The Way Forward...

Presented by the Queensland Leadership 2009-2010 Alumni on the occasion of their graduation, 
23 July 2010 in Brisbane. 
“I think we can do a little more.” Eight simple words that sum up the ten months of intense personal effort from the 25 leaders who you see around you now and who have completed the inaugural Queensland Leadership Program. We form the first of what we hope will be a growing alumni of adaptive social leaders within Queensland.

These simple words were the powerful call to action used by Robert Kennedy to put the work back to the people who cared enough to make a difference in the world. These words were spoken 50 years ago and still they provide profound guidance to moving forward on community challenges where our wealthy society has failed to deliver equity, compassion and freedom for those who are most challenged.

 With the coming of the Queensland Leadership Program, we hope that a new era has dawned for social leadership within our great state. Our community is defined by the hundreds of thousands of Queenslanders who work, either professionally or as volunteers, to build more equity, to deliver greater health, to care for those who can’t care for themselves, to tackle climate change, to educate - to make the lives of others better. Each of these people gives up something to make a difference. What we trust they receive in return is the deep satisfaction of contributing, and the hope of a better world. These people need to be honoured as the living foundations of our society and we, tonight’s graduates, stand on the shoulders of giants when we seek to lead towards a more just society. 

We want to work with the people acting today and with those willing to act, the people who want to deny despair and build a brighter future for themselves and others. 

And so tonight Robert Kennedy’s call to action changes. 

“And we think we can do a little more.”

‘A little more’ acknowledges that much is already being done, and that those of us who wish to lead need to humbly consider the deep and challenging realities of social change. 

Before we consider how we might do a little more, I would like to acknowledge the trust invested in anyone who is invited to exercise leadership by speaking on behalf of others. We have spent ten months exploring leadership with 25 accomplished people and it has challenged all of us in remarkable ways. 

The most remarkable was to discover the incredible amount of trust required to authorise any one of us to lead, to speak on behalf of the group, to act with the group’s full backing. It was often a struggle but once we realised the power of working together rather than separately it became the clear best option - and now I say proudly on behalf of the alumni – 

“And we think we can do a little more.”

So how can we do that ‘little more?’ 

First we have to a good hard look, both at what’s needed and what’s come before. 

Many of us remember how Bob Hawke captured the hearts and minds of Australians when he made the bold promise ‘that no Australian child would be living in poverty by 1990’. The unfortunate truth is that all Australians have failed our children when we realise that one in five Queensland children currently live in households that fall below the poverty line. 

With this in mind it might be useful to ask; ‘Why have all governments from Hawke to Gillard failed to deliver on this hopeful promise to Australian children?’ 

The answer may be that the promise made by Prime Minister Hawke simply can’t be delivered by any government. Social problems are challenges that societies need to resolve. The solution is rarely the application of legislation, nor the redistribution of money, the two chief technical tools of government. 

What we have learned during the Queensland Leadership program is that society’s problems at scale can only be resolved by the community taking ownership of them. What is required is an adaptive response that supports the community to change its beliefs and values, and to move over time from simply accepting that which is not just, not fair, not humane - to finding new and creative ways to embrace difference, and to honour individuality.

We envisage a society where responsibility is replacing a mindless following of authority; when more and more individuals are striving to take responsibility for themselves, their families and their communities.  

Authority that is simply assumed by the power of role is being challenged everywhere. People no longer assume that doctors, politicians, policemen nor teachers have all the answers, and the question of the moment is ‘why?’

It’s a simple word that starts a powerful questioning process, and forces reflection upon all of us. 

‘Why do our indigenous sisters & brothers live substantially shorter lives?’  

‘Why are women paid less for doing exactly the same work?’ 

‘Why can humans live with little regard for our natural world?

‘Why is mental illness seen differently to physical illness?’

‘Why is it acceptable to marginalise the young, the old and the different?’

These questions, and the myriad challenges that beset our wealthy nation, require the exercising of leadership that is prosecuted over decades and often generations. These challenges require a deep understanding of the wide gulf that exists between personal experience and group behaviours. They challenge the very notion of belonging to a community, whether it is the local community, or more regional, national or international communities of interest. 

For many of us it is these questions and challenges lead us to ask of ourselves – ‘What does it take to lead?’

We sometimes can’t or won’t look within for the answers. It often seems too hard. We seem powerless.  When we do look, it can seem almost impossible to deal with problems that have changed little over decades.

When we look at those who lead and the price they pay, we are in danger of it all seeming too just too difficult. It seems that the difference we can make for the risk and effort involved is simply too little.

Yet, if we look again, more thoughtfully, more patiently, into ourselves and into the minds and hearts of others, we can see new ideas and opportunities, a huge capacity and desire for knowledge and understanding, a yearning for something better, a wellspring of human goodwill, and a simple wish to help one another. We can see what is to be gained, for ourselves, our families, our communities. We can see that yes, it is hard, but that together we have more power than we realised.

It’s simply a question of being willing to exercise leadership. There are many definitions of leadership. Simple is often best. Could it be that leadership is no more than the passion to see the world better, and the responsibility to see the change through?

That is, for each of us to answer.

 “And we think we can do a little more.”

The inaugural Queensland Leadership Program began 10 months ago with this group of leaders choosing to act, by educating ourselves, by taking the risk of confronting our personal limitations and changing to become more effective – all wanting to make a greater difference but often wondering how.  All established leaders wanting to show better leadership on social issues, but unsure how to change ourselves to make it possible.   

We are now friends, collaborators on a journey to discover what difference we can each individually and as group make. We have begun the work of building a community of leaders from across the corporate, government and not for profit sectors with a strong leadership frame and a common language. We hope this will bring opportunities for new ways to consider the large social issues that will define the quality of life and social equity in Queensland in the future.

It was a diverse and challenging journey for each of us. We visited schools, homeless refuges and youth detention centres, indigenous communities and support agencies and completed a rural study tour of the South Burnett region. We hosted politicians, bureaucrats, corporate and community leaders. We met and were humbled by the stories of those who live far less privileged lives than we do. We learnt much about the people we visited, their circumstances and challenges, but most importantly we learned about ourselves.  

We accepted the need to act and to be responsible. 

Our journey helped us realise that we must search within and outside ourselves for what moves us, for what fills our hearts with passion and our minds with curiosity. 

Over time we began to act together, and to realise that together we are powerful.

In doing so, and through the intense cut and thrust of our program, we uncovered that we, and every Australian, has a role to play, and that we can all make a difference.  All we need to do is to accept our own strengths and act with clarity of purpose.  The common humanity, struggle and desire for a better world exists within every person.

“And we think we can do a little more.”

If this is a proposition that is real then it would be reasonable to ask every Australian, ‘What is my part in this mess?’   

We will all have our own view as to what’s in a mess. That is that great freedom of a strong democracy. What’s common is that in this great land where mateship ensures we honour the common touch, and where a ‘she’ll be right attitude’ proves the optimistic nature of our pioneering spirit, most everyone has an opinion about what’s not right, or more importantly, what could be better.  

So what are our choices? We can choose to ignore, or choose to act.  We can choose to let someone else fix it, or get involved.  We can choose to be part of the solution, or be apathetic and emerge part of the problem.

Leadership is an action. It’s about doing something, or choosing not to act. Often that something will either be personally uncomfortable or cause others to feel uncomfortable. It will challenge the status quo and it takes courage, conviction and a willingness to risk oneself. At the extreme end of this spectrum of risk is personal assassination, often by people who ‘know not what they do’. In any case it outs you from being an accepted and compliant member of the masses.

Yet ordinary people exercise leadership every day in the most ordinary of environments. Think about your family, your workplace, your community. It is there. If you can’t see it yet, or have forgotten what it looks like, imagine it with me. 

It looks like this:

We acknowledge that our actions have consequences; that we are capable of doing both right and wrong to others and ourselves. We choose to own our part of the mess and the complex difficulties our communities face.  We accept we are human – flawed and frail, generous and good. We embrace the problem as part of us, and look within for the solution.

Leadership fits the Australian psyche. The larrikin common sense approach is often exactly that which is needed to find a breakthrough. And Queenslanders have always seen themselves as leaders and pioneers within this great country of ours.

So Queenslanders, all of you individuals, all of you unique, all of you talented in your own ways, all of you capable of making a difference, what’s stopping you from stepping forward? For those who are already leading, what’s your next step? For those who are standing back waiting for the opportunity, what’s your first step? 

This is our simple call to action, from one small group of leaders to all Queenslanders.

“And we think we can do a little more.”

Social leadership is a personal choice for a community good. It is an action taken deliberately for the good of others. It is the giving up of a little or a lot to leave behind a legacy. It is that which the generous of spirit do naturally. It is the responsibility which comes with the privilege of participating in our abundant society. It is our invitation to you. 

“And we think we all can do a little more.”
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