        FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE: A LESSON IN LEADERSHIP

Like most of the general public, the picture we have of Florence Nightingale is steeped in myth and her accomplishments essentially trivialized. And like many, we have come to believe those myths because they are simple and easy to absorb. In reality, she is far more complex and astonishing. By any measure, she is one of the most towering figures in the Victorian age. Indeed, it is difficult to find her equal on the entire canvas of 19th century Western civilization.

Let’s look briefly at how she became such a towering figure. FN was a product of her time. Born to a family of privilege, she was home schooled in languages (five in all), math, economics, philosophy, the classics, metaphysics, history, ethics, grammar, composition, the Bible and political theory. By the age of 19, her home schooling was the equivalent of 

a University of Edinburgh and Cambridge education. This,

during a time that discouraged the education of females
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She took to her studies like a duck to water. With her father has her tutor and through the give and take of their 

philosophical  discussions, she learned to ask questions openly and develop and defend her position. She became emotionally and psychologically comfortable in the Victorian man’s world of business, politics and power; qualities that would serve her well throughout her life. Despite her eagerness to learn and to use that learning in the service of others, she was confined to the role prescribed for women by Victorian class structure and expectations. 

Throughout her early education she developed her sense of duty which she activated by helping sick villagers and minding their children. Over the years, her spiritual awakening which she characterized as a call from God, her need to serve and her obvious intellect along with her travels to Europe sparked an increasing discontent within 
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her.  She was bored at home and felt oppressed by a growing restlessness that was unsatisfied for many years.

She became convinced that her destiny lay in hospital work. Her pleas to work in a nearby hospital fell on deaf ears. It was unseemly to think of such a thing for a woman  of privilege during Victorian times. The strain of idleness caused her health to worsen. She collapsed after having lost weight and sleep for months.  Her parents decided that a restorative trip to Europe was decided upon and so she went with family friends. While there, she visited several hospitals and observed their organization, discipline and training. She also visited Kaisersworth, a hospital in Germany.

She was very impressed with their program and wanted to train there as a student. But when her family discovered her intentions, they were furious and forbid her to do so. To placate them, she stayed home to care for her ailing sister. 
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It was, as Florence Nigthingale describes it, her darkest hour. She fought for over ten years for the right to undertake nursing as a career. She finally succeeded.  She describes her three months training at Kaiserswerth as the happiness period of her life.

In the year or two after Kaisersworth, Florence visited more hospitals in Europe to collect data on their organization and then settled into work in London as Superintendent of a hospital for invalid women. The onset of the Crimean War was the turning point in her life. Through the new invention of the telegraph, the public quickly learned about the horrific events of the war, not only in terms of the gross incompetence and disorganization of the military command, but also in terms of the incredible humans suffering and losses the Army incurred. Sidney Herbert, State Secretary and a family friend sought out FN for help. With  the 38 
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women she recruited, she set off for the Crimea and made history.

Many articles and books have been written about Florence Nightingale and speak to her leadership abilities. But what is that exactly? Today, we have leadership theories in abundance. Theories are important—they guide our practice. They are like lights on a tree—they illuminate—they glitter—they dazzle, but they are external to the tree and can  obscure the tree upon which they hang—that tree is ourselves. Florence Nightingale had no leadership theories to guide her. She had herself and that self was made up of a set of core values that guided all her future endeavors.

Just what are core values?  They are enduring beliefs that serve as a basis for one’s conduct. They guide the presentation of ourselves to others and are central to 
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persuading and influencing others. The most decisive influence  on Florence Nightingale’s value system came from her intense spirituality.                                                                                    This combined with her intellect, evolved into a powerful personal philosophy that included a practical and realistic blending of both religion and health.

Today, you are about to become members of STT—an honor society that among other things encourages leadership. What motivated you to become a member? Was it the “in” thing to do? Was it something to beef up your resume? Or was it because of your belief that you have something to contribute and want to join with other nurses to strengthen our profession? Much depends on your core values you hold. Do you know what yours are? And how does leadership fit in? Many nurses do not perceive themselves as health professionals who use leadership in every facet of their nursing care.  The myth we have of leader is always “somebody else” with more of “something else” that nurses 
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would do anything else “to avoid”.  As a result, the leader mystique has evolved into an aura of a superhuman nurse with charismatic qualities that are                                                                                            beyond ordinary nurses reach and therefore is generally reserved for those special few who  are some how better suited.  Not so.

Florence Nightingale knew who she was—she knew what her core values were—she knew what she had to offer and she knew what she wanted. Can you say that about yourself?                                                                                              

Every time you consciously act for the benefit of your patients, you exercise leadership. The every day acts of leadership—the ability to communicate, persuade, influence and guide patients—that is leadership in action. Florence Nightingale understood this. She also recognized that exercising leadership is not easy. Leadership means standing up for something when standing up for something is most difficult. 
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Its risk taking when playing safe is the norm. It’s about conscious choices and conscious acts because they are the right choices and the right acts.

The health care arena you will be entering is a climate saturated with questionable alliances, dubious loyalties and mercurial change. It is a climate in which  leadership can easily become a philosophical orphan. 

                                                                                                 Identifying and putting your core values on the line is the first step in exercising leadership. Florence Nightingale knew this when she said: “What is our needful thing? To have high principles at the bottom of it all. Without this, without having laid our foundation, there is small use in building up our details. That is as if you were to try to nurse with out eyes or hands. If your foundation is laid in shifting sand, you may build your house, but it will tumble down.”
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Florence Nightingale was passionate about nursing and passionate about nurses helping each other succeed. Through her leadership, she gave life to nursing as a                                                                                            honorable profession made up of men and women committed to the well-being of others. Her ability to communicate, her vision of nursing, and her ability to influence and persuade others brought with it many lessons of leadership. But one that is most telling for its observation and wit was written in a letter to a friend in her later years. In it she wrote:  

      “I have learned the lesson of leadership from a little kitten of mine, one of two. The old cat comes in and says, very cross, “I didn’t ask you in here. I like to have the missus to myself!” And he runs at them. The bigger and handsomer kitten runs away, but the little one stands her ground and when the old enemy comes near enough, kisses his nose and makes the peace. That is the lesson of 
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leadership—to kiss one’s enemy’s nose, always standing one’s ground.”                                                                      

Florence Nightingale remains an icon for all humanity. She achieved greatness against immense odds. She continues to challenges us. If she were here today, I can imagine her looking at you with a critical eye and saying—

     There are only three kinds of professional nurses:

      --Those that make things happen

      --Those that watch things happen

      --Those that wonder what happened.

Which will you choose to be ?

