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Action Learning for Independent Care Home Managers 14th June 2017
Background
Emma Falkner’s role was to facilitate two Action Learning (AL) sets for Independent Care Home
Managers in Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire. The AL sets were commissioned by The West
Wales Care Partnership, Carmarthenshire County Council.
The Action Learning Sets consisted of 7 people per group and included team leaders, area
managers, and regional managers.
Between them, these people manage the care for over 500 people in a mixture of residential and
supported homes in Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire.
The group attended six half day sessions between November 2016 and April 2017, at a location
central to their places of work.

The main aims of the Action Learning sets
Before the sets began, the following aims were agreed:
1. To identify individual and shared problems
2. To reflect on important issues with peers
3. To plan and carry out actions to solve and reduce problems

Problems identified by the group:
Once they got together, the group identified three key problems:
1. High stress levels
2. Lack of confidence in leadership skills
3. Feelings of isolation as a manager

Tackling each of the problems
1. High Stress Levels
In session one, despite feeling fulfilled by their role and job, all managers gave a high stress score.
This was a priority area to tackle.
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How did Action Learning help?
All participants found that the following key principle of action learning helped them most when
dealing with stress: “focus and take action on what you can influence and control, and leave what
you can’t”.
Despite having just as much to do, by being realistic and pragmatic about their time and resources,
they dramatically reduced their stress levels.
For example, Beth stated early on in the course that she recognised she was in crisis:
“I was not able to function and was just about dealing with the nuts and bolts of everyday –
anything else would send me into a panic.”
After a couple of light bulb moments in the action learning sets, she recognised what she could not
influence. As a result:
“I made good sound choices and decisions that have changed my life”.
As a result of learning and then applying this principle, all stress levels of the AL sets members’
went down dramatically from an average of 9/10 to 3/10.
One manager, Mary, who scored herself a 10/10 for stress on day one went down to a 0/10 on the
last day.
Although she was continually stressed about the behaviour of some of her staff, once she
understood that ‘feeling stressed’ was not going to solve her problems, she relaxed and stated,
“I see no point in taking work home in my head’.
She also alleviated her anxiety by adhering to the action learning principle on an ongoing basis. As
she said,
“I continually tell myself, if you can’t influence something, then stop worrying about it!”
The change was noticeable to others. Her training manager even emailed that:
“I think the action learning sets has had a positive effect on Mary particularly. She is noticeably
more relaxed and happier at work.”
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2. Lack of confidence in leadership skills
To gain a better understanding of the managers’ leadership styles, Emma asked the managers if
she could email a brief questionnaire to their direct reports.
Questions included:
a. What two words would best describe [Sam] as a manager?
b. What does [Sam] do well as a manager?
The responses from the majority of staff were positive. They saw their managers as excellent
problem solvers, friendly and approachable.
For example: “Sam is exceptional at organising the rota and is really good at problem solving, Sam
will go out of her way to keep the staff & Service Users happy”.
This and other similar comments gave the game away.
Many staff were happy because their managers took on full responsibility for getting things done.
However, managers in the action learning sets complained that their stress levels were high
because they were doing too much!
Instead of solving strategic leadership problems, they were solving problems that their staff should
have been solving.
As Katy one of the managers stated,
“I took every problem on my shoulders and tried to do everything myself.”
Similarly, Anwen, was also taking on full responsibility for solving problems for her staff,
“I used to give them all the answers and step by step instructions”
It was clear from the staff feedback that most of the managers have an affiliative style of
leadership. That is, staff saw them as approachable and caring, and someone who could sort
things out for them. Some of the comments in the evaluation session illustrate this, for example,
Sam said that before Action Learning,
“I was a friend to all”
Ben also added that:
“I didn’t like confrontation or to upset others – I always saw things from their perspective”.
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How did Action Learning help?
By reflecting and questioning their own leadership style within the sessions, managers began to
practise a more authoritative and strategic form of leadership.
By the end of the course, Ben fed back that:
“I am more direct, I no longer communicate through intermediaries, I make statements that come
from me personally. I am more objective and understand that I am not a ‘bad’ person if I
sometimes have to make difficult decisions that affect staff’.
In addition, once managers saw the benefit of using non-directive principles within the AL set,
they began transcribing them to their own teams.
For example, when one of her team members said to her,
“Katy, I can’t work with Jo, you’re going to have to separate us.”
Katy responded by saying,
“OK, before I do anything, I’d like you to have a go at sorting this out yourselves. Have a think
about what you can change or influence and get back to me tomorrow.”
She is now managing the situation and empowering her team to resolve it rather than micromanging and solving the problem immediately.
Overall, following the Action Learning Sets, managers’ confidence in themselves as leaders
doubled in score from a 4 /10 to an 8/10.
In addition, they all believed that their enabling skills had also significantly improved from an
average score of 5 /10 to 8 /10.
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3. Feelings of isolation as a manager
Some of the managers, who worked in smaller homes, expressed a sense of isolation.
“It’s very easy to feel isolated when you are working in the countryside in a big residential home,
managing 18 members of staff and the buck stops with you. It can be quite a lonely place”.

How did Action Learning help?
For some managers, this was the first time they had experienced a peer support group. They
found it reassuring to be with other people, for half a day, discussing problems just like theirs.
As Eleanor said,
“It shows you that you are doing your best, just like everyone else, and that you are not alone”.
The objective, empathetic and confidential approach of action learning, had a profound effect on
the group. The trust and understanding that emerged from their work together meant that both
groups want to continue meeting as an action learning set.
In addition, examples of collaboration are taking place.
For example, one of the team managers of a residential home is having a summer open day. He
asked his action learning group to share ideas about the Open Day and then he invited all the
other managers to attend it.
He stressed that,
“This process is about opening doors. It’s not about competing but about sharing resources and
ideas. We know that together we’re much likely to come up with ideas in terms of other problems
we share.”

Next Steps for the Action Learning Groups
There were some significant problems such as recruitment, retaining staff, and relationships with
local authorities which need more time to solve.
However, both groups believe that they could be more innovative and influential if they worked
more collaboratively.
Therefore, they decided to continue meeting monthly as an action learning set and find ways
together to resolve these and other shared problems and issues.
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A trained action learning facilitator, employed by Pembrokeshire County Council, is going to take
on the facilitative role.
Finally, it was also suggested that in approximately 6 months, Emma could help evaluate the
progress and development of the group.

Notes
Please note that all names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals involved
and that this case study has been written with approval of all parties.
If you have problems that could be resolved using the powerful Action Learning approach, then do
contact Emma on 02920 378 252 or 07963 320 560 or email her at emma@emmafalkner.com
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