
 

 
What Are We Avoiding? 
 
Are you an expert in finding ingenious ways to avoid difficult 
issues? Deliberately pausing to think a problem through and to check the 
quality of the supporting evidence helps bring perspective.  But there comes 
a moment when the nettle must be grasped. 
 
Facing into an issue can take courage when we imagine all the things that 
could go wrong, or the resistance we may meet.  A key question then is:  
“What could be the consequence of not acting?  Might they be 
worse?” 
 
We encourage leaders to: 
 
• Name the top three issues they keep putting on one side 
• Reflect on the reasons why some important matters never get above the 

line in the 'to do' list 
• Question whether those reasons stand up to scrutiny: what would they say to 

an independent reviewer? 
• Speak about or write down what is holding them back, and explore what 

could free them up to move forward 
• Recall how they have faced into difficult decisions or conversations in the past 
 
Leaders have found it helpful to: 
 
• Seek the perspective of trusted colleagues about what they appear to be 

avoiding 
• Deliberately set aside a time and location when they focus on issues they 

have been avoiding 
• Reward themselves when they begin to make progress with a difficult 

issue, by doing something they enjoy as a counterbalance 
• Recognise they are not alone in their hesitations and that beating 

themselves up doesn’t help anyone 
 
It can often help to ask yourself what the holder of this role should be saying 
and doing – or what an admired leader with a different style might do?  How 
would they recognise the difference between judicious delay and unhelpful 
avoidance? How would they balance the different voices in their head? 
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