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The Peregrine Centre Rural Mental Health Podcast
Episode 48. Leadership in Crisis
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Hello. I'm Dr Rebecca Sng, director of The Peregrine Centre. As we begin this
episode of The Peregrine Rural Mental Health podcast, please join me in
stopping to consider the land beneath your feet, wherever you might be listening
from today. Let's take a moment together to acknowledge the traditional owners
of that land. We pay our deepest respects to the elders of the past, those of the
present, and the emerging elders of tomorrow. The Peregrine Rural Mental
Health podcast is brought to you as part of our rural mental health partnership
with New South Wales Health.

Well, hello, everybody, and welcome to this episode of The Peregrine Rural
Mental Health Podcast. This episode is for leaders. People who lead a team.
Maybe you're a manager, maybe you're a team leader, but you're a person who
works in mental health, and people look to you for leadership. We have a very
special guest with us. We have Lauren Errington, and we will get Lauren to
introduce herself at this point.

Thanks, Rebecca. It's great to be here. So my name's Lauren Errington. I'm a
mental health social worker and a clinical family therapist and supervisor. And |
also describe myself as an accidental CEO as well. So I've ended up in a
leadership position of a family therapy training institute, particularly training
people in an approach called Bowen Family Systems Theory.

And for me, it's still a work in progress, but it's been really interesting for me
working from this approach because originally, it was about observing what
happens in families and family relationships. But there's a lot of principles that
apply to organisations and workplaces and other relationship systems because
it's really about human behaviour and functioning, and how people organise
themselves when they bump up against each other.

And | should start by saying this might be a bit of an unusual podcast. Sometimes
when people ask me for leadership podcasts, they mean, | don't know,
accounting, or they mean human resource management. And I'm sure all those
things are extremely useful. | certainly have found those things useful. But this is
actually about managing the human system that you're part of.

And that might sound a bit unusual, but | think as we go through this
conversation, that will become very clear how incredibly practical and important
that is. | think particularly in mental health.
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So let's talk a little bit about rural mental health practitioners. There are lots of
challenges, as we know. There are lots of realities about leading a team in rural
mental health practice. One of the really obvious ones that strikes me is
understaffing or under-resourcing, being very isolated in many cases, the buck
stops with me.

We do know from our experience that sometimes people get promoted pretty
early in their career because staff turnover is so high that suddenly you're two
years out of uni and you're leading a team.

So it's one of those questions that | think we sometimes forget to think through,
but how do you think about these kinds of challenges?

Yes. And honestly, when you talk about the layers of things going on there, | can
even feel myself getting stirred up now. I know that's the reality that a lot of health
services are facing, and especially outside of the city centres. And | think one of
the things | think about with that is, from a natural systems perspective, the
environmental context is really important to how a group manages and adapts
to its stressors that it's facing.

So, for example, if we're really thinking about a natural system, if you think about
a group of gorillas, they will function very differently if they're in a context where
the weather's really temperate and they have enough food and resources. But
you put that same group in a context or environment where they're in a drought,
the food is scarce, the resources are very low, things get very much more intense
for the group, and they operate differently because the pressures on the group
are really different.

So sometimes it means those groups will cling together much more, but it can
also really easily lead to greater friction in a group as well.

But those environmental challenges really contribute to the intensity. So | just say
that because it is about internal pressures in a group, but the external pressures
really matter.

And to clarify, when you say environment, you don't necessarily mean natural
environment, although that is obviously a part of it, right? Bush fires, floods,
whatever. But also this sense of the wider system, what's happening in the wider
system.

And, of course, there's all the things we've listed, but there's also the fact that
you're dealing with people who bring stress. People who have maybe
experienced trauma, people who are depressed, people who are really

struggling.

And so even in the best of circumstances, we're not going to be the group of
gorillas who have temperate weather. We are always going to be systems under
stress. So what happens in a team that is under this kind of pressure?

Yes. | think one of the ways | think about this is translating what we know about
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stress and individuals to this broader context of organisations, and | found this
quite helpful to think about. So we know that what happens when we get stressed
as individuals, that one of the key things that happens is it's really hard to hold
on to our thinking in that process.

So particularly when the brain is fatigued or stressed or overwhelmed, it has real
trouble keeping open access to the prefrontal cortex. Now, we're talking to
mental health practitioners. | don't need to go into the detail around that, but
that's the bit of the brain that can be really resourceful to us in our executive
functioning, and to think and plan on a whole lot of things.

Yes, sometimes we call it the thinking part of the brain.

That's right. Exactly. So if we're too fatigued or stressed and that goes offline,
then we lose access to that, and it just makes it genuinely more difficult to make
choices. And so when that happens when we're stressed as individuals, we
default more into our emotional reactivity. So now, this is emotion regulation
101.

[Overtalking] | very much recognise that, yes.

Exactly, yes. Familiar to all of us. And when that happens, what happens is we
automatically move into what's easiest and most comfortable, as part of that. So
imagine the organisation that you're part of is like a big brain. And if it gets
fatigued or overwhelmed or stressed, it's also not able to access its best
resources, and those things can be taken offline.

And so what happens is the group or service defaults to operating automatically
by what feels easiest or most comfortable. And it's natural that under pressure
like that, we automatically opt for short-term solutions, so quick fixes.

I think part of this is anxiety makes everything feel urgent, and it moves really fast
atthat point. And we automatically move in ways just to calm things down quickly
and just enough to keep things going, as part of that.

Yes, we used to call it crisis-driven decision making, or that this got to happen
right now. There's a part of reality in that as well, right? People sometimes are, |
don't know, unsafe and need to be kept safe, or kids got to go back to school or
whatever it is.

Yes, great for survival, right? That's what we rely on those functions for. Yes,
absolutely. Not great for long-term planning.

Yes, good point, right? So you do give up something in the quickness of those
decisions, and you're doing the best you can with the information you got. But |
think that is really interesting, that it's entirely predictable that these systems
often struggle with problem-solving, long-term planning, something that's out
of the ordinary. There's challenges that are really predictable in unpredictable
times, if that makes sense.

waywithwords

www.waywithwords.net Page 3 of 16



A
-
I THE
The Peregrine Centre Rural Mental Health Podcast ool

LE
RS
LE

00:08:47

RS
LE

RS
LE

RS

00:10:00
LE

RS

LE

Yes.
Okay. And can you give us some examples?

Yes. So | think this is where family systems theory is really interesting because
what it tells us and what the research has shown, is that the same patterns that
happen in families, happen in workplaces or other groups where people are
together in important relationships.

And that there's actually a really fixed and set repertoire of what people do and
what happens in relationships when we get stressed.

There's something comforting about that, isn't there?

| know. It's so interesting, isn't it? | sometimes say to people, it's not like a
gourmet gelato shop version of ice cream. It's like getting the tub of Neapolitan.
There's a very set or fixed repertoire.

There's three options.

Three options. There's actually four here, but if we had a fourth. But these are the
predictable patterns. So we conflict, we distance, we might overfunction or
underfunction in our relationships, and we do what we call triangling.

So let me just expand on those a little bit. So it's really easy when relationships
are stressed or tense that we fight. So it's super easy just to want to blame
someone else. We might argue or get caught in conflict, and we can really dig in
deep justto feel like we're on the side of right in that, and also to try and convince
other people to agree with us. So that's part of trying to get people to do things
differently.

Yes, because it's urgent or it feels important and sometimes because there are
really genuine human rights issues that we feel like we need to advocate for.

Yes, that's a great example. And | think one of the things about this is, there's
nothing wrong with these, necessarily. It's when they're stuck in patterns of them,
or they're really intense versions of them, that it absorbs more energy in the
system and is actually unhelpful, as part of that.

Right. So nothing wrong with using a knife when it's appropriate, but trying to
eat your spaghetti with a knife is probably inefficient.

Yes, great example. Yes, exactly. And | think the next one, distancing, is a really
good example of this as well. So it's really important that we can distance
ourselves to regulate our own emotional reactivity, or have some time out, or that
sort of thing.

But when distancing is a pattern or we start to cut off from people, we might
really avoid people in our family or at work, either with physical space, but we
can also internally emotionally distance and shut down, then there's places and
times where that's less helpful in the relationship process, and people become
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unavailable to each other as part of the relationship.

That's right. And | always feel like with distancing, it's probably less usual that
people might not see that person because obviously, they got to share an office
or whatever.

But that emotional distancing of like, as soon as you open your mouth, | stop
listening, that's very common, isn't it?

Very common. And, in fact, one of the observations about these patterns in
workplaces is that conflict frequently turns into distancing, and people just
operate in silos in the workplace.

To try and avoid that conflict bubbling up again.

Exactly. Yes, we do whatever we can to mitigate it or to stop it happening again.
So we might even distance ourselves in anticipation of things becoming
conflictual or something like that.

Yes, that kind of like, I'm over it, and you're not worth my time anyway. Yes, we've
all had that experience.

Totally. And our bodies and brains are evaluating that to say, | don't want to put
my energy into that, as part of that. But you can see how in a team, that gets
problematic if that's always happening over a long time.

Yes, even if you're not involved directly in that conflict.

Yes, exactly. The other thing we do is we might resort to doing too much, and so
particularly taking over from other people. So this is a type of overfunctioning,
and we might take it on because we think it'll just be easier or keep things
moving, or because we sometimes think that other people can't cope with doing
it, or that we might just do a better job as well.

If  don't do it, nobody will, yes.

Yes, exactly. And in teams where resources are scarce, this is really easy to do
because we just step in and fill the gaps, and it's full of people who've stepped
into helping professions as well. We're helpers. So | think this is one of the things
| see a lot.

One of the interesting things about this is when there's someone
overfunctioning, there's almost always someone underfunctioning. There's a
reciprocity. And so the flip side of this is we might underfunction and be very
happy to let someone take over for us or get worried about doing something
because we think we might not do a good enough job or something like that. So
there's that dance going on as well.

Yes, and | can hear the listeners in the back of my mind saying, yes, Lauren, but
if | don't do it, I've tried to not do it, and it doesn't get done. That's a really
genuine reality of that.
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Yes, 100%. And you're talking to a CEO of a very small not-for-profit organisation,
and so there's a lot of my work which is asking this question, what is
overfunctioning and what's just functioning?

And | think that's really important, as we'll go on to talk about, there's a really big
difference there about making a choice to do something, and paying attention
to that and the patterns, and just defaulting into doing these things.

Right. Suddenly you realise.

Yes, one of them is much more driven by emotional reactivity and by what feels
like the pressure that we're reacting to. And another one is, seen what's
happening and gone, that's important to me. | want to do that. Or | will do it this
time, and this is what I'm going to do next time.

Well, that's an interesting dimension, isn't it, is time. So often when you step back
from overfunctioning, there's this very fear-inducing lag between you stepping
back and the other person maybe stepping forward.

And | was thinking, this family | once saw where the mother stopped making the
school lunches and the father stepped up, but he didn't cut the grapes in half.
That was a point of contention.

Athing, yes.

Yes. And so often, when you step up, you do it differently. Sometimes you do it
wrong, in inverted commas. And so it's so easy for that dynamic to re-establish
itself, right? The person comes in and says, well, | gave you a chance, but you
didn't cut the grapes in half, so...

I'm doing it again.

Yes, that's it. And that sense of martyrdom or that sense of really feeling resentful
that you're having to do something, | think that's always such a red flag that
maybe you are overfunctioning. You've got yourself into a situation where
people think, oh, well, Lauren will do it, so why would I? Why would | bother?

Yes, absolutely. And | think what you're talking about is to see these sorts of
patterns and choose to do anything differently, takes tolerating a certain level of
discomfort.

Yes, it's very anxiety producing.

Absolutely, yes. I've got to tolerate a level of distress if I'm going to watch
someone else do something, how | might think it is imperfectly done. And I'm
not talking about safety issues here. | think that's an important caveat, but | do
think we can really assume that more things are safety issues or urgent than
actually are. | think is part of that, too, and that's the anxiety stuff.

So the last thing, the fourth, | guess, pattern that we really easily fall into is, it's
very easy to drag other people into our stress and to share the load. And so in
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family systems theory, we call this triangling.

It's just much easier to share anxiety around than to cope with it ourselves. And
so we try and get people to take our side and ally with us or against other people
in these processes.

So to be clear, you and | might have a conflict. For some reason, we can't resolve
that conflict between us. So then | go to Harri, who's our sound engineer here,
and I say, Harri, do you know what Lauren did? Let me tell you this story.

Can you believe it?

Can you believe it? And Harri, being very nice, might say, | can't believe it.
That's right, yes.

She's so weird, or she's so awful, or she's...

And doesn't that make you feel so much better? You're like, yes, Harri agrees
with me.

Yes.

Yes, that's a triangling move. | might even look at Harri and roll my eyes and then
try to get him on my side. Like, oh, my gosh.

That's it. We've all done that, yes.

So this happens really automatically and naturally in relationships all the time.
And again, others are a resource to us. The problem is if they're entrenched,
stuck patterns around these things, or very intense versions of these things where
the outsider position, for example, gets very stuck or something like that.

And part of it is that if it gets in a situation where Harri and | only have a
relationship to bitch about you behind your back, then it's going to be really hard
if you say something sensible, for me to say, oh, yes, actually, | thought that was
a reasonable idea.

Yes, that's right. And | think what happens there is you lose the flexibility. When
triangles operate well, they're flexible. People can relate to one another and
move towards and away from people, or say something without worrying about
upsetting the other person. And there's that movement, there's a real fluidity. |
think exactly what you're talking about, when it gets rigid, gets stuck.

That's right. And that's the enemy of real problem solving because all sorts of
things are off the table.

Yes, absolutely. So | think the thing about all of these patterns, the conflict,
distance, over and underfunctioning, and triangling, they're all trying to do the
same thing, but in different ways. So they're all automatic things that we do to
just try and settle things down, that we reach for when things are tense.
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To stop the system falling apart.

Yes, and just to get ourselves in a more comfortable position in some ways. So it
can be about calming ourselves down or someone else, as part of that. And most
of the time, I think it's worth saying, relationships are just very good at regulating
themselves, using a range of these things in a low-intensity way.

It is when they're repeated patterns, and we can observe those same things
happening again and again and again with the same people, again and again
and again, or they get more intense. Distancing turns into cut off, or a slightly
heated conversation turns into full-blown conflict. That's when they're indicators
or symptoms that the system is under a lot of pressure and quite stuck.

Right. So that sense of stuckness or that sense of intensity, they're the things |
might keep my eye on.

Yes.

So you're a leader, as we talked about before. How do you notice stress show up
in your system?

Yes, great question. | think those patterns, one of the ways we talk about this with
organisations is keeping an eye on those is almost like keeping an eye on how
the system is functioning. So watching for the frequency of those things,
watching for the patterns of them, watching for the repeated patterns of them,
but also the intensity of them as well. It's almost like monitoring the heartbeat of
the organisation and keeping an eye on those things.

| always thought it was interesting. | remember Bowen once said, it's important
to look at the frequency, not the content of those things. Because it's so easy to
get into, oh, the issue is note taking, the issue is not enough time, blah, blah,
blah. And so we try and solve those problems, solve those problems. But actually
stepping back and saying, oh, | can't help but notice we've had a lot of issues,
and they've been very intense issues. | wonder if something's happened in the
system.

Yes. And | think that's where leadership of this type is not necessarily about
techniques, but it's about zooming out and watching the system. And thinking
systems is about watching process rather than getting caught up in content.

So that leads me to the next question which is, when you acknowledge that there
are stressors and that you often can't solve these issues like we're understaffed
and we can't recruit anybody else, what can you do? One thing is, as you say,
stepping back, noticing that something's happening, but then what do you do
in response to that when you think something might be happening?

Yes, it's a great question. And | think even that example, changing staff or
wanting the stressors to change, are really good examples of how much energy
we can put into things that actually aren't in our control.
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And that we can spend heaps of time trying to change things that we actually
can't, or even just complaining or wishing or hoping that they would be different.

And sometimes that's an expectation that our team members put on us, right?
Lauren, magic me up some staff.

Yes, | would love to. Give me a $1 million.

Yes. And sometimes that's an expression of something else, isn't it? Really what
they're saying is, Lauren, this is really stressing me out.

Yes, and helping, | think that's where the contact with staff is really important.
How do you define the dilemma in those processes? | think in family therapy, in
leadership in organisations, getting real clarity and line of sight of what is the
actual dilemma here? How do we think about that? What's this person's version
of this dilemma going on? You can't solve a problem unless you know what the
problem is. And so | think that's where really tapping into people's thinking is a
really important part of that.

So this question around, or this observing where our energy goes is a really
important one, because it's a different thing to shift that energy back into
something that you can control. And actually, the main thing we can control is
ourselves, and thinking about what is actually in my control here and what isn't.

What we can control is how we bring ourselves to work. What am | going to think
about? How do | feel? How do | regulate myself? How do | manage my own
stress? What do | put my mind to, spend my time on, who do | have contact with?
All these choices are really within our locus of control, if you like, as part of that.

And the reason that's different is because it's really shifting from letting the
pressures and the relationship system direct us and being in that reactive mode,
to really thinking about ourselves as the best resource that we have to offer, and
how do you make that more solid and more robust, as part of that.

| think this is where even some brain research can help us to think about this. That
even in the midst of uncontrollable stress, this is what the neuroscience says, if
people can just have a little bit of control in an area of their lives, it keeps the
pathways to the prefrontal cortex lit up.

And so | often think about this with work in terms of when things are really
overwhelming and it feels uncontrollable, what are the actual things that you
have control over or that you could do something about?

So one of the examples | was thinking was, how do you actually arrive at work?
Do you arrive to a flooded inbox, messages waiting on the phone, a full day of
appointments ahead of you, a pile of notes waiting to be done?

[Overtalking], yes.
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Mostly. One of the things you have a choice about is, can you spend five minutes
maybe just writing down a question or something you're interested in for each
meeting or session you have coming up that day?

Wow, okay. So really engaging the thinking part of your brain.

That's right. Engaging the thinking part of your brain. And whether or not you
actually get to ask that question, you're then positioning yourself with curiosity
and interest and a little bit of agency over each of those things you're doing.

What a very powerful thing curiosity is in the midst of stress. It's the antidote to
stress in a funny way.

Yes, that's how we talk about it at the institute, too, that curiosity is the antidote
to anxiety. And | think what you just said there is the biggest part of that. When
we're curious, we are using our thinking brain. There's a reciprocity to that, | think,
which is really interesting because we need to use our thinking brain to be
curious.

But it also keeps us in that thinking brain and so prevents us from defaulting just
into the reactivity, too, if we stay curious. It also has the effect of calming ourselves
down, and we know that has a big impact on people around us as well.

Yes, that would be really powerful, wouldn't it, that you're in a meeting and
somebody asks a genuinely curious question, rather than a quick, let's fix this
issue right now, but we don't have the resources to do it question.

Yes. Or what normally happens is just telling people what to do in that process.

Yes, we're guilty. Okay. So what are some of the real-life challenges of focusing
on these things? Because | can certainly imagine listeners at home thinking, oh,
yes, but if | focus on myself and I'm only thinking about myself, how | manage
myself, am | accepting a bad situation? And really, | should be advocating to
change this, or I should be quitting my job, or | should be doing something that's
more rebellious in response to this.

Yes, | think it's a really important question. And | immediately think about
someone in a relationship who's experiencing abuse or where there's that power
dynamic. And I think about how any misinterpretation of focusing on myself or
developing a more solid self or whatever, can be really dangerous if it means
staying in a situation that's unsafe or causing harm.

| just don't think it means that. | think in my experience in counselling and
supervision, sometimes the clearer people get in their own thinking, the process
is they're more able to make a choice based on what's important to them. And
sometimes that choice might mean leaving a relationship or changing jobs, but
it's the process of thinking that's really important.

So differentiation of self in family systems theory is sometimes described as
having the capacity to make a choice, which | find really interesting.
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Instead of the system making the choice for you?

Exactly, yes. Or just reacting or doing that in the process. So here's an example
with work. You can reactively stay in a job because you worry about what might
happen if you leave, or you might reactively leave the job because you just want
to get as far away from it as you possibly can, or you can thoughtfully stay in the
job, or you can thoughtfully leave.

There's different possibilities, and it might look the same from the outside, but
the process and how much of your own thinking and understanding and
intentional action is brought to that, makes a massive difference. Because that's
what you take into the next bit, and that's about yourself as part of that process.

Yes, you take yourself with you.
Exactly, yes.

Okay. Let's imagine |'ve magically become incredibly great at this skill. How do |
bring my team along for the ride? How do | share my understanding of the
situation? And particularly if I've got staff who are maybe very anxious or have
their own mental health or personal life issues that do make them pretty hard to
have a curious conversation with.

Yes, it's a great question. And | do think it circles back to really focusing on what
| can control and what | can't. The reality is, | actually can't bring people along for
the ride. They're not my two-year-old who | can put in the car anymore, as part of
that. That's actually about the choice they're going to make to engage with that
or not.

But what | can do is to work on being a leader who is thoughtful and clear and
communicative with people, and provides the opportunity for people to make
that choice and decide to come along for the ride. And so my job in that is to
stay in really good contact with people in my team to get really clear about what
| think and be ready to share that thinking with people.

Yes, that's key, isn't it? To be able to articulate why you might be staying, be
going, making whatever decision. But actually being able to say, well, | think
maybe this is going on in the system, and that's why I've chosen to step back or
do whatever.

It's such an unusual experience, | think, when people are invited in to know the
thinking of the people who make leadership decisions. It's actually not the
default that we have. Which can be, I think, exposing, right? That you worry that
people will not agree with your reasoning.

But also, | think it can be incredibly comforting to share the, oh, here's my
thinking, and what do you think about my premise or the ways that I've arranged
the information?

Have you got any extra pieces of information that are important, blah, blah, blah?
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Yes.

Okay. So let me give you a scenario. Let's imagine I'm a newish team leader, and
| want to get my team into regular reflective supervision. Because we were just
talking about deep thinking and the importance of reflection. | want them to talk
about cases and how they're going with the work, but nobody seems engaged,
and people always seem to have a clinical crisis of the day, and that means they
can't come. And they say, we're too short staffed and we shouldn't be taking time
out. What would your advice to me to get started with this kind of issue?

Yes, it's such a good question. Because we can be so well-intentioned about
something like this, but we can really maybe push for something in quite an
intense way, and then that stirs up the reactivity of other people, as part of that
process.

| was thinking, | remember that Bowen once said that a triangled exchange, one
of the signs of it is right and wrong. That an issue is defined as right and wrong.
And | think that's such a good example of what you just talked about, that
sometimes we're pushing for something because we believe itto be a rightissue.
We should be doing this. And then people get their backs up because basically
you're saying you're wrong if you don't want to do it.

Yes. And | think that's where those dynamics can get caught in those patterns
again, too. You want this more, so | want it less. That reciprocity.

Yes, that right.

And | sometimes think it's worth getting really clear about what is the purpose of
supervision. | think sometimes in organisations, leaders can push for group
supervision for a bit more togetherness in their team. | want us to be on the same
page, some group time will be great for us.

But | know from experience, supervising people when they don't think it's worth
it, can feel like just a real waste of time for everyone, including the supervisor. |
think if there's resistance, in some ways what you need to do is earn the right to
carve out that time in the midst of a really busy week.

So getting clear about what you think it's about and what it's for is really
important. So | think effective group supervision works when people can see a
value in the time spent in that and how it benefits their work.

And so | think that's about making it distinguished from other things in the week.
So it's not a case review. It's not casual morning teatime. It's a time to actually
promote thinking and step outside the intensity of the work, and with some
reduced intensity, bring some thinking to the table.

Yes, engage with their thinking brain.

Exactly. And getting interested in things like, how does your theory or training
inform what you're trying to do here, and what's getting in the way of you doing
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that? They're such interesting conversations.

That's a good example, isn't it, where things can often get inefficient. Bloated, |
would even say, where people are so stressed that they're not really getting
people through very effectively. Because it feels like every case is a crisis case,
you're just dealing with the crisis of the day, every time you see a person, those
people are hanging around for a really long time. And so it gets more and more
stressed. The crisis-driven decision making isn't solving the problem.

When | think about this kind of scenario, that maybe is one piece of thinking |
would very much try and share, that maybe we're in a pattern where we're trying
to tread water, but I'm interested in maybe getting out of the water altogether
for a bit.

Yes, and | think this comes back to what we were talking about before. The
problem is not necessarily the content. These are well-trained, competent, well-
intentioned clinicians. There's something happening in the process. | think that's
what supervision’s really helpful doing, is zooming out and observing the
process a little bit more.

In teams I've worked with where supervision is not always welcomed, I've done a
couple of other things as well. One of the things I've done is introduce a theory
to practice element to start the session so that there's a bit of a way to anchor the
time, or even a bit of a value-add for people.

And that would be a bit of a teachy something at the beginning?

Yes. And it might be something we've done before as a team, or it might be from
my perspective, something that I've been thinking about in terms of theory to
practice, from Bowen theory, or even working on a theme over a couple of
sessions can be really useful. So we might think, for example, about triangles and
referral pathways, and doing that over the course of some sessions. People can
take that out into their work and be observing that happening and then bring it
back for the next session.

So anchoring it in some kind of thinking can help it be less ambiguous orend up
just into venting or complaining or getting overwhelmed, | think, as well.

And that's a good example, isn't it, where you might have picked what we'd call
a pain point. A thing that really annoys some people, or it's very obvious there's
a problem. And let's talk about that. You told me that this is a thing that concerns
you, so let's talk about that in a very explicit way.

Yes.

And that's a good example also, of considering the whole of the system part of
the work, isn't it? So when we think about how we work with clients, we often
think about process and what are the dynamics, but we might not bring that lens
to the referrers or the way we work with schools or whatever.
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And sometimes, in fact, people feel the opposite. They feel like, well, why can't
you just do your job? If you did your job and | did my job, this would be working
great. But we would never think that with a client, right? Like, why don't you just
do the exposure as | told you to?

Yes. What are you responsible for and what am | responsible for, as part of that?

Yes. And there's an assumption that if you're not doing it, there's some reason
for that, and there's some function to your persistence of that symptom.

Yes, | think that's a great point. Because | think that's when we can really get into
burnout territory for workers, which is when we're feeling really responsible for
things that we're not actually responsible for, as part of that. So staying really
clear about what is my job here, and what are my responsibilities there, and how
do I stay in my lane in some ways? That is really important, and | think we want
this to be sustainable for people, this sort of work. It's so important. These are
valuable resources and assets.

There's an invitation to come in and rescue people, and it can get louder and
louder, that siren song, when we ourselves are stressed or feel like we're in a
system that is not functioning very well, and doesn't feel containing, and doesn't
help us to step back and think about these things.

Well, and it can really calm me down to feel like I'm being helpful to someone,
as part of that.

[Overtalking], yes.

So that's the reciprocity there. And as leaders of organisations, | think that's part
of the same dynamic there, too. There's a parallel process, | think, that can go on.

So true, yes. That there's an invitation to rescue our staff from that stuff.

Yes, | feel very protective of my staff. And so what does that mean in terms of
feeling over-responsible for them, or making decisions based on assumptions |
have about their time or capacity, that might not actually be accurate? How
would | check that out? How would | get more factual about that?

Right, interesting. Yes, okay. So we're going to run out of time, but if we think
about this whole conversation, what's one thing that you hope people would
take away from this whole conversation?

Yes, we've gone in a lot of different directions, haven't we? We could talk about
it for a long time. | think the thing | would love for people to take away is that
leadership is not necessarily about techniques, but it is about being able to step
back and see how the system is functioning, and to think about your part in that,
and what you're responsible for and what you're not, as part of that.

And the other thing | would say about that is, anyone can do that. It doesn't have
to be the leader-leader in an organisation. If anyone's willing to think about their
own reactivity, what their own relationship habits are, if they're the ones who want
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to work on being a bit more curious, or working, as we say sometimes, to be the
least anxious person in the room, that can go a really long way in an organisation
and in the work.

Because we know that that promotes the functioning and the maturity of other
people around us when we do that. So it's great if it is the leader-leader doing
that, but anyone can take that quiet leadership on in their work.

There's something so encouraging about that, isn't there, that yourself as a
powerful tool, you've got it. You've already got yourself. And if you can hone that
tool, you can have power in this situation.

Yes, people impact us a lot, and we impact other people. | think that's the reality
of thinking about how a relationship system functions. So what are you going to
bring to that?

Yes. And let me encourage people. | know people are listening to this and
thinking, well, that's all very good in theory, blah, blah, blah. | have worked in
very stressed-out systems, child protection systems, whatever, and | have
definitely seen this in practice work miracles, really.

Me too, yes.

People coming in, just having themselves managed and really changing how the
system is working. It doesn't make the issues go away.

No, | think that's exactly right. It doesn't problem-solve everything, but what it
does is create more capacity in the system and the resources to problem solve.
When a system is really stressed, we end up so much trying to manage the
system, that's where all the energy goes. But when a system itself can be calmer,
it frees up those resources to actually get on with the work. And | think, as you
talk about that, that's how I'd describe what | see happening in those systems.

Okay. Let's say that people are fascinated about what Lauren Errington told me
today. How would they go about learning more?

Yes, great. Well, The Family Systems Institute website is a great resource, so
thefsi.com.au.

We run a whole host of online workshops every year. An introduction to Bowen
theory, lunchtime reading and discussion group. And we run a family therapy
training programme. As well as that, we run a certificate in family systems theory
and application programme. We often have leaders from different fields join that
programme, so from the education sector, health sector, we've had lawyers in it,
HR.

Because it's really thinking about these principles of being human and human
relationships and how they do apply to the workplace and organisations. So
there's a bunch of resources on there, and I'd just encourage people to check
them out.
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RS Excellent. Thank you, Lauren. Thank you for your time today.

LE Pleasure.

RS | think that was a really great conversation.

LE Thank you.

RS And as usual, listeners, if you are interested in extra resources, you can check out

our Peregrine Portal, and we will be listing some of those extra resources below
this podcast episode. But for the meantime, thank you for listening, and we hope
to see you soon.

00:41:16

Outro | hope you found today's episode helpful. You'll find specially selected resources
on this topic on our digital learning platform. To join the platform for free or to
suggest questions or topics for further episodes, please visit our website
theperegrinecentre.com.au.

00:41:53
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