Episode 5 – Leadership transcript


Thank you for taking the time to listen to this series of podcasts exploring the topics of race, racism and anti-racism through the themes of unmasking, repairing and prevention. 

F1:	Thank you for listening to these podcasts exploring the topics of race, racism and anti-racism in the context of counselling and social work. over the course of six episodes, professionals from our fields will have open discussions about how we can unmask, repair and prevent the harm and trauma that racism perpetuates. This series is a collaboration between staff from the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, known as BACP, and Hackney Borough Council, and it follows on from the Anti-Racist Practice Conference hosted by Hackney Council's Children and Family Service in May 2022. The report from the conference and links to any other documents or resources we mention, as well as specific trigger and content warnings, will be available in the accompanying show notes. Please be aware that some of the discussion may be upsetting or triggering, so please take care of yourself while listening and afterwards. The contributors to these podcasts come from different backgrounds and have different personal and professional experiences of race and racism. While none of us are experts or professionals in this field in an academic sense, many of the participants have expertise based on their lived experience of racism. These experiences have shaped their lives and make topics very real and very raw. 
	We don't have all the answers to many of the problems and challenges that arise in discussions over the course of the series; but we all share a belief that racism should be discussed as part of our need to better understand its impact on each of us personally in our workplaces and in wider society. Difficult conversations are a necessary foundation of anti-racism. We need to get comfortable in the uncomfortable. We hope that these recordings encourage and inspire your own conversations, and together we can all contribute to a much needed movement of change. 

F2:	So in this final podcast, we are discussing anti-racist leadership and exploring ways that leaders in our sectors can champion this work. by way of background, my name is Jo Holmes, I am the Children, Young People and Families Lead at the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, BACP, based within the policy team, and your host for this final podcast. I define myself as white British and my pronouns are she and her. I am delighted to be joined by Jackie Burke, from Hackney Council, David Weaver from BACP and Michael Golding from BACP also to explore the issue of unmasking racism. First of all, over to you, Jackie, to introduce yourself and tell us a little bit about your role. 

F3:	Hi, I'm Jackie Burke, I'm the group director for Children and Education in Hackney Council. So the statutory director for Children's Services. I'm a white woman, heterosexual woman, and of working class Catholic background, and I'm a social worker. 

M1: 	I'm David Weaver, President of BACP. I'm a black man of Caribbean and ultimately African heritage. My work as President of the organisation is to externalise the vision of BACP and fundamentally, for me, it's been around ensuring social justice and issues like anti-racism as a core principle in terms of the work that BACP does, and ultimately in relation to the purpose of counselling and psychotherapy. 

M2: 	Hi there, I'm Michael Golding, I'm identifying as white British, pronouns he/him. I'm a counsellor working in a private practice in a community in Essex, and I'm also deputy chair of the Board of governors of BACP. 

F2:	Okay, in no particular order, we'll start with you, Michael, what's your role and responsibility when it comes to tackling the bigger picture of racism within an organisation? 

M2:	The timing of these podcasts is particularly opportune because we are going through a process of reaffirming out strategy for the next five years, and we have done a lot o0f work around the foundations upon which that strategy needs to be built, and this ties in very much with the EDI strategy, which is a separate workstream which BACP has been pursuing for some time now and very recently launched. So I think from the Board's perspective where racism, and more importantly where anti-racism sits within the organisation is very much in our minds as we take this piece of work around strategy forward. 

F2:	Thanks, Michael. I'll go straight on to David, you've almost touched upon in your introduction around the bigger picture of tackling racism, but if you could expand on that more?

M1:	Okay, and the leadership role, there's a term that says fish will not swim without a head, so if leadership is not getting it right, it's not going to work, it's not going to happen. The issue of anti-racism sis critical to counselling in this country, and especially now, because when you look at what's happening in wider society, in every sphere of social and economic and political life, black communities are waring worse. There's a mental health pandemic and counselling and psychotherapy has to address that dissonance and that gap that exists between the profession and ordinary people and black communities who have been disproportionately impacted already by COVID-19 and the trauma that's emerged from that, and now the conversations that are taking place around cost of living. So you cannot have a conversation about strategy and counselling within BACP by making writ large and integral an essential component part the issue of equality, diversity, inclusion and essentially some specificity around the issue of race and anti-racism. It's absolutely critical. 

F2:	It's all interweaved. Thank you. Jackie. 

F3:	So I guess, for me, in Children's Services, my ultimate lens is the child's experience and looking at the disproportionality that I see in overrepresentation of black and global majority children in statutory services, some under and overdiagnosis of black and global majority children with special educational needs, and it cannot be explained by anything other than structural racism. So my vocation has been to work in Children's Services, I've been in this game for a very long time, and to make a difference, you've got to see it through the lens of racism, otherwise you're not making a difference at all. I was really minded, there was a report from Her Majesty's Inspectorate Probation of the experiences of black and mixed heritage boys in the youth justice system, that was published last year, and it was really sobering because it made me think, I've been very proud of some things I've achieved in my career, but if I'd looked at my achievements through the lens that that inspection put, I don't think I'd feel quite so proud. So I think it feels apposite in Hackney, it feels apposite anyway, but in terms of being committed to getting the right thing for children, anti-racism has to be an absolute focus of what we do every day. 

F2:	You touched upon structural racism there. When we talk about structural racism, does it matter how big or how small an organisation is? Is it everywhere, is it in every organisation? Michael. 

M2:	Yes, I think systems are inevitably discriminatory, because they will be designed to benefit someone and by benefitting someone they are denying somebody else a benefit. So in a way, whether that system is a small one or a big one, it doesn't really matter. I suppose what does matter is the impact, so a larger organisation can have larger impact, both for good and for ill, so in a way BACP being the size it is is an opportunity for us to have a greater impact, and the same with the council, the scale and scope of the organisation. I think the whole idea of anti-racism can apply in every setting. I think one of the key things, for me, is acknowledging that, because while there's lots and lots of evidence around the impact of racism on development of young people, the opportunities for young people, the number of people in prison, all of those kind of things, there is still out there quite a large number of people who don't seem to acknowledge that systemic racism exists, and for every report that has that form of data, there will be another thinktank will come up with another report which says it's not systemic. The Metropolitan Police have been through this, lots of longstanding institutions have been through this, and I can only speak about our organisation, but I think the starting point is to acknowledge that there is a bias within any organisation by virtue of the nature of systems. 

F2:	What a great starting point to begin the journey with, acknowledging in the first place. David?

M1:	It's a fact, I speak here as a black man, in that I face racism every day, in that it's almost déjà vu that we're having this conversation. I worked with the Stephen Lawrence family at the time of the first enquiry and it was very clear about definitions around institutionalised and structural racism and actually that followed lots of report dating way back to the 40s, the 50s, the 60s, right through the generations. So there is something now, for me, about leadership and leaders being recruited that accept that as a given, not about the quality of the debate anymore, because we do this and a few months ago we were having the conversation about Child Q, seminal moment; but prior to that the seminal moment was George Floyd, it was Stephen Lawrence, it was [unclear name 0:10:37.5], it was Roland Adams, and the further we move away from these seminal moments, the more we're having conversations like this. So, for me, the conversation is about what is it that we need to do? What decisions are we making in the moment that mean that six months, a year down the line, we're talking about lessons to be learned? Frankly, my children and my grandchildren don't have that luxury to be able to listen to these conversations and the rightness of the truth that we speak is just not enough, it's about what happens next. That's why it's really important within the counselling professions just to recognise that when we're recruiting leaders, when we're doing the training, when we're looking at the syllabus, when we're looking at issues around access to the profession, all of those things have to have anti-racist principles inherent, and we need to specify what that actually means in practice. 
	So, pardon the impatience, but I think it's serious stuff. As I said, you look at the indices and it's like policing, it's unemployment, it's the mental health statistics, we're more likely to be restrained or detained when we have access to the mental health profession. It's right across the board. So I think, for me, the given is there is institutionalised racism, there's structural racism, systemic racism, it's there, it's what do leaders need to be doing about it to change that, and what is the role of people with lived experience and what are the assessment criteria that organisations are using just to stop the perennial conversations that I have with people who look like me, who are saying the feedback that they got was, 'You did very well, but unfortunately you came second.' That's the reality of what is happening and that's the conversations that need to take place. 

F2:	Jackie, what do leaders need to do?

F3:	Well, in some ways it feels almost comfortable to talk about structural racism or systemic racism because it's something out there; but actually systems are run by people and I think, as a leader and as a person, first of all I use systemic principles to try and organise how I see the world, and the only thing you can change is yourself and by how you behave affects how other people interact with you. So I think that's really important to look at yourself first, for me, before you start telling other people what to do. I also think that we're all really affected by racist tropes. They're pervasive and I think global majority people are affected by those tropes as well as white people. They've been in our discourse, been in our view, in our visual lives for millennia, and I think we have to set the authorising, as a leader, I feel I have set the authorised environment that says we will talk about this, we can talk about this, it's personal. I think I also have a responsibility as a white leader to show that I actually get it wrong as well, and people who work for me might get really angry, 'Look at her, she said this,' but actually I think it's for me to take risks and for me to be honest and authentic. Often people say, 'What are you doing as a leader?' So, for example, I talked about case work in social work, the safeguarding partnership set up a body to talk about when a referral comes in and people think there's racism behind the descriptions of children, and I at first thought, yes, let's do that; and recently I've been thinking, no, let's not do that, we need to have those conversations together instead of outsourcing it to another body to have those difficult conversations. So I think it's mentally painful, and it's mentally personal, and having worked through the Child Q situation in Hackney, witnessing and feeling how personal this has been, yes, it's a personal thing. 

F2:	It's been happening, systemic racism happened right here in Hackney on the doorstep, day after day, we haven't moved on too much from Stephen Lawrence, we're still learning from our experience and our mistakes. Michael. 

M2:	I was struck by the seminal moment, how many seminal moments can you have and for them to continue to be seminal moments? They feel like it at the time, but then we go round the circuit again, don't we? So there's something about that, and there's something about if we accept that systems have bias, then in order to investigate that bias, we cannot just apply more systems, because they won't lead us where we need to be. So there's something, for me, about approaching this in a new way, because we approach it in the old way and we come up with the same conclusions, and we compile lots and lots of data and there's lots of goodwill, there's lots of strong feeling, but we can't bridge it into action because the systems we have used to investigate have bias within them as well. So there's something about - I've used the phrase paradigm shift in the past, there's something about a paradigm shift which takes us to a new place whereby we look at all of this through a completely different lens. When you were talking about the seminal moments, I was thinking about the tipping point where things suddenly start to change quite significantly, and are we there yet? I'd like to think we are, maybe we're not. 
It's horrible to think that the more bad things have to happen before we get to that tipping point, but I do wonder if we are approaching the point whereby we can stop arguing about whether institutions are racist, accept and acknowledge that they are, and then park that one and then start to look at how do we unpick systems in a way that removes that bias or at least challenges that bias every time it emerges. I think there's something about that continuous challenge so that we start to look at systems through a completely different lens, through an anti-racist lens, through an anti-discriminatory lens, so that we are always on our guard for that and we develop the antenna, the radar to pick up on this at the very earliest stages. I think, as leaders, we need to be banging that drum. I also take your point, Jackie, as white leaders we need to bang that drum a little harder than we have been doing, I don't know. 

F3:	I think we've just got to have a lot more clarity about what safety we're going to build into systems. 

M1:	I think some of it is how do we define what an exceptional leader is? So all the role specifications and the job descriptions and the person specifications that exist relate to the past, they don't relate to the current and what is needed. What's their knowledge, what's their experience, what are the skills that are required? Getting people in, you will get more global majority people in those roles if we properly define what is required of leaders in this society, right across the board. Just to recognise as well that, yes, race is weaponised when global majority black people take those roles and don't deliver, but no one is weaponizing the issue of non-delivery of race when white leaders aren't delivering. So there's something about proper allyship so that white people having conversations in the room and white leaders are when people like me aren't there and actually doing the right thing. At the same time, doing the right thing and taking whatever the traditional risks might to be actually revolutionise and transform the nature of the service delivery because we're having different type of leaders in, actually aligned to what is required in terms of the knowledge, experience and skills required. If you look at the job descriptions and person specifications in most organisations, they're cut and pasted from the past, and you're assessing people based on that, HR looking at those specs, assessing people based on that, and then it's black people being told you can't do the job, but the design of the role within a society and an organisation where you're saying we have to be anti-racist is not aligned with that. So I think that's really important. 

F3:	We talk a lot in Hackney about decolonising the curriculum and that's really important, but are some of the tools that we use to recruit people, so Myers Briggs, for example, the eugenics that inform some of those diagnostic tools, I think we have to be really conscious about those and start thinking of other ways of assessing leadership and skills. 

M2:	I think that's a good example of a system we are using to map a system or to support a system which in itself has a bias and has its roots in a Eurocentric way of being. One of the points I'd like to make is that the current board of BACP is one of the most ethnically diverse teams within the organisation and some of my colleagues talked of being inspired to put themselves forward because we have a black Chair and Natalie has been an inspiration. I do wonder if that's part of this as well, that by modelling different ways of being we can inspire people to come up behind us to continue, to pick up the baton and carry that forward. I think it is about boldness and honesty and being able to be scared, to acknowledge that fear in an environment where we know we'll be listened to and understood, because if we can't acknowledge that fear, then that fear goes below the surface and will start to impact in all kinds of decisions that we make in our desire to stay safe. 

M1:	Identifying the people you have in the organisation, I've met some outstanding people at the Hackney conference, and in other organisations, and they're there in the organisation and actually doing a lot of the work and showing a lot of the potential, but they're not getting the opportunity or the decisions at the right times to put them in those leadership positions. Sometimes I feel leaders talk about being scared and actually that's the issue, isn't it? So change is not being delivered because people are scared and the role of leaders is to be courageous and to be authentic and to have a constancy to their purpose and if the dedicated purpose they say is about transforming the organisation and making it relevant and services relevant to ordinary people, black people, working class people, different intersectionalities, that's what we're there, we're public services. Some of the commercial sector bodies are doing it. If leaders aren't up to it, we've got to make those big decisions, haven't we, and get leaders that are up to it. I hold a mirror to myself every day as well because I'm black global majority does not mean I have it. So we all leaders have to be doing that. Unless, for me, we're capitalising on those opportunities, be it recruitment, be it training, there's something called positive action that exist legally, utilising that so we can get people to the starting line and actually having people in positions and changing services is not going to happen.

F3:	I think working in local government, I don't think we've been very good at talent spotting in an overt way. I think sometimes it's been covert and I think that the covert nature of it has been how black and global majority leaders, potential leaders, haven't been pulled out, been made visible, been enabled to succeed. So I think, as leaders, and for myself, need to think of a really systematic way of looking beyond two layers down to think, okay, what can we put in place that is going to enable people to have conversations about what's your ambition, where would you like to be in five years. I've had a few of those conversations in my role and people that I've spoken to, a couple of global majority people said, 'No one's asked me that before.' I think, crikey, you've been a professional for 20 years and no one's had this conversation. So I think it is about sometimes we've got to make stuff very systematic, so again using my systemic head, I think you've got to do the first order change where you put processes in place and expect people follow them. So, for me, I think we need to have a proper way of doing some talent spotting, doing some coaching, putting some leadership training in in a more systematic way lower down the organisation, and then getting coaching and mentoring so people are given opportunities to act up, to do different projects, but that it's done in a really conscious way and a really transparent way, because, as I say, I think historically it hasn't been transparent. 

M1:	It's really interesting, actually it's about formalising what happens to white leaders, because I do a lot of work with white leaders coaching in local government and the Chief Executives, I don't know any Chief Executive that has not been spotted downstream for secondments, for acting up, for work shadowing, for special projects, and they've been told that - actually they're getting those roles. The funny thing is you're having conversations with them about how do we do this, and it's so difficult, but it's not, just do what - positive action is about doing what you've always been doing to get people at the top who are at the top. It's not simple, but it's not that complicated either. I think it's about commitment. So I like the points that you are making and I think right here in Hackney I've seen those individuals and you see them all over the place, it's not that difficult, it's about that commitment to so doing. Just my thoughts, right or wrong. 

M2:	I think the challenge with that is you recruit to fulfil the posts that you imagine will be there in the future. So those people are being headhunted, they're being fast tracked to mirror the existing paradigm, and people coming into an organisation will look to the leaders and think, 'Yes, I can do that in 20 years' time.' Other people are going in and saying, 'Well, they're never going to want me to do that in 20 years' time.' In 20 years' time, we want it to be a different organisation, not more of the same. There is also a point around fear, which is when you're in a public sector organisation and I regard BACP as being like that because we have so many thousand members, there will be scrutiny, there will be people who don't like what you're doing and you need to be able to have a rationale for what you're doing, it needs to be part of a strategy, it needs to be intentional, and it needs to be properly thought out and communicated. All of those are challenges because if you drop the ball on any one of those, then you're going to get pushback, you're going to get resistance, and the whole thing can start to melt away. I do feel that modelling is a really important tool, that if you can model a way of being which will encourage people coming into the organisation to think, 'Yes, I could be on the board, or I could be on the Executive in ten years' time.' Once people start to see possibilities, and I think this is your point, once you start to see possibilities, then you can start to structure your own career and ask for what you need if you think there's a reasonable chance you're going to get it. 

M1:	That's why I liked what you said, Jackie, earlier around there's a systems piece in getting that right, but it's also the personal endeavours to ensure that you can identify those people. I didn't become President by osmosis, there was actually a couple of white leaders that spoke about the possibility of that when I wasn't even in the room, they were doing that allyship. They didn't come to me and say, 'David, we're having this conversation.' They were doing it because they felt it was the right thing to do and I dare say with Natalie as well, so you develop a system where people feel confident that they can take it forward and will be supported by people who have significance in the organisation, who aren't usually black or global majority people. So, yes, I think it's that point around you've got to hold the mirror up to yourselves and are you really committed to this? That's the bit that makes a difference. You know what my biggest fear is, is my son having this conversation in ten years' time. It frightens the hell out of me because my father listens to me on Teams and so forth and he just looks at me perplexed because he was having those conversations. I think it's a pivotal time we can make a difference on this and there has been some progress, and that's why I really like what's happening with this. 

F2:	I was actually going to give you the opportunity of one word, just one word, that you could give to other leaders, to people running organisations, around that continuous drive for structural change, what would be your one word of advice?

M2:	 Mine would be two and it would be, be bold. 

M1:	Mine would be three, let's get it done. 

F3:	I think you have to see people and you have to let people know you see them. I see you, I hear you. 

F2:	Fantastic. On that note, I know all three of you could talk for so much longer, but that brings an end to this podcast series. 

This has been the anti-racist practice podcast. Guest biographies, links and resources can be found in the show notes. BACP and Hackney Council would like to thank all of our guests for making the time to be involved and speaking so openly and honestly about their experiences and to all of you for listening. We hope these podcasts spark conversations in your day-to-day. 
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