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Renewal: A Picture of Current Strategies in Leadership

David Swift has had many years’ experience in supporting people with a disability into their lifestyle choices. During his participation in CRU’s 2003 Leadership Program, David investigated the experience of current leaders in the disability field to explore how people renew and sustain themselves in leadership roles. 
The word renewal often conjures up dreams of a holiday under a palm tree, flight to a health retreat following fatigue or burnout or perhaps even attendance at a professional management course. However the conversations I have had with leaders in the disability field challenge these widely held ideas. Rather than being seen as a passive process, people in leadership roles tend to construct renewal as something quite active and dynamic. Far from engaging in one singular renewal activity people undertake renewal at many levels (including spiritual, physical, political, intellectual and emotional levels) and experience the renewal process as multi-layered. Yet despite acknowledging its importance, many leaders struggle to articulate they ways they seek renewal or to link these activities and the issue of sustainability in leadership. Drawing on my research and interviews with people in leadership roles within the disability field, this article seeks to identify some of the strategies used by people in their own renewal. 
Firstly, at the level of physical renewal, health was highlighted as being of significance. Regular health checks, eating healthily and engaging in physical exercise are all important to sustaining oneself as a leader. Likewise, rest and relaxation are essential. As one leader remarked, “Sleep is important; you can’t lead if you’re suffering sleep deprivation.” The health of people in leadership roles often determines their ability to take an out-front leadership role. 

At both the emotional and the intellectual level, mentoring and supervision are some of the more publicly recognised forms of renewal. The nature of these mentoring and supervisory relationships is often informal, freely-given and found outside the organisation or movement. Related strategies include taking time to listen to other international leaders and maintaining connections with others. Likewise the issue of networking is an important source of renewal. Whilst conferences and formal gatherings are important, it is those activities which occur on the periphery of these – in the breaks and after hours - that hold greatest value: information sharing, rich networking, forging alliances, the strengthening of idealism and the creation of future possibilities. 

The third way in which leaders gain revitalisation, is through reading. Whether it be through academic journals, newspapers or works of fiction, intellectual renewal is essential for people to be able to think differently about the issues they face. It is also the most widely-used strategy for renewal.
The fourth level in the renewal strategy of people in leadership roles focuses on renewing beliefs. For many people this involves ensuring they renew their insight into issues by being grounded in the lives of vulnerable people, families and communities. Thus the search for new answers to current issues, in the lives of people whom they walk alongside, becomes a renewal activity in itself. By contrast, alternative perspectives may also be gained by seeking global connections to local issues of significance. 

Related to this psychological journey, is the issue of actively and critically reflecting on issues of leadership and the experience of people with disability. Taking the time to learn from experience, to clarify and distil learning then informs further action. This is an important means of measuring change, improvement and influence; all of which constitute important feedback for leaders. 

Finally, despite being understood as important for the journey of leadership, most renewal takes place in the private sphere and is understood by those in leadership roles as a personal responsibility. It is perhaps because the issue of renewal is so deeply personal that it is often unspoken. For some, renewal takes place at a deeply spiritual level. This may involve participation in orthodox faith activities, prayer and meditation. Alternatively, it may be about pursuing activities that connect people to strong and deeply held beliefs. People in leadership roles also express the importance of connection to family or to activities such as walking in the forest as having a positive impact on their spiritual selves. It seems that having a connection to a wider or bigger system than self, such as family or nature, is important to renewal of spirituality and self. 
Most significant of all is the interconnection between these physical, emotional, intellectual, psychological and spiritual sources of renewal. In this way renewal is then about attending to the responsibilities of leadership rather than taking a break from them. If we are serious about supporting people in the disability field to take on, and to remain in leadership roles, renewal needs to be understood as a strategy for self-maintenance, activated at multiple levels. To be effective in their leadership, people must continuously invest in their own renewal through conscious, strategic, and highly personalised strategies. 
[*This article is a small part of David’s ongoing work. For details of the study or for further information please contact David on karindavid@bigpond.com]

