we can and cannot control. ‘Teach us to care, and notto care....”, as the poet TS Eliot framed
it, “..teach us to be still’. If we are not careful itcan feel very personal. It was therefore very
restorative to hearhow we were all working hard to keep our perspective in this dilemma and to
help each otherregainit.

Anotherbigtheme thatemerged was the importance of learning to listen to and ‘trust your gut’ as a
leaderintimeslike this—thatthereis a point of stability onthe inside that we can access when
thereisso little onthe outside. One particularly interestingtheme was how willing and able people
had beento trust theirgutin the early phases of the pandemic, but how gradually this had been
eroded overtime as self-doubtincreased and people started looking for certainties externally—ina
context, of course, where government has been struggling hugely to provide them.

What became obvious as we began sharing was how much we carry emotionally. As leaders we do
not only carry our own emotions butalsothe emotions of those around us, projected and
introjected, and even the emotional climate of our wider society. This emotional turbulence can
have a directimpact on our thinking and was one of the main factors behind the sense of increasing
overload and lack of personal clarity that have become more prevalent as we have travelled through
this. Thisreinforced the need to pause, breathe, feel - clearthe heartas well as the mind and get
perspective back.

Anotherinteresting conversation opened up around the theme of ‘survival’—whenisit OKjustto be
insurvival mode and not to be harsh on ourselves forbeingthere.i.e. notburdeningourselves with
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unrealisticexpectations about some of the bigger strategicquestions when we just have to stabilise
the ship, and ourselves. Having a healthy survival mentality that has us able to ask for helpand letgo
of unrealisticself-perceptions. Otherwise we just pass on this stress and frustrationinto the systems
around us (workand home)

Next Steps

Having established such a great platform, the conversations will continuein the zoom leaderto
leaderexchanges overthe next 6 monthsor so, giving us all a chance to journey togetherandshare
the ups and downs of our learning during this extraordinary period in our history. We all know we
will face different times and stages on this journey, fromjust ‘hanging on’, to renewing our hope and
sensingintoourpowerand potential toinfluence lasting change —in ourselves, ourteams, our
systems andindeed oursociety. The powerin this community as we do this will be the way we help
each otherto keep perspective and unlock the emerging wisdom thatis always available just below
the surface.

Duringthis time we will also identify themes topics for future conversations, particularly in the new
‘Leading In These Times’ stream which we have builtinto nextyear’s programme.

Currently we have included the following in ourthinking for next year:

Responsesto upheaval - retrench or re-imagine?

Connectionand Community

Younger Generation

Creatinglisteningand ownership for change during ‘crisis as normal’
Addictions & Freedom in the workplace

Making Space forbiggerlife decisions

e Emergingnarratives of ‘these times’ —how these may shape our reality
e Culturesand Climates of Fearand Love in our organisations
Re-imagining team across hierarchies and boundaries

We will be intouch shortly to start booking people on tothe new programme of conversations over
the next 12 months or so. Itlooks like places will be capped at 16 for the foreseeable future, so be
sure to book a place earlyif a particular programme interests you.



