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The Capacity Of Enabling
Lawrence of Arabia faced a challenge remarkably similar to the one represented by today's physicians.

Providing leadership to physicians is a formidable ambition.  They are bright but often myopic.  Wise about many of the great mysteries of life but sometimes naive about some of its more pedestrian considerations.  Nobly united in the brotherhood of medicine, they are frequently divided by petty differences.  They are, as a result, often victims of their environments; blind-sided by the foreseeable.  

I'm not sure there is a national figure alive today who can provide constructive leadership to today's physicians.  Faced with that void, I'll reach for a historical figure who I think provides a suitable role model.

He was a British officer who caught the imagination of the world and demonstrated how much a single individual can matter.  T.E. Lawrence is better known to many as "Lawrence of Arabia."  To the Arabs, he was known simply as "Orance."  He was a man, most biographers agree, who was confronted by great personal demons yet those are mere footnotes to his accomplishments.

Lawrence faced a challenge remarkably similar to the one represented by today's physicians.  His mission was to unite the Arabs against the Turks.  The Arabs were a bickering collection of nomadic tribes who were much more dedicated to killing one another than triumphing over a common foe.  Lawrence changed that, at least for awhile.  He laid the groundwork that King Faisal and others would later transform into the Arab nations.  What were Lawrence's unique talents?

In his Pulitzer Prize winning biography, A Prince of Our Disorder, John E. Mack characterized Lawrence as having the "capacity of enabling."  "He enabled others to make use of abilities they had always possessed but until their acquaintance with him had failed to realize."  This ability to "enable" was perhaps Lawrence's greatest talent but he had others.

He embodied personal heroism.  This earned him respect from men who put a high value on heroism. The Arabs needed to know Lawrence was as willing to face danger as the bravest among them.  Heroism is more than strength and sacrifice at the critical moment.  It is an image that inspires.

Lawrence also knew the value of prizing what was most important to those he sought to lead.  He embraced all things Arab and, by so doing, established himself as a champion of the things that mattered to them.  He dressed like an Arab.  He slept like an Arab.  And, he rode a camel as well as any Arab.  He "connected" with the Arabs on their terms.

Lawrence supplied the Arabs with a long-term vision (an Arab state) and he also gave them shorter term strategic intent.  In an interchange made famous in David Lean's movie about Lawrence, the Arabs were being persuaded by Lawrence's British superiors to take up a safe "holding" position - a strategy the Arabs were willing to accept.  But Lawrence pushed them toward a much more ambitious goal.  He challenged them to take the city of Aqaba from the Turks.  It was a seaport and Lawrence suggested, in heroic fashion, that they take the city by crossing the desert and attacking from the rear.  Aqaba's cannons were pointed to the sea because the Turks felt an attack from the desert was impossible.  It wasn't impossible and Lawrence rallied the Arabs to this daunting initiative.  Aqaba became the ambitious reach, the symbolic "stretch," that united the Arabs behind Lawrence and solidified their unifying purpose.

Lawrence also recognized that he could not be the Arab's leader over the long haul.  Even though he embraced the Arab way, he was still English.  He cultivated leadership among the Arabs so they could continue without him.  He gave Faisal and other Arabs the foundation from which to lead.

Most physicians are genuinely committed to doing good but they are also increasingly alienated and uncertain.  It has been the great vulnerability of physicians that they have been so intent on medicine, they have often ignored politics and economics.  As a result, they've been whipsawed by both.  The American Medical Association has provided little help in this regard.  It is too monolithic and distant.  The specialty and state societies have been largely ineffective.  Physicians, hungry for leadership, remain increasingly hopeless in finding it.  I would suggest they exhume Lawrence.  He provided the precise mix of personal attributes that physicians need today:

· He could bring together disparate and squabbling tribes in pursuit of a common purpose.  Doctors are greatly divided - most dramatically along specialty lines.  As a result, they are very difficult to get moving in the same direction.  Like the Arabs, too much of their imagination and energy goes into goring one another.  Yet they share common purpose and needs.

· He could "enable" change and accomplishment through his personal example and enabling leadership style.  The Arabs could not be commanded to cooperate or march.  They had to be convinced and constantly reminded of their objectives.  This was no small talent.  Doctors demand the same kind of leadership style.  They will not march on command.  They must be convincingly persuaded.

· He was able to command trust and respect.  Doctors don't trust hospital administrators as a rule, and they often don't trust each other.  But they need to be able to trust somebody.  You don't build trust and respect from "outside the circle."  You have to crawl in and demonstrate a genuine respect for the values of those you hope to lead.  There can be no trust without mutual respect.  Lawrence accomplished this by embracing Arab culture.  He had a great ability to throw himself into danger at the right time and the right place.  He was willing to sacrifice himself for those he led.  How many hospital executives genuinely embrace "physician culture?"  Those who do generally have "tighter," better directed hospitals.

· He provided a "common enemy."  In the Turks, Lawrence had a common foe against which he could focus Arab energy.  A common foe diffuses internal intergroup conflict and helps define a common goal.  Doctors and hospitals have shared foes yet remain divided in facing them.  As a result, they, like the Arabs, expend much of their energy fighting each other.

· He helped the Arabs help themselves.  Lawrence recognized the need for identifying and cultivating leadership beyond his own.  He knew he could never be completely accepted.  He was not an Arab.  Lawrence gave credibility and support to Arab leaders.  Doctors are molded by training and experience that makes them unique.  They never completely accept an "outsider."  And once physicians move from medicine to management, many of them lose their connectedness with their physician colleagues.  They are never quite regarded the same way.  Leaders must be cultivated within the circle.

Strong leadership in the mold of Lawrence has not been completely absent in medicine and health care.  The Mayo brothers represented such leadership and so did William Osler and the other early physicians at Hopkins.  Yet someplace along the way, medicine sacrificed the power of "leadership" for "individualism."  Pioneering heart surgeons became the profession's heroes.  With single-minded determination they operated while the leadership and organization of medicine languished.  So the medical profession found itself largely uncertain and unfocused regarding its purpose and direction.

Hospital executives can play a stronger role than they do.  Like Lawrence, they are outside the circle but by employing his lessons of leadership, they can unite physicians and give them their own Aqaba.  The challenge then is to:

1. Help physicians define an inspiring purpose bigger than themselves.

2. Give them short-term objectives that provide a sense of accomplishment and progress.

3. Work to understand the world of doctors by living, as much as possible, in it.  (How many hospital executives scrub up and follow their surgeons through a full 24-hour day?  How many have spent a day in a busy pediatric practice?  Or sat through a day in medical school?  Or pulled 36-hours on call?)

4. Identify and help physicians who can become effective in organizing and leading their colleagues.

5. Establish a common foe everyone can shoot at.

6. Demonstrate genuine respect for what physicians do and how they feel.

7. Be willing to go at risk in the interest of physicians who have supported the hospital.

One day when I was doing a planning retreat for a hospital, we reached a critical juncture.  A majority of the board had decided to terminate the hospital's contract with the company that was managing it.  It was classic hospital politics.  The deal had already been "done" before the retreat began.  It had been carefully orchestrated and the votes were there.  It would have gone smoothly if it hadn't been for a physician who bravely stood up and delivered a moving, extemporaneous speech.

He told of the young administrator who the management company had brought to the hospital.  The new administrator followed him and the other doctors all around the hospital.  He constantly asked if there was anything he could do to help the doctors and their patients.  At first, the doctors thought it was some sort of joke.  But in time, they realized the administrator was sincere.  Certainly he was unshakeable.  They started talking to him.  They started to trust him.  They started planning together.  He really wanted the doctors to help shape the hospital and the doctors had for some time wanted to be able to shape it.

Many of the hospital's board members genuinely didn't like doctors, and this close fraternization with the "enemy" was threatening.  The administrator wasn't unaware of the growing danger but he pushed ahead until things reached their inevitable end - a vote at a planning retreat to dump the management company and the administrator.

The doctor's speech was stirring, but it wasn't enough.  The board removed the administrator.  And, the doctors quietly filed out of the room headed off, once more, in their own separate directions.
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