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Good afternoon!

Bullying and Harassment in the NHS –
lessons learned from NHS Highland

John Sturrock
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Better Conversations

Better Outcomes

built on…

Better Relationships
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As someone said: 

“whatever change we seek to undertake, we are only as 
good as the relationships we are able, or capable of 
creating and sustaining.” 
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“Between stimulus and response there is 
a space. In that space is our power to 

choose our response. In our response lies 
our growth and our freedom.” 

Victor Frankl

What does this mean for us?
Ponder…..
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“There is no us and 
them, only us.” 

Kenneth Cloke

Choices...
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Choices            ...                        

“We have far more in 
common than that which 
divides us”

Jo Cox



© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

“I Wish We’d Had This 
Conversation a Year Ago..”
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“We cannot solve our problems with the 
same thinking we used when we created 

them.”
Einstein
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“The framework we use today may have been 
appropriate in earlier times, but it is no longer 

in touch with the complex challenges and 
demands of our time.”
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“We’re beyond quick fixes to address the discontent of 
people. There is no returning to the past. Too many things 

are not working for too many people. The only way forward 
is not to patch up ..., but to shake it up. 

We are confronting a similar foundational moment: one 
that demands decisive cures, rather than palliatives. These 
times require the same boldness, innovation, and above all, 

the long-awaited action to recreate, with our employees 
and stakeholders, a fair and prosperous future for all.” 

(OECD Report)
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The VUCA world

“we need competence in complexity”
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Scotland’s National Performance Framework
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A new kind of leadership?
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““Eco-Leadership” which is “very much 
the environment where we are concerned with 

emergent change, 
where we are no longer leading change in a 

traditional sense, 
but creating the leadership capacity under which 

we can handle ambivalence and uncertainty. 
In this situation, the leadership role 

is increasingly about interpretation and sense-
making for the organisation.” 
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It’s not binary….

www
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“Everyone thinks of changing the  
world, but no-one thinks of 
changing him (her) self” Tolstoy

It’s all we can ever do…



© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

…a working assumption…

people are trying their best
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The difference between ordinary and 
extraordinary…
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Working at the margins…

little things…
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Clean the filter …
• jump to conclusions
• assume that we are right
• but... can often be wrong

• need to challenge our assumptions / beliefs / 
intuitions / “truth”

• “90% of errors of thinking are errors of perception”

• we miss the obvious – wilful blindness

• cognitive/implicit/unconscious bias
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Our Cognitive Biases?
• reinforcement of what we believe shapes our response
• confirmation bias

• WWSIATI – selective seeing and hearing
• wisdom of crowds / group think
• reactive devaluation / overvaluation

• over-reliance on intuition
• over optimism 
• attribution error

• over/under estimating own ability 
• inertia - sticking with the status quo, resistance to change
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Cognitive Biases



© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

And….

• fight, flight or freeze
• fear is crucial

• system 1 and 2
• thinking, fast and 

slow
• problem of default

•
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“…medicine is now a team game in delivery for care. 
Constrained resources. Someone has to make decisions 
about prioritisation. Our doctors sometimes don't step 
up into that more modern role. If put under pressure, 

can retreat into that traditional role."
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"You see the management firefighting all 
the time. Their reaction under pressure is a 

bullying one."
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We need to try to understand at a deep level 
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My chapter on Human Nature



© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

There are two (several?) sides to most 
(all?) stories…

It just depends on where you are standing…..
or where you start from.....

Keep your Filters Clean!
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No! It’s 
a 

Square!

I see a 
Triangle!

But I see a 
Rectangle!



© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

Relevance? Beware

Be open to new approaches and ideas 

–”they” may be as right as we are… 
or…
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“Everyone in retrospect is 
wrong…”!!

Sometimes us…
Sometimes others…
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“It’s not our differences that divide us.  It’s 
our judgments about each other that do.”

Meg Wheatley
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Relevance? Beware

what has this got to  do with bullying and 
harassment in NHS Highland?

Everything…….
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Humility

Responsibility

Courage

Self Control
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Kindness
http://www.core-solutions.com/blog/can-lawyers-do-their-jobs-and-still-act-with-

kindness/

Compassion

http://www.core-solutions.com/blog/can-lawyers-do-their-jobs-and-still-act-with-kindness/


© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

Touchy feely?

”Compassion is not just feeling with someone, but 
seeking to change the situation. Frequently people think 
compassion and love are merely sentimental. No! They 
are very demanding. If you are going to be 
compassionate, be prepared for action!” 

Desmond Tutu
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“Developments in neuroscience and 
psychology are providing evidence-based 
insight into the importance of values and 

character building to health and well-
being in an increasingly secular age. 

Compassion is a defining human ethic.” 

University of Edinburgh Global Compassion Initiative
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Learning from NHS 
Highland?
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Contrast Symptoms and Causes
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Harvard Circle Chart

• What?• What?

• How?• Why?

diagnosis remedy

prescriptionsymptoms
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"It's the most unrewarding organisation I have 
ever worked for. How do you measure success? 

You're here to deliver care – how do you 
measure the care? I can tell you how many 
people are in a queue – how many we have 
failed. A good day is when you don't fail as 

much as a bad day."
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Some Reflections

• Thousands of good people

• Much good practice – needs to be shared

• People work so hard

• Expectations cannot be met: irreconcilable tensions?

• People need acknowledgement

• Thank you
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“All human beings are unique; there is only one copy of 
us around. Something so precious deserves to be treated 
as invaluable, priceless, and irreplaceable. 
Yet, not a day goes by when we don’t experience some 
kind of violation to our dignity—a rude emark, a critical 
tone of voice, a dismissive gesture intended to make us 
feel small. 
We all know the crushing and intolerable feeling of being 
shamed.” 

Donna Hicks
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“We human beings have an uncanny way of knowing 
how to psychologically hurt one another, and the attacks 
are always aimed at the most vulnerable aspect of our 
being— our dignity, our sense of worth. 
We share this vulnerability, just as we are all prone to 
physical attack and injury. Whether we are aware of it or 
not, when we inflict wounds on one another, they are 
meant to make us doubt the very core of who we are. 
They leave us with the question, “Am I good or am I 
bad?”” 
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“The truth about wounds to our dignity is that they don’t 
go away. They accumulate within us until we do 
something radical, like scream at someone, walk off a job, 
leave a marriage, or start a revolution.” 
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“It’s interesting to think about the violence we see in the 
world, whether at the level of interpersonal relationships 
or at the societal and global levels, as a public health 
issue.” 

Tim Hicks
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Further Reflections

“Essentially, unless an individual can view the world as 
being manageable and meaningful, they will experience 
a state of chronic stress”

(Annual Report of the Director of Public Health for NHS Highland on 
Adverse Childhood Experiences, Resilience and Trauma Informed Care, in 
2018) 
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• Existential crisis? Widespread anxiety……

• Fear everywhere? …of failure, humiliation, being blamed, seeming weak, 
being unable to cope….of letting go, of loss of face

• (Collective) Trauma

• Scapegoating and tribes

• Authoritarian hierarchies* v empowerment

• Status/entitlement v growth/encouragement

• Win/lose v shared interests and objectives

• Transaction centred v people first
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• Military template – obedience, service, unquestioning, 
deferential, command and control, officers, uniforms

• Language eg “grip”

• Social media

• Management / competence

• Trust v  blame 

• Illusion of competence v vulnerability and fallibility

• Air industry: from culpability to responsibility
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“there needs to be a shift from paradigms which are 
power-based (resting on hierarchy and status, win/lose, 
operating by command, with an expectation of 
obedience) and/or rights-based (resting on bureaucracy, 
operating by control, with a high expectation of 
compliance) to one of mutual interests, with shared vision 
and openness, where power and decision-making is 
shared, and distributed, wisely and thoughtfully”
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Content

Process

Relationships
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“If the content of the problem is successfully addressed and the 
relationship is constructive, but the process is ineffective and unfair; 
or if the content and process are successful and effective, but the 
relationship is competitive, adversarial and untrusting, chronic 
conflicts will arise that can prevent even the best solutions from 
being implemented. 
Yet nearly all of our focus in solving ...problems and making 
decisions is on the content, and comparatively little is devoted to 
improving either the processes or the relationships. 
This is often because of pressure to deliver, achieve results, under 
great pressure. Short term gains [but] with longer term losses.” 

Ken Cloke
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So…..
(a) the substance or content of the problem must be 

successfully identified, discussed, addressed and 
resolved; 

(b) the process for solving problems and making 
decisions must be inclusive, transparent, effective 
and fair; and 

(c) the relationship between the people who are 
impacted by the problem, or trying to solve it, or 
make decisions about it, must be respectful, 
constructive, trusting and collaborative. 
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“The key, then, is to pay attention to the emotional, 
psychological and spiritual resources that allow people 
to build relationships and establish social networks, so 
that people have opportunities to find what is 
meaningful to them, in a way that fosters optimism and 
control.” 

Public Health report



© Core Solutions Group Limited 2020

“Good relationships (at all levels) 
are key to  

preventing (and managing) conflict”

William Ury
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Collaboration / Cooperation 
essential to our survival…
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"We are used to thinking about 
competitions in which there is 
only one winner....But the world 
is rarely like that..
The key to doing well lies not in 
overcoming others, but in 
eliciting their co-operation."

Robert Axelrod 
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Contrast Zero Sum Games

- wasteful and risky
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Nelson Mandela

• “I never sought to undermine Mr de Klerk, for the practical reason 
that the weaker he was, the weaker the negotiations process.  
To make peace with an enemy one must work with that enemy, and 
the enemy must become one’s partner.” 

• Irreconcilable confrontation gave way to peaceful co-operation.  Only 
through effective negotiation could both sides hope to meet their 
needs.  
Neither side could win without the other. 
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Barriers?

• Competitive culture – limited resources

• Posturing / taking positions / exaggeration / ego 

• Pressure from / identification with someone else’s position

• Fear, lack of trust / feelings of threat

• Personal / institutional animosity / baggage

• Pressure of time

• Delay or Failure in communication
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The Communication Problem…? 

“I know you believe you understand 
what you think I said.  

But I am not sure you realise that 
what you heard is not what I meant”
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What we intend to communicate and 
what others take from what we say and 

do may be quite different...

The Communication Chasm
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“Cooperative” and “Positional” Approaches
• use good communication skills 

• know that relationships vital

• separate people from the problem

• seek options for mutual gain 

• focus on interests, future

• are open to new ideas 

• make concessions to gain 

• look for creative outcome

• add value, saves time

• threatening

• aggressive

• emotional

• haggle

• focus on positions, blame

• conceal information

• concede little

• achieve compromise? zero 
sum

• incur cost, delay
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Contrast Positions and Interests
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Contrast Wants and Needs
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Further reflections 
• Fundamentally, these are skills issues, about competency and 

confidence – just like medical practice

• Need early intervention: Nip in the Bud – facilitation, mediation, 
skilful conversations

• Leadership needs to open, transparent, kind and authentic, 
servant not hero/ine

• Fear cannot be the driver

• Changing habits takes time  - reset neural pathways
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Commitment to 
Respectful Dialogue 

Show respect and courtesy towards all those who are engaged in these 
discussions, whatever views they hold;
Acknowledge that there are many differing, deeply held and valid points of 
view;
Use language carefully and avoid personal or other remarks which might cause 
unnecessary offence;
Listen carefully to all points of view and seek fully to understand what concerns 
and motivates those with differing views from our own;
Ask questions for clarification when we may not understand what others are saying 
or proposing;
Express our own views clearly and honestly with transparency about our motives 
and our interests;
Respond to questions asked of us with clarity and openness and, whenever we can, 
with credible information;
Look for common ground and shared interests at all times.
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Reflections from today 
and learning

That difficult situation…

What do you take from this? 

What will you do differently?
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More questions
• What was my role in things which happened?
• What might I have done differently?
• What do I now regret doing or not doing?
• What do I need to acknowledge in myself or about 

others?
• What might it be like to be the person I dislike or fear 

most?
• How might others see me?
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“You don’t need to justify your 
love, you don’t need to explain 

your love, you just need to practice 
your love. 

Practice creates the master”

Miguel Ruiz

“It took me a lifetime” 
Picasso
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That’s all

Thank you
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