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Welcome

to the latest of an ongoing series of monthly think-pieces. These
have been commissioned to reflect the work, themes and values
of The Way Ahead Group with a view to providing insights,
questions and reflections which will inform your own work and
way of being in the world.

In this piece, Duncan Fraser managing director of The Way
Ahead Group interviewed David Wolverson, chief executive of
Dimensions

David has attended various Way Ahead Group retreats and has
been coached by Duncan.

This article is the product of several conversations between
Duncan Fraser, Managing Director, The Way Ahead Group and
David Wolverson, CEO, Dimensions, a national provider of
support for over 2000 young people and adults who have a
broad range of learning difficulties and/or autism. Dimensions
employs over 3500 people.

In the Way Ahead Group’s work we often use the ideas of Carl
Rogers, the founding father of Person Centred Psychology which
are familiar to many in the caring professions. David has used
these ideas in a contemporary way to put his service users at
the heart of the organisation, enabling them to choose and to be
more in control of the choices that most affect their lives than
has traditionally been the case in care.
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Carl Rogers the founding father of counselling, who, after many years of innovative
work, attempted to describe what he believed to be the essential tools and attributes
of the helping relationship. His seminal article on the ‘Necessary and Sufficient
Conditions of Therapeutic Personality Change,’1 is the starting point for most of us
who try to live these values and way of being in the world.

Rogers once found in a darkened cellar a lone potato with long straggling shoots
reaching towards the light from the tiny window and used this as an analogy: we all
desire to be who we can be — a fully functioning, growing human being. He
characterised this drive in us all within relationships.

‘If | can create a relationship characterised on my part: by a genuineness and
transparency, in which | am my real feelings: by a warm acceptance and prizing of
the other person as a separate individual; by a sensitive ability to see his world and
himself as he sees them:

Then the other individual in the relationship will:

. experience and understand aspects of himself, which previously he had
repressed

. find himself becoming better integrated, more able to function effectively

. become more similar to the person he would like to be

. be more self-directing and self-confident

. become more of a person, more unique and more self-expressive

. be more understanding, more acceptant of others

. be more able to cope with the problems of life more adequately and more

comfortably.

‘| believe that this statement holds whether | am speaking of my relationship with a
client, with a group of students or staff members, with my family or children. It seems
to me that we have here a general hypothesis, which offers exciting possibilities for
the development of creative, adaptive, autonomous persons.’2

The three ideas at the heart of his work are:

. Congruence , or Genuineness: the helper is congruent within the
relationship, they are not "acting" - and they can draw on their own
experiences to facilitate the relationship.

. Unconditional Positive Regard. There are many ways to describe
this, respect or non-physical love (Agape) for those with whom you are
working. Accepting unconditionally, without judgement, disapproval or
approval. This facilitates increased self-regard in the client, as they can
begin to become aware of experiences in which their view of self-worth was

distorted by others.
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. Empathy , feeling the feelings of the other person, as if you were them,
knowing that you never can be. A little like the idea of walking a mile in the

other person’s moccasins.

So what are the implications of all of this in running a person-
centred organisation?

There is an evolving move towards creating supporting organisations where the
person to be supported decides what they want to achieve and then discusses with
the provider how this will happen. | call it the post-industrialisation of social-care. It is
in marked contrast to the commissioning of block contracts by Local Authorities.
What I’'m interested in is how a person can stay in control of the choices they make
and how we as providers of a service can adapt to this. If someone wants to use our
support to buy a football season ticket as it is the major way they can be part of
something important to them and can meet with friends, then why not? Our
profession has been used to making judgements on behalf of those we help and
imposing solutions; there is a lot of learning (and unlearning)to do! I'm interested in
creative solutions. This is not a soft option, but we often overreact in society.

How can you recruit people who have Unconditional Positive
Regard?

We look for it in everyone, but so many people have it within themselves already.
The people we support are increasingly involved in the recruitment of their own staff
and they have a great instinct for the 'right' people. A lot of this is about dialogue with
staff, working through how you love the person but hate their behaviour. There are so
many examples of our staff who work tirelessly and selflessly for the person they
work for. In the new world of personalisation, each person will control their budget
and we will support in any way they want that as long as it is legal! That requires us
to be hugely flexible, but it models the equality, respect, trust and fairness we
espouse. This UPR links to the Eric Berne idea of I'm OK, You're OK, there is an
equality that we are after, breaking down old pompous barriers. We need people who
can communicate their UPR to those with whom they work. Fundamentally we are a
collective of 5500 people some of whom are supported and some of whom are paid,
but we are all people

So empathy is at the heart of what you do?

You might call it connecting which is a primary social skill. We need to have a
genuine interest in the other, an acceptance of the human condition and in
understanding our people's needs, many of whom do not have verbal
communications. We need to be prepared to challenge underlying systems and
ourselves. This is not simply delivering the sometimes apparently arbitrary results
and performance indicators we are all required to. There is an 'outcomes' industry
which has grown up around measuring and often the wrong things which are not

outcomes for the people we support. Quite simply quality happens when you care



The Way Ahead Group®©

enough to do your best, and not because you are focussed on some high level
target or measure

Don!t we need empathy for those who measure and inspect too?

Yes for the people but not particularly what they do, as it isn’t based on UPR or
empathy. They are often one removed from the lived experience of those we support
and are focussed on issues that may not resonate with the person’s life.

How do you lead a large organisation with these principles?

Well the first thing is to be authentic; to be seen acting out the values we espouse. |
also believe you must be grounded in the experience of the people we support; to
understand the prejudice and social exclusion that being different can bring. You
must believe in your staff and demonstrate that trust by being letting go of power
and control. We need to be responsive and creative, but equally we need to have
tough love. We have to be really clear about what is acceptable and what isn’t from
all those we work with, colleagues, funders, commissioners and clients. Our values
are transparent and lived. It is a crucial part of our recruitment and induction to
ensure people understand about our expectations to work in a Person-Centred way.
Fundamentally | believe that any organisation's survival does not matter if it is not
doing the right job for the people it supports

Where do you think this journey started for you?

I think it goes back to my mother who is a good caring person who gave me a script
of pleasing others, partly from not offending them, but | was always aware of the
implications of my behaviour and there was a sort of mantra of ‘do no harm to
anyone’.

Do you think your organisation is more person centred towards the
client than your staff?

That’s a good question. We speak about being person-centred and yet our
profession is full of lowly paid workers who give their compassionate love to others at
some cost to themselves. It is very hard in these days of ever tighter margins,
competition to see how we can compensate in such a system. We both know that
money isn’t an indicator of Happiness after a certain level but it is really important
that we don’t abuse that but live in the paradox.

How do you stay congruent with yourself in leading such a large
organisation?

| am really interested in the ideas and writing around Servant Leadership. | want to be
able to support, enable, encourage by being involved. | always try to use quiet
reflection to help me to focus on what | am feeling and thinking and have to balance
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always fear, the tough, the naive, the optimistic with the task we have. A line | like is
that thing about ‘if you are not rising you are falling’. As a third sector leaders there
are complex and often tough messages but | always come back to servant
leadership being about a way of being not of doing. | do believe that you earn loyalty
by involvement not imposition. | do though work as a ceo and try to work to a position
of I'm OK, You are OK, mindful always that it is my job to balancing enabling, valuing,
supporting and doing. I'm also keen to lead the idea of responsibility, for all of us.
But all this must be put into the context that we should also enjoy and have fun at
work!

Being congruent is about being consistent, being connected, listening and being true
to yourself, your work, your experience, to others and to the here and now.

I think the best example of what | mean by a Person-Centred organisation is
illustrated by a video about Clive we have put on our web site
http://www.dimensions-uk.org/clive/
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This is for me a really interesting exploration of the practical implications of leading an
organisation with Rogers’s Core Conditions. His simply explained and easily
understood intentions can take a lifetime of practise and require constant reminders.
It’s relatively easy to remember when we are in mindful meditation or walking on top of
a hill as David so lives to do be it in his beloved Yorkshire or on his Mountain treks in
the Himalayas, yet much more challenging when facing the daily joy / grind that is

running a large third sector organisation.

I think the theory is just that. If comes from the therapeutic tradition and the
relationship between boss and reportee is profoundly different - your therapist rarely
sacks you! David and | have talked about the tough stuff too. How for instance do
you make someone redundant with Unconditional Positive Regard and from an I'm
OK, You’re OK position and that will certainly be a consideration for many of us in the
sector in the next year.
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1 find a quiet place

2 direct your attention to your breathing

3 allow a warm heart and twinkling eyes

4 allow the idea of wings coming from the base

of your spine to greet a particular member of
your management team

5 allow Unconditional Positive Regard for them,
their rich, glorious, messy history, accepting
them

6 allow genuineness, notice your feelings about

them (they may be their feelings)

7 allow yourself to be ‘as if’ them
8 just allow the thoughts and feelings
9 notice what your relationship could be like

10 breathe let it be, enjoy the moment of calm
being fully who you can be with them



