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Navigating the Stress and Overwhelm of Public Sector Leadership: A
Guide to Prioritisation and Perspective

In the fast-paced realm of public sector leadership, it's all too common to feel like you're
juggling too many balls with too few hands. The pressures of meeting unrealistic demands,
coupled with limited resources, can create a perfect storm of stress and frustration. It's a
scenario that many senior leaders find themselves in, where the system's weight feels
overwhelming, and the fear of collapse looms large.

Understanding the Context: Balancing Demands with Resources

When the demands placed upon public sector leaders outstrip the resources available, it's
easy to feel like you're trapped in an endless cycle of firefighting. The feeling of being under
pressure becomes constant, and the sense that the system is on the verge of collapse can be
suffocating. This context often leads to a cascade of negative emotions, including stress,
frustration, and a sense of helplessness.

The Circles of Control: Finding Relief and Focus

Amidst the chaos and overwhelm, it's essential to regain a sense of control and perspective.
One powerful tool for achieving this is the Circles of Control exercise. This exercise helps
leaders identify the areas of their work that they can influence, allowing them to focus their
energy where it will have the most significant impact.
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Step 1: Brain Dump All Issues

Begin by taking stock of all the issues and challenges you're currently facing. This could
include everything from budget constraints and staffing shortages to policy changes and
public scrutiny. By getting everything out of your head and onto paper, you'll create a clear
picture of the landscape you're navigating.

Step 2: Place Them into the Model

Next, categorise each issue according to the Circles of Control model. Issues that are within
your direct control belong in the inner circle, while those that you can influence but not
control belong in the middle circle. Finally, issues that are outside of your control altogether
belong in the outer circle.

Step 3: Reframe and Reallocate

Once you've mapped out your issues, focus on the middle circle—the area of influence. Ask
yourself: “How can | shift some of these issues into the inner circle of control? Are there any
issues that | need to let go of entirely because they're beyond my sphere of influence?” By
reframing your mindset and reallocating your attention, you'll free up mental energy to focus
on what truly matters.

Step 4: Embrace Selective Ignorance

It's essential to recognise that not everything is within your control, and that's okay.

Embrace the concept of selective ignorance by consciously choosing to ignore the issues that
fall into the outer circle of concern. By letting go of the things you can't change, you'll create
space to concentrate on the things you can.

Step 5: Prioritise and Organise

With a clearer understanding of your sphere of control and influence, it's time to prioritise.
Arrange the issues within your control in order of importance, focusing on the ones that will
have the most significant impact. This step is crucial for maintaining perspective and
ensuring that you're directing your efforts where they're needed most.
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Step 6: Develop SMART Objectives

Finally, turn your priorities into actionable objectives using the SMART criteria—specific,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound. By breaking down your goals into
concrete actions, you'll transform your priorities into a tangible action plan.

Revisit and review this regularly and enter new items as they arise, to keep things current
and helpful.

Your Action Plan for Managing Stress and Frustration

In the tumultuous world of public sector leadership, managing stress and overwhelm is an
ongoing challenge. By utilising tools like the Circles of Control exercise and prioritisation
techniques, leaders can regain a sense of control and perspective amidst the chaos.

Remember, while the demands may be endless and the resources may be limited, your
ability to focus on what truly matters and taking actionable steps, can make all the
difference. So, take a deep breath, prioritise your efforts and forge ahead with confidence.
Your action plan awaits.

If you feel you could benefit from support in exploring mindset strategies, tools and
approaches, when facing overwhelming challenges, please don't hesitate to reach out. Book
a free call with me https://calendly.com/onigbanjo/discovery . No selling, just a conversation
to see how | can help meet your unique needs.

David Onigbanjo



