Compassion conversation 10: Managing to care
This one is for the managers and leaders among us.

Most healthcare providers have a corporate statement of organisational values, which may or may not align with the values in action. How do we know what are the real values? - Because we daily observe what behaviours get rewarded and what get repressed.

For instance, your organisation might include “openness” in the statement of corporate values. Try it out. Next time you are in a management meeting, try raising an uncomfortable truth. Does the leader welcome this courageous exposure of an important issue, or close it down? You soon learn what the real values are.

Many healthcare organisations have espoused values of compassion and patient-centred care. Make your observations. If a nurse in a busy ED were to spend fifteen minutes listening attentively to the concerns of a frightened old lady, what would be the response from the team leader? Is this behaviour censured or rewarded?

Healthcare organisations are a mirror. The experience of people and their families seeking care is a reflection of how the organisation treats its own employees. The leaders of the very best health care organisations role model the values and principles underlying people-centred care: they are deeply respectful, humane and compassionate towards their employees; they celebrate diversity; they act fearlessly against bullying or abuse; they listen deeply, they role model openness and integrity, and they are not afraid to say sorry.

Do you manage your own team members to reward caring behaviour? What are the values articulated by your everyday leadership decisions?

Do you excuse the bullying behaviour of the senior surgeon because there’s a shortage of specialists? Maybe if you had the courage to stamp out bullying then more doctors would want to work in your hospital?

Do you hide behind formal processes when a patient is accidentally harmed? Or do you have the courage to meet with the patient and to offer your sincere apology and a promise to learn from the error?

Do you reward your staff for exercising their judgement in working flexibly with family members or do you rigidly enforce visiting hours?

Try sitting in your own ED waiting room for eight hours, without food or drink, and just observe. I did, last Thursday. It’s a sobering experience for all leaders.
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