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Duty to Act: A Paramedic’s Responsibility
My leadership journey began in an ambulance with a duty to act providing emergent, life-saving care when patients had no one else to call. This required me to take command of a situation, delegate responsibilities and ensure that my team was carrying out the duties necessary to make a difference in someone’s life. I felt this responsibility to my core. I felt that my license, my livelihood and my patients were all dependent on how I, alone, performed as the paramedic in charge.
Twenty-three years later, ten years in leadership and now three years into my Organizational Leadership program here at Gonzaga, I see things very differently. My leadership philosophy is rooted in the practice of bringing people together across systems and complexity, by dropping shields of power and ego, listening for understanding, handling conflict and co-creating solutions in service of a shared mission. However, there is still a tension that I continue to sit with as I work to be of service to people and accountable to the mission and chaotic demands of EMS, yet I realize that this tension is exactly why this leadership journey continues to matter. 
Just Culture: Shared Accountability, Trust and the Power of Interdependence
My practice is continually evolving as I have moved from a young leader carrying the weight independently toward the interdependent leadership that Horsman (2018) describes as part of adult development. The benefits of interdependence really started to take shape as my organization embraced the concept of Just Culture. The premise of a Just Culture is a system of shared accountability between systems and behaviors in the pursuit of improved quality and safety (Marx, 2001). The shared accountability concept aligns with my belief in the importance of interdependence in the organization. The people I lead and the people that lead me are working towards something none of us can do alone. Like Horsman’s idea that, “Generative-servants work with systems of interdependent governance with peer teams of people who manage system based on clarified values” (Horsman, 2018, p.53). The quality of our operation depends on people at all levels sharing ideas, observations and concerns comfortably without fear. While I did not bring Just Culture to my organization, I am now the principal teacher and steward of the concept in practice. I introduce it to every new hire and return to it whenever leadership faces a challenge. The work is harder than the framework suggests. Historically, EMS culture defaults to a fear-based, punitive or reactive response when something goes wrong. I continually work to foster trust in my team that extends beyond rank, assumes good intent and creates a culture that promotes the sharing of individual learnings in the interest of collective improvement. I do this by modeling the behaviors of slowing action and leading with curiosity and understanding even when others want the quick and decisive action they expect from a superior. This has been an enormous area of growth for me as a paramedic. It takes a different type of confidence and practiced humility in a uniform that historically breeds overconfidence and bravado-two characteristics that stifle team collaboration.
Conflict Transformation in a Just Culture
Learning to interact with humility has helped me foster the relationship that allows deeper thought, diverse opinions, and dialogue to better tackle the complexities of conflict. By developing the capacity to drop the shield of power and ego that is so commonly bred into EMS professionals, there is opportunity to learn from each other’s perspective and respond with innovation and change (Lederach, 2003). Being able to see conflict as an opportunity for transformative resolution is a key component of my leadership philosophy. Now, instead of fearing and avoiding conflict, I see it as an opportunity. As Lederach defined, “Conflict transformation is to envision and respond to the ebb and flow of social conflict as life-giving opportunities for creating constructive change processes that reduce violence, increase justice in direct interaction and social structures, and respond to real-life problems in human relationships” (Lederach, 2003, p. 22). I am more confident entering conflict seeing it for its transformative opportunity beyond just the immediate crisis. I see it as an opportunity to better understand and strengthen the cohesion of my team that leads to improved quality and safety of the operation.
My Philosophy in Practice
Just last week, I put these concepts to work. We received an urgent recall notice for a critical medication we are required to carry on the ambulance. The recall explained that it was related to the 18-month stability of the medication and the manufacturer was following FDA procedure with the urgent announcement. When my supervisor group learned of the recall, they reacted and immediately pulled all vials of the critical and life-saving medication from the ambulance. The supervisor group, with good intention, did not fully understand the complexity of the issue. The recall had an extremely low clinical risk to patient safety, and removing it entirely carried a much higher risk for patient injury or death. They also did not recognize that we had no other supply to replace, and that the removal of the medication violates State law on what an ambulance must carry. Once I learned about the events, I intervened by stopping the removal, contacting the Medical Director to issue a variance and then educating the supervisors on why we need to keep the medication available. At that point, the supervisor group was nervous and started to point fingers at each other for making the decision; clearly there was opportunity for the team to fracture. While initially I was frustrated at the team, I paused and sought better understanding of the situation. Looking back, the team was acting with good intent but made a human error in decision-making. Instead of taking out my frustration on the team, I recognized a system problem in how medication alerts are handled. Recognizing this, I chose to fix the system and educate the team while also celebrating the collaboration that occurred in the creation of a removal plan and executing it quickly. This was a milestone for me. Back in 2018, when I took the Leadership Practices Inventory 360, one of Kouzes and Posner’s five practices, “Encourage the Heart,” was my weakest area holding the greatest discrepancy in what I thought about my leadership compared to what my colleagues reported. “Encourage the Heart” is the practice of recognizing contributions by individuals or groups and showing appreciation. This appreciation carries so much more generative power than focusing on the error. Slowing my reaction down, seeing their positive intent, allowed me to create an opportunity for growth for the team. They all now have a better understanding of the complexity of this medication issue, and our system for medication recall has been significantly improved with their input. I walk away from this example rewarded by my leadership response and the growth and strengthened cohesion of the team. Even though this experience ended positively, I recognize that the LPI trait of “Encourage the Heart,” is still an opportunity for personal growth to exercise it more freely with others. 
Responsibility to Act
My leadership philosophy has gone through transformative change from my terrified beginnings as a young paramedic. I thought I had to stand tall and dictate orders to a team of fellow EMTs and paramedics without inviting collaboration for fear of looking weak and unprepared. This thinking led me to missteps, mistakes and a breakdown in the flow of the team when my patients needed it the most. Now, my philosophy has changed. My duty to act is still present, but now I see it as a responsibility to act as a seasoned leader. I see it as a responsibility for me to serve and lead by developing the relational skills in my teams to foster creativity in times of crisis and conflict and work towards a shared solution that goes beyond resolution of the immediate crisis and builds a stronger, more resilient organization that can better serve our patients.
Looking ahead, I have two important goals I continue to work towards. First, my goal as a leader is to continue to work towards enabling others to act (Kouzes & Posner, 2023). The wisdom earned from years of experience in EMS often creates a lack of patience and understanding with others in the field like my initial reaction of frustration with my team in the medication recall example. This works against the core of my leadership philosophy. I cannot expect others to step out from behind their shields of ego and fear, masked as judgment of others, if I cannot exercise it myself. “Leaders foster collaboration by building trust and facilitating relationships” (Kouzes & Posner, 2023, p. 10)
My second goal is to find and develop others to carry on this philosophy of Just Culture, conflict transformation and relational practices. As I solidify ideas for my capstone project I have this goal in mind. I seek to develop a tool that will scaffold our young leaders as they progress through their own leadership development. I envision a tool that will not only provide guidance and direction on how to navigate complex systems in periods of high stress and chaos but also provide opportunities for deeper reflection and understanding of what it means to be a leader. 
I recognize my leadership evolution as a continuum. I choose to continue to learn from my experiences and the experiences of others, for it is this ultimate philosophy of continual learning and improvement that truly drives me to continue my leadership journey and share my philosophy with others. 
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