The care exchange - Series 1
Episode 1: Bring your whole self to work: Oonagh Smyth

Hosts: Pia Rathje-Burton and Ali Rusbridge

Pia Rathje-Burton 00:07
Hello, welcome to the care exchange the Skills for Care podcast for managers in social care.

Ali Rusbridge 00:13

In the care exchange podcast series, we'll be talking to leaders and managers who work in
adult social care. It's an opportunity to hear about their experiences and the tips and learning
and knowledge that they want to share with other managers.

Pia Rathje-Burton 00:26

So the reason we decided to create a podcast was that we really wanted to celebrate the role
of managers in social care. And we also wanted somewhere where managers could listen to
other managers feel less isolated, and pick up some good ideas. The care exchange
conversation will be a monthly podcast. So if you are a manager in social care, this is the
podcast for you.

Ali Rusbridge 00:46

But before we start our first episode, we thought we should do a quick overview about Skills for
Care. Skills for Care is mainly funded by the Department of Health and Social Care and we
support the adult social care sector around workforce issues. So in other words, you and your
staff, and the resources and support we provide a focus in three main areas, which are about
recruiting staff, developing staff and leading your staff, which is obviously really, really
important from the registered managers perspective.

Pia Rathje-Burton 01:13

So my name is Pia Rathje-Burton, | work as a locality manager for Skills for Care. The role as

a locality manager is to be the face of Skills for Care in an area in my area is Kent and
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And I'm Ali Rusbridge I'm also locality manager and my area is north east London, somewhere
I've lived and worked in a range of learning and development roles for far too long to mention.
But we are your care exchange hosts.

Pia Rathje-Burton 01:38
Usually we'll be talking to a manager of a social care establishment, so a care home or home
care service or supported living service. But a day or first episode is a bit different.

Ali Rusbridge 01:48
Because today we'll be joined by our boss, Oonagh Smyth, the CEO of Skills for Care.

Pia Rathje-Burton 01:54
So first podcast and our boss no pressure.

Ali Rusbridge 01:57
No pressure, Oonagh has been the CEO of Skills for Care since March 2020. Joining us just a
couple of weeks before the first lockdown earlier this year.

Pia Rathje-Burton 02:06
So onto the show. So, thank you very much for joining the care exchange podcast Oonagh.
Really, really nice to see you today. Are you ok?

Oonagh Smyth 02:23
Yes, I'm good. I'm good. I'm delighted to join you.

Pia Rathje-Burton 02:26
Excellent. So really, really nice to have you here on our first care exchange podcast. So can
you tell me a little bit about your role at the moment?

Oonagh Smyth 02:35

Yeah, so I'm the CEO of Skills for Care. And I've been the CEO for about six months now,
which feels quite shocking that it's been it's been that long. And so the rule is everything you'd
expect from a CEO a combination of internal and external. So trying to build relationships, get
an understanding of the organization, as well as doing a lot of external work. Talking about the
work that we're doing in the sector, sharing some of that sharing are intelligence and
supporting employers.

Pia Rathje-Burton 03:15
Yeah. And how do you become a CEO? Have you been a CEO before? How do you become a
CEO?



Oonagh Smyth 03:21

No. So my last role | was eight years in Mencap as a as an executive director in Mencap and
so that my role was mostly strategy, governance, policy, employment deliveries, or whole a
whole combination of things. And so it was probably the natural next step for me, because it
was one step up to move into the to the CEO, but | also led the mencap executive when we
didn't have a CEO when we were in between CEOs. And so that was a really good experience,
| think, to get a sense of, of leadership. And prior to that my roles have always really been



Oonagh Smyth 06:33

| think that it's probably a combination of a few things. So for me, the registered manager
posts, and this is this is something that | would have said in Mencap when | was working in a
provider as well, the registered manager post is absolutely key in social care, and sometimes
not recognized to be so as important as it actually is. And so | think this is about providing the
support the registered managers need, but also filling a gap maybe. So when I look at the
registered manager posts, that combination of the inside, the outside your team, the quality of
service, having to understand and bring together all of those different skills, business skills,
people skills, thinking about the individuals that you that you support, and when when you take
a step back, and you look at even our stats and our data that comes from the adult social care
workforce data set, one of the things that we know is the link between quality and registered
managers and so if you've got a registered manager who's skilled who's happy in role, and you
know, that has a massive impact, then on quality and on their teams, and so it feels like that
combination of a being such a key role, but also a role that can feel quite lonely at times, it
seems like the what we can provide is the combination of practical advice and support, but
also, particularly during COVID, that peer to peer support. And so our ability to facilitate that to
facilitate the networks feels like it's really key for registered managers, and all of the registered
managers that I've spoken to, | think I'm attending a network this week, actually, and I've
attended other ones. And they're the feedback is very much we sometimes need that peer
support for practical reasons to say, you know, does anybody have a risk assessment on this
particular on this particular issue? Because I'm going to draft one and you know, it reduces
their time. But equally, sometimes



we ran some webinars. So | think it's two ways. | think we can facilitate the networks but also,
it gives us really useful insight into the support that we need to be providing as well. Yeah,

Pia Rathje-Burton 09:58

Yeah. | agree, | agree is about having those conversations with managers about what's
important to you, and what can we do to support you? In terms of kind of at the register
manager role, and as you know, | was a registered manager for many years. How, why do you
think it's important that registered managers develop themselves? | know from experience, it
was something that often kind of came to the bottom of the list my staff or it were kind of the
my key focus in terms of learning and development, why do you think is important that register
managers develop themselves?

Oonagh Smyth 10:30

| mean, | think it's always important to develop ourselves in general. So even for any any role, |
but | think, particularly for managers, and particularly when you've got all of that combination of
rules that you have to do, and you have to have that insight into so many areas of soft skills
and business skills. And it feels to me, | always think as I've moved up through organizations, if
you don't understand yourself, in any of those situations, you can't understand what's
happening, because you don't know what you're bringing. And so all of us will have areas that
we need to be focusing on. So | think it's important to look across the role of the registered
manager and say, there's no way I'm going to be naturally good at all of that, it's not possible,






know what they need, and this is providing a bit of a safe space and a conversation to help



more of those deeper things, | would say that, that you might need some support to think
through.

Pia Rathje-Burton 19:06

Yeah, it's a really interesting one to think about in terms of, you know, the manager role and it's
perhaps not something that register managers historically would have thought about
something there was a way for them to, to develop themselves. So as you're kind of working
with you within skills care for the last six months, we're really noticed that you clearly like to
read a lot to keep yourself updated. Why do you think that? Why do you do that? And | think
the second part of that question is do you think managers should really kind of do that as well
keep them self up to date.

Oonagh Smyth 19:43

So anybody who knows me well will always say that I'm a big reader. It's something that | I've
always done. Even as a kid | would have inhaled books in Sweet Valley High, I loved Enid
Blyton and so that even | do it my in my leisure time, and so it's a it's a really key way that |
take in information. And so | like to read, | like to change my thinking, I like to read things that
make me think | wouldn't have that makes me think completely differently | wouldn't have |
wouldn't have known that. And so | read a lot of workbooks, workbooks about coaching about
people about cultures. But | also like to keep up to date with external changes in the social
care sector, because | do think we things move quite a lot. So particularly when we're looking



information, but to kind of look outwards and think about well, what are you know, what, what's
happening in the sector?

Oonagh Smyth 22:02






Yeah, | agree. And apart from understanding on other things that you think would help to, you
really get that greater appreciation for what registered managers, you talked earlier about what
a complex role and how much they needed, you know, support and peer support? Is there any
other aspects of appreciation we could really work on? Do you think?

Oonagh Smyth 27:37

So? Do you mean Ali, how do we value that? Or? Okay, because there's, yeah, because there,
| think there's, in this debate around parity of esteem with the, with the NHS, and we talk about
that quite a lot. There's something in me, that makes me think | would like value, of social care
roles in and of themselves, not just held up against health. And you know, that interaction with
health is really important. But we interact with a lot of systems and not just health. And so how
do we value and appreciate the rules in and of themselves? And some of that is around
recognizing the need for people to see their career, a career pathway, where are they want to,
not everybody does? But also how do we recognize that the people who don't necessarily want
to move up in operational management in social care want to stay supporting individuals are
staying quite, quite close to their teams? Maybe how do we recognize that specialism that
people are developing over the years, because often | hear from, from people that they want to
develop, they want to stay in social care, but their only option is to keep moving up and moving
further and further away. And actually, there's something about recognizing some of those
skills and, and valuing that, | suppose. Yeah, I'd agree. Yeah.

Pia Rathje-Burton 29:03

You know, is, it is tricky, because we, we want to we want you know, and obviously we when
we when we Skills for Care, we really want social care to be appreciated, and, and not just
compared to health, we're really kind of seeing it as a specialized sector, that the frontline
workers really have a huge amount of knowledge and need to be seen as professionals as you
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Ali Rusbridge 30:44
| was gonna say about that, because | was in your team, and you do like to have fun.

Oonagh Smyth 30:50

So | think it's so important. And you know, it just that, | don't know, we spend so much time on
work, it just feels like if | never had to laugh and work, | don't think I'd ever laugh. And so | think
everybody needs it. But equally, you need to be able to know the balance, | suppose and
when, when to be serious and when to and when to have fun. And | | like to be made to laugh
as well. So you know, I | tried to take opportunities | suppose to, to do that. And it probably
comes from probably comes from my family. I've got far too many comedians in the family who
are all jostling to make each other laugh.

Pia Rathje-Burton 31:27
And how do you think managers should do that? You know, you know, how do you think that a
registered manager of a care service should inject fun into their workplace.

Oonagh Smyth 31:39

| mean, I've heard some amazing things that registered managers have done over COVID that
is, so | spoke to one registered manager who'd sent a pizza making kits out to all of her team.
And they, and they all did virtual pizza making and just collecting small tokens of presents to
bank people. So it's, it's about humor, but it's also about building those connections, and
valuing and appreciating people for who they are. And recognizing that, you know, I'm a real
advocate of bringing your whole self to work, and recognizing that people have lives away from
work, and that's okay to talk about and people shoot if they want to be able to bring those
elements of themselves. And humor is a real part of that. So | suppose | would just the right
there'll be some times when it'll be more formal. And sometimes you can arrange things like
zoom calls to have a you know, something that's a bit a bit fun. But then other times, it's just
about thinking, what would | want? And how do | bring myself into this into this conversation?
And for some people that will be humor? For some people, that will be something slightly
different. But it's almost recognizing how you are an authentic leader? And what does that
mean for you?

Ali Rusbridge 32:54

And that's interesting, because you said earlier about the label of CEO and that, that could be
something that put people off and thinking about what you said there about bringing your
whole self and again, having been in that quiz group with you, you know, it's very much that
you were there as yourself. And it wasn't about a label it was. So that's something you believe
in strongly is it?

Oonagh Smyth 33:14
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Yeah, it absolutely is. And, you know, | do twice a week bulletins to the whole organization.
And it's really important to me, and that, that I tried to bring a bit of myself and help, you know,
share just a bit of my life, | suppose. And | think that's particularly important when I'm not
meeting people face to face, and we're doing all of this remotely, you know, people need to
know who | am in order to trust me. And it's really important that people trust me, and so that |
am really open about bringing my whole self. And equally, | know then that if | build teams
where they're open about that, then I'll know when somebody maybe needs to talk something
through or you know, someone needs a bit of flexibility in their life. And I'll be able to, they'll be
able to be open with with me. And to me, that's an absolutely key. Because without that
openness, and relationships, | don't think you can really lead in the way that we want people to
and building those really open cultures where nobody's afraid to say what they think.

Pia Rathje-Burton 34:16

Yeah, absolutely. | think that's really important. It is, you know, | think it's a real balancing act,
because you have to be that professional and people need to see you as a professional, you
need to see the role as professional but you need do you need to bring yourself to work to
bring your humor into work to, to form to develop those relationships. And ultimately, that trust,
as you mentioned, that, that that's, you know, if you are a leader, and particularly if you're a
leader of a larger team, it is really, really important that people are seeing us as that person as
well as the manager or the CEO or whatever, whatever, you know, whatever your role is really,
really good advice.
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just felt completely life changing to me and the care of that one care worker taking that time to
deeply understand the individual, | think for me just typifies what social care is at its best.

Ali Rusbridge 36:41
Yeah, that's a really powerful story. Thank you.

Pia Rathje-Burton 36:44
Yeah. And | suppose suppose being told that you must have watched I've had a really, you
know, the fact that you still remember must of had a really big impact on you?

Oonagh Smyth 36:52
Yeah, it was just, | love walking on air, it just, you know, just give me that give me that real,
that real sense of the importance of relationships? | think.

Ali Rusbridge 37:05
Absolutely. What do you really, really like about what you do now? It's the second really, that's

important there so.

Oonagh Smyth 37:15
| really like the people. So it's really
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write my list of what | must get through tomorrow before | reply to an email, and I'll make sure |
get through that list. And then at the beginning of the day, I'll go back to that and say, Wait,
what, what do | have time to do? And | think what that helps me do is force myself to do some
of the deep thinking that | need time to do. And if | leave towards the end of the day, | probably
won't be able to fit it in. And I think for me, that says it is the right time saving, but it's also
about focusing on the right things. So focusing on the things that are the not necessarily
knocking at your door, but but you really need to do them. So so for me that's about Yeah, it's
about planning, and it's about lists.
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Pia Rathje-Burton 40:53

Good summary. Well done. Thank you so much for coming along today. Really, really
appreciate taking time to talk to us in the first episode of care exchange. Hope you enjoyed
yourself. And thank you so much.

Oonagh Smyth 41:05
Thank you for asking me, | had a lovely time.

Pia, Ali & Oonagh 41:07
Thank you, Bye.

Pia Rathje-Burton 41:18
So thank you very much to our guest Oonagh Smyth.

Ali Rusbridge 41:21
That was a really interesting conversation, | thought she came up with some very, very good
and useful points, didn't she?

Pia Rathje-Burton 41:27

Yeah, | learned so much. And it's so interesting to hear her experiences and | really, | found it
so interesting when she was talking about being a coach and how she really used, you know,
using that experiences to develop the people that use their coach for, and | can really see how
that would be so useful for managers in social care, perhaps not something that register
managers have thought about before. Actuall one of my first contacts with Skills for Care was
that | was a mentor, trained by Skills for Care. So we do have this mentor, offer, which | know
is not quite the same as coaching, but it's still about supporting another manager. So if you are
registered manager member, and the membership is £35 a year, so really, really cheap. And
obviously | was they provide training, and then they match you up with somebody else who
have asked to become asked to have to have a mentor, and then you spend time together kind
of talking to them talking about issues, | find it really, really interesting. | learnt so much.

Ali Rusbridge 42:30

Yeah, I think that's definitely something worth for people to think about. | also thought it was
really useful when she was stressing how important that peer support was. So as well as that
one to one support that you can get through mentoring, that whole thing about the peer
support that we can provide through the registered managers networks. | mean, that's
something that | would say if people haven't joined the registered managers that were kind of
definitely recommend them. | know the ones that | support are so useful for people to share
their issues and their solutions to things and just the idea is to stop them recreating the wheel.
And we've got networks in every part of the country, every local authority area. So it's really
good thing to join if people haven't done that.
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Pia Rathje-Burton 43:10

Yeah, | will second that, again, as a registered manager, I've joined a local network where |
was and | found a so useful, always came back to my service, full of new ideas, and just really
enjoyed learning from more experienced managers, but also kind of sharing ideas that I've had
and just sometimes just having a talk about something that hadn't perhaps hadn't gone so well.
That you know, having somebody who understood what | did, was just so useful. Thank you for
listening today. Hope you've enjoyed this episode of the care exchange don't miss the next
episode following the care exchange by downloading the podbean app. You can also listen to
subscribe for your usual podcast streaming services.

Ali Rusbridge 43:51
And if you enjoyed the care exchange podcast, please share with anyone else who'd benefit

and thanks so much for listening. Bye.

Pia Rathje-
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