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Some Reflections 
 “We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created 

them.” 
(attributed to Albert Einstein) 

 

“The key to doing well lies not in overcoming others, but in eliciting their co-operation." 
(Robert Axelrod) 

 

“We have far more in common than that which divides us.” 
(Jo Cox MP) 

“There is no us and them, only us.” 
(Ken Cloke) 

  

“When in doubt, do the kindest thing.” 
(unattributed) 

 

“We are mirrored not by concepts, but by faces delighting in us—giving us the face we 
can’t give to ourselves. It is “the face of the other” that finally creates us and, I am sorry 

to say, also destroys us. It is the gaze that does us in….” 
(Richard Rohr) 

 

“I've learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but 
people will never forget how you made them feel.” 

(Maya Angelou) 

“Clear is kind. Unclear is unkind...Feeding people half-truths or b……t to make them 
feel better (which is almost always about making ourselves feel more comfortable) is 

unkind.” 

(Brene Brown) 
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Some Questions 
“Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing  

him or her self.”  
(adapted from words of Leo Tolstoy) 

 

It is perhaps only by asking, and continuing to ask, ourselves and each other difficult 
questions that a constructive way forward will emerge. 

 

Before you read this report, I invite you to ask yourself some questions: 

• What am I hoping to find in this report? 
• What assumptions have I made before I start? 
• What do I hope to learn from reading this? 
• How open am I to new perspectives? 
• How willing am I to see another side of the story? 

 

After reading the report, you might ask: 

• What have I learned? 
• What needs to change? 
• Who do I now need to talk to? 
• What else do I now need to do? 
• What do I need to let go? 
• How can I help to change things for the better? 

 

If you are affected by what has happened, I invite you to ask these further 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? 

 

“O wad some Power the giftie gie us, to see oursels as ithers see us!" 
(Robert Burns)
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1. Introduction 
1.1. On 23 November 2018, I was asked by the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Sport to 

undertake a fully independent external review into allegations of a bullying culture at 
NHS Highland in Scotland. 

The stated purpose of the review was to: 

• Create a safe space for individual and/or collective concerns to be raised and 
discussed confidentially with an independent and impartial third party. 

• Understand what, if any, cultural issues have led to any bullying, or harassment, 
and a culture where such allegations apparently cannot be raised and responded 
to locally. 

• Identify proposals and recommendations for ways forward which help to ensure 
the culture within NHS Highland in the future is open and transparent and 
perceived by all concerned in this way. 

1.2. Against that background, I prepared a report for the Cabinet Secretary which was 
written with a wider audience in mind, including all those interested in the circumstances 
which I had been asked to review. The report reflects a stage in a longer journey of 
consideration and discussion about these important issues. 

1.3. This document contains excerpts from the report which seem to have general 
application. By reason of the excerpting process, this document may not flow as readily 
as the full report. The full report can be found here: http://bit.ly/NHSHReport 

Facing Challenges 

1.4. We often wish that things had not happened in our time. But we have to deal with what 
we have been given. If challenges seem impossible and overwhelming, all we can do is 
look to the present and the future. We each have the choice to do something, to make 
our contribution, however small. In that way, our sense of powerlessness can be 
converted into empowerment. 

1.5. It is often said that “little things can make a big difference.” I hope that the points made 
here will empower many people in leadership positions and elsewhere to choose to 
accept the challenge to make contributions, however small, to a better future for their 
organisation. 

http://bit.ly/NHSHReport
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Pressures, People and Priorities 

1.6. Where an organisation is under financial pressure, it seems really important that the 
people side is given full consideration. While cost constraints are a part of life in a 
publicly funded organisation, ultimately people must be the priority. Indeed “People are 
the Priority” might be a useful slogan for the year ahead.  

1.7. Financial targets will only work well if people are thriving. Human dignity is an infinite 
resource; public finance is not. Indeed, perhaps the only way to optimise the use of 
limited fiscal resources is to draw upon and acknowledge the deep well of goodwill that 
exists in the workforce. For many, that goodwill has been seriously tested in recent 
years. Ironically the damage to, and waste of, human resources surely adds to the 
financial cost.  

1.8. If people, and achieving their full potential, become the priority, the converse is also 
likely to be true. Real compassion in and towards the workforce is an investment, an 
example perhaps of preventative spend. 

1.9. The value of all this coming to the surface, as it now has, must be that it creates an 
opportunity to learn, to try to do things differently in the years ahead and to turn a crisis 
into a better future. At some point, a line will need to be drawn under the past. There is 
a great opportunity now to create an open, safe and inclusive organisation in all of its 
component parts. 

Getting Under the Surface 

1.10. I am very aware of the biases that affect us all, however careful we try to be. Many of 
these biases are unconscious and we need to accept that we cannot eliminate them 
wholly. We can only see through the glass darkly... and recognise that our own 
knowledge is imperfect. As has been said: “In human affairs there is no certain truth and 
all our knowledge is but a woven web of guesses.”1 

1.11. My own main bias may be that my life’s work is to try to find ways to understand why 
conflict arises and remains unresolved in so many places in society - and to endeavour 
to help people find ways to overcome their differences and communicate effectively 
about what matters to them. In doing this, I may err on the side of trying to help or to fix 

 

1 Xenophanes, Fragments as translated by Popper, K. (2002). Conjectures and Refutations. 2nd ed. 
London: Routledge. 
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things when my role is only to understand what is really going on and to make 
suggestions.  

1.12. To take a possibly over-simplistic medical metaphor, I have been aware that there are 
many reported symptoms of a problem and that one of my tasks, rather than merely 
accepting what appears on the surface, is to explore underneath and try to understand 
and diagnose the underlying causes of those symptoms.  

1.13. In other words: What is happening? Why is it happening? What lies under the surface? 
What is really going on? And why? Only then can a general remedy or set of remedies 
be proposed for consideration and testing, after which it may be possible to prescribe a 
way forward in specific terms. This may be both restorative and preventative. What can 
be done to make things better? How can that be achieved? Why might that work better? 

Even then, there may be a real need for trial and error until the best solution or solutions 
is found. It is unlikely that there will be easy fixes. Perseverance and patience will be 
required. To adopt a cliché, if the patient is really hurting, the application of a sticking 
plaster on the surface is unlikely to suffice. 

1.14. Words from a report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) resonate:  

“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.” 2

 

2 Gurría, A. (2017). Globalisation: Don’t patch it up, shake it up - OECD Observer. [online] 
Oecdobserver.org. Available at http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/globalisation-do-not-patch-it-up-shake-it-
up.htm [Accessed 28 Feb. 2019]. 

http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/globalisation-do-not-patch-it-up-shake-it-up.htm
http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/globalisation-do-not-patch-it-up-shake-it-up.htm
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Scotland’s National Performance Framework 

1.15. During my work on this review, I became aware of the details of the National 
Performance Framework (NPF). These are intended to guide public sector authorities in 
the conduct of their organisations. Social, economic and environmental indicators are 
designed to measure national wellbeing with a view to enabling all citizens to flourish. It 
is designed to be open, transparent and non-political and to encourage a shift from 
“business as usual”. It draws attention to the complex interplay between the human stuff 
and the system stuff, illustrated as follows: 

NPF recognises that we live in a VUCA world, one which is volatile, uncertain, complex 
and ambiguous: 

THE VUCA WORLD 

Volatility – The nature, speed, volume, magnitude, and dynamics of change 

Uncertainty – the lack of predictability of issues and events 

Complexity – The confounding of issues and the chaos that surrounds any 
organisation 

Ambiguity – the haziness of reality and the mixed meanings of conditions 

All of this is certainly true of the modern NHS.  
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1.16. The following further illustration shows the complexity of the world in which public 
bodies operate: 

1.17. Among the values of the NPF are being a society which treats all our people with 
kindness, dignity and compassion, respects the rule of law, and acts in an open and 
transparent way. Among the expectations about how the National Outcomes will be 
achieved (see below), one particularly caught my attention, as I noted in the list of 
quotations which opened this report: “We grow up loved, safe and respected so that we 
realise our full potential”. This should strike a chord as we explore what needs to 
happen in many organisations. 
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1.18. It seems likely that they will benefit from following the approach set out in the NPF as 
part of its leadership in the public sector in Scotland. The Purpose, Values and National 
Outcomes of the NPF are illustrated here: 

Dignity 

1.19. Above all, in conducting this review, I have been guided by the requirement to recognise 
that a sense of dignity is a fundamental need and right for all of us.  

1.20. Donna Hicks has written eloquently … 

“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 
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remark, 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. 

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?” 

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.” 3 

I sense that these words will resonate with many. 

Conducting the Review 

1.21. The preceding paragraphs provide some context for the way in which the review was 
conducted. The approach taken may have application in other settings and therefore I 
mention it here. 

1.22. Our approach in meetings (often one to one) was to encourage people to speak 
candidly and frankly about their experiences - and to listen without judgment to what 
they wished to tell us. Each meeting lasted for about an hour, some taking a bit longer, 
others less. We asked questions to clarify certain matters and to understand more 
deeply what each person had experienced and was concerned about. Where it was 
relevant to do so, we asked about ways forward in the future. Again, where necessary, 
we carefully challenged conclusions or inferences drawn. 

1.23. I was aware that, for many people, being able to tell their story to someone face to face 
was important to them and that having someone independent and impartial to listen was 
also very important. For some, it was cathartic. For others, there was a sense of 
obligation in trying to ensure that what had happened to them did not happen to others; 
for yet others, stepping forward now eased the pain of the guilt they felt about not 
having spoken up before. For some, it was an opportunity to make sure I heard all sides 
of the story. 

 

3 Hicks, D. (n.d.). Declare Dignity. [online] Declaredignity.com. Available at 
https://declaredignity.com/dignity-project/ [Accessed 28 Feb. 2019]. 

https://declaredignity.com/dignity-project/
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1.24. I am aware of course that, for many people, speaking up and speaking out is not easy 
to do. Many of those who approached me have not spoken before and many were 
anxious about doing so. Indeed, I was struck by the level of fear that some respondents 
exhibited. Taking part was all the more commendable. 

Understanding 

1.25. It is not possible to meet everyone’s expectations. Some people are so affected by 
events that they seek retribution or revenge. Others see no need for change. In all 
respects, we need to understand why that is and to be mindful of the need to try to 
understand at a deep level what happens when some individuals and groups 
experience trauma of some sort, especially when for some it seems to be embedded, to 
a degree at least, institutionally. As I have indicated earlier, there is both restorative and 
preventative work to be done. 

1.26. Nicholas Janni writes:  

“We understand the essential nature of trauma to be energy that could not be and 
has not been processed and therefore stays stuck as frozen layers within our 
personal and collective structures. By learning to work directly with these layers, we 
create together a journey of restoration, allowing large amounts of core life energy, 
intelligence and relational capacity to be released.” 4 

Process 

1.27. Unpacking these words is a part of the process. It is unlikely that the value of any report 
can be measured by people’s immediate reactions. There are some “quick wins” to be 
sought. However, a lot of thought will be required over a long period of time to produce 
meaningful longer-term benefits. As I mention above, there is no magic instant fix, or a 
binary right/wrong solution. The real value may lie in enabling thoughtful people - and 
an organisation’s leadership - to take responsibility for matters going forward in ways 
that they understand and can deliver.  

 

4 Janni, N. (n.d.). Healing Personal, Ancestral & Collective Trauma. [online] Nicholasjanni.com. Available 
at https://www.nicholasjanni.com/societal-work/ [Accessed 28 Feb. 2019]. 

https://www.nicholasjanni.com/societal-work/
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Relationships 

1.28. There may be no greater leadership challenge in 2019 than to help people under 
pressure to feel valued and for everyone to appreciate the benefits which come from 
rebuilding strong relationships, bringing out the best in each other and enabling 
everyone to be more effective in every way. 

1.29. That probably means letting go, enabling people to thrive and for people to be given 
responsibility. In an infinitely complex world, not everything can be controlled or micro-
managed from the top. 

1.30. This is a journey. It will be better to focus on how to travel than on a hoped-for end 
point. The goal may simply need to be endeavouring to work more effectively together 
in tough times – and creating the environment for that to occur. If so, relationships will 
be a vital part of this. Ultimately it is usually all about people and relationships: why 
have they broken down and what can be done to restore them? Indeed, as I observe 
later, prioritising good relationships at all levels is likely to make the biggest difference. 
People will need to walk with - and care for - others, including those with whom they 
have fallen out in the past or by whom they feel undervalued.  

1.31. People must feel valued in an organisation and that will only occur if it is done from all 
perspectives: from the leadership to those involved with the day to day delivery of 
services. This will need a lot of patience and tolerance. The future cannot be viewed as 
a series of one-off transactions but must be seen as a pattern of new behaviours and 
approaches, providing growth and healing as an antidote to the pain and loss which so 
many have experienced. This will take time. 

Change 

1.32. Change is not easy. Growth cannot occur without pain. Healing can be a hard thing to 
achieve. Letting go of grievances and grudges may not be appropriate in all cases but it 
is likely to be necessary in many. Giving up that which has defined us or in which we 
have placed so much hope or expectation is a tough thing to do. We may fear many 
things, including loss of face and relevance, with a sense of emptiness and even 
hopelessness. To be open to our own shortcomings, as well as those we perceive in 
others, takes courage, especially if we have been or feel wounded. 

1.33. A change of heart, as well as mind, will be the biggest challenge and yet that seems the 
only way to achieve release and a new way forward. This must be demonstrated by 
leadership from the top. Humility, authenticity, vulnerability, openness, courage, 
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responsibility, accountability, self-discipline – these are all essential components and 
are likely to be important touchstones in the future.  

Learning 

1.34. If real learning can be taken from what has happened, and if kindness and compassion 
can be restored, there is a great opportunity to build a new kind of organisation, a 
beacon of hope, in which good relationships, collaboration, fairness and a welcome for 
courageous conversations and constructive challenge, together with mutual respect and 
dignity for all, are experienced throughout. I explore this further later in the report. 

1.35. I acknowledge that not everyone will recognise all of the findings or accept all of the 
proposals in the report. Whatever is done should be undertaken in a way which brings, 
and by those who can bring, credibility, confidence, compassion and competence to the 
tasks. 

1.36. I pick up on these themes towards the end of this report in the final chapters. In the next 
chapter, I set out some general observations about human nature. Some readers may 
prefer to pass over this but I include it and commend it as part of the context for what 
follows. 

1.37. It seems important to understand the emotional, psychological and neuro-scientific 
aspects of what has happened – and to find compassionate ways to address the issues. 
As the University of Edinburgh Global Compassion Initiative reminds us: “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.”5 

 

5 The University of Edinburgh. (2018). Global Compassion Initiative. [online] Available at 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/global-health/global-compassion-initiative [Accessed 20 Mar. 2019]. 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/global-health/global-compassion-initiative
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2. A Few Words about Human Nature 
“It’s not our differences that divide us, but our judgments about each other.”6 

Introduction 

2.1. In this chapter, I offer some general views on the underlying psychology which tends to 
fuel so much conflict. I believe that understanding some of this fast-growing area of 
science is helpful as context for what follows in the report. 

2.2. It seems necessary, at a deep level, to explore and understand why individuals and 
organisations behave as they do, especially when under pressure, and to find enduring 
remedies, not transient sticking plasters. Current research into behavioural psychology 
and neuro-science provides an excellent resource to draw on. This deeper work is, it 
seems to me, critical to a sustainable future. 

Complexity 

2.3. In this review, I have been struck by the reality that this is all much more complex and 
multi-layered than anyone might wish, or like it to be, and reflects the ambiguous, 
paradoxical and uncertain nature of so much of human life. Nothing is black and white. 
For me on each step of the way, another layer of the onion was revealed. There is no 
straight binary conclusion to be reached. The situation is better viewed along a 
continuum, with a spectrum of experiences and realities, often dependent on time, place 
and circumstance. 

2.4. In my day-to-day role as a mediator and facilitator, I have a working assumption that 
nearly everyone is trying his or her (or their) best in the circumstances in which they find 
themselves, even if they struggle to do so. We are told that there is a positive intention 
behind most behaviour and that most people make the best choices they can given the 
information available to them at the time.  

2.5. How many of those reading this report would not acknowledge that most of us are trying 
our best most of the time? I also find it useful to take the view that very few people are 
motivated entirely by ill will. Life is complex and there are usually several sides to a 

 
6 Wheatley, M. (2002). Turning to One Another: Simple Conversations to Restore Hope to the Future. 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers. P36. 
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story. Much depends on where you start from, your perspective, as this rudimentary 
illustration shows: 

Fight, Flight or Freeze 

2.6. People’s perceptions become their reality. Perceptions, we know, are shaped by many 
factors. And what people say may not always be what they really believe, feel, mean or 
need. Modern neuro-science and behavioural psychology help us to understand well 
that we tend to be shaped by our experiences, our biases, our prejudices, our need for 
protection, our fear of loss of face and so forth.  

2.7. Our survival instincts, fight, flight or freeze, override the rational mind very easily. Our 
self-preservation instincts are very strong. These may lead to covering up what is 
embarrassing, threatening or causes us to look bad. After all, looking bad, public 
exposure, can be among the most painful and humiliating of human experiences. 

2.8. Under pressure, our default setting is to protect ourselves from external threat, whether 
physical, psychological or social. We seem to have no choice – our brains are wired that 
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way (see, for example, Daniel Kahneman: Thinking, Fast and Slow7). This stems from 
the survival behaviour (located in the primitive part of our brains) inherited from our 
early ancestors who faced constant physical threats to their very existence. Fear is a 
strong force and triggers defence and/or aggression. We are complex creatures, each 
capable of acts of great kindness and also of acts of cruelty to others, often in close 
proximity to each other.  

2.9. Though physical threats are less relevant now, we are still hardwired to feel shame and 
to fear blame when the threats are social and our dignity or sense of self is challenged. 
Our basic instinct for self-preservation, often by using force or dominating in other ways, 
can be stronger than our instinct to preserve a relationship.  

2.10. Relationships may break down when the need for individual self-protection overrides 
our need for connection. We tend to denigrate, belittle and criticise others, who in turn 
may experience loss of esteem, misery and abandonment – and react accordingly. 
Colleagues are undermined. We avoid contact with those outside our group. We rush to 
judgment. Uncertainty prevails. Others around us are adversely affected. 

Mixing People and the Problem 

2.11. As the writer Ken Cloke has observed, “it seems easier to turn each other’s lives into a 
living hell than to apologize, rebuild trust and restore intimacy and collaboration in 
conflicted relationships.” 8 

2.12. Or as one staff member put it: “I despair of the culture where a sincere apology is not 
even considered as a first option even in respect of just good manners. Rather fear of 
showing weakness and fear of comeback or litigation is the overriding reaction.”  

2.13. So, we end up mixing up the people with the problem, when what we really need to do 
is to try to separate the individuals involved from the underlying issues, even if the 
individuals themselves appear to be the problem. Small matters can be quickly blown 
out of proportion. Our energy can easily focus on adopting our particular position and 
blaming or shaming others with whom we disagree. We become entrenched. Our anger 
may be directed towards the “enemy”.  

 

7 Kahneman, D. (2012). Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York: Penguin Books. 
8 Cloke, K. (2018). Politics, Dialogue and the Evolution of Democracy: How to Discuss Race, Abortion, 
Immigration, Gun Control, Climate Change, Same Sex Marriage and Other Hot Topics. Goodmedia 
Press. 
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2.14. Behaviour can become – or be perceived to be – threatening, aggressive, intimidating, 
domineering and emotional. We all recognise how easily we use the scapegoat 
mechanism as a foundation for the formation of many social groups and cultures. We 
need another group to be against in order to form and sustain our own group, our tribe. 

2.15. Scapegoating occurs too easily: We hate or blame others, projecting our pain 
elsewhere, rather than recognising our own weaknesses and negativity. “She made me 
do it.” “He is guilty.” “He deserves it.” “They are the problem.” “They are evil.” We 
seldom consciously know that we are scapegoating or projecting. It’s automatic, 
ingrained, and unconscious. Because of our wiring, people literally “do not know what 
they are doing”. 

2.16. Many readers will be familiar with the Drama Triangle9 in which people can fall into, 
choose and rotate the roles of victim, rescuer or persecutor, perpetuating a crisis rather 
than breaking the cycle. So easily can the language of the persecuted in turn appear to 
others to be that of persecutors. Even describing someone as a “victim” brings with it 
inherent risk. Perhaps in the NHS, with its traditional role being one of seeking healing, 
matters are more complicated for “rescuers”. 

Assumptions, Perceptions and Biases 

2.17. I suspect that the cognitive or unconscious biases (institutional and individual) operating 
in all of us have been at play in what has been happening and is alleged in the 
organisation. It is said that we jump quickly and intuitively to conclusions, assuming we 
are correct, based on our own incomplete knowledge of the world, our prior 
experiences, our prejudices, our expectations, our fears and hopes, our assumptions. 

2.18. We can become wilfully blind to the bigger picture or to contradictory information as 
what is known as confirmation bias takes hold. Our seeing and hearing become 
selective. We acquiesce in inappropriate behaviour in order to avoid conflict.  

2.19. To survive, we may simply not see or hear what should be obvious to us. Our 
responses to a situation are shaped by those prior assumptions and perceptions. Very 
often these are wrong but, if something is asserted often enough, we may come to 
believe it - even if it is not wholly or even partially true. We may then end up trying to 
persuade others of its truth and adopting measures to maintain the fiction.  

 

9 Karpman, S. (1968). Fairy tales and script drama analysis. Transactional Analysis Bulletin, 7(26), 39-43 
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2.20. On other occasions, we will subconsciously devalue what is said by people we dislike or 
by whom we feel shamed or threatened, while overvaluing the words of those we 
admire or who are part of our group or tribe. Our human tendency is to judge the 
behaviour of others with whom we disagree as a reflection of their character and ill will 
towards us; in contrast, we describe our own (and our tribe’s) behaviour as acceptable, 
and attributable to the circumstances in which we find ourselves. 

2.21. There is apparent safety in being with apparently like-minded people, especially if we 
feel under threat. Silos are built. It feels better to be part of the group than to be 
excluded, not to rock the boat or speak out, for fear of being ostracised. This is all 
entirely understandable. However, when the environment is not a safe one, these 
aspects of human nature can lead to disorder and dysfunction.  

2.22. In an organisation where self-protection has come to dominate, it seems that 
relationships may inevitably breakdown. Alternatively, people may compromise their 
own dignity to try and preserve relationships. Consequently, as Ken Cloke puts it, we 
often elect to remain silent and suppress our true beliefs and feelings, or pretend to 
agree when we really don’t, or even leave the organisation rather than risk a loss of 
intimacy and connection with people we care about - or challenge the thing we fear.10 

2.23. It can all become cyclical and self-fulfilling. Relationships suffer, communication is poor 
(or non-existent), nobody seems to listen, information is concealed, concessions appear 
to be a sign of weakness, common interest and mutual respect is lost. And all of this is 
enormously costly in time, morale and money. It increases risk and is truly a zero-sum 
situation.  

Why Does Any of This Matter? 

2.24. Why are these points relevant? Because it is likely that all of this is true for those 
involved in many organisations. It helps us to understand many of the situations we 
experience. In particular, we should not underestimate the role of fear in much of what 
occurs at many levels. More importantly, perhaps, it seems to me that we all need to 
understand these facets of human behaviour if the underlying issues are to be 
addressed and resolved with long term sustainability. One cannot separate this theory 
from the real world. 

 

10 Cloke, K. (2018). Politics, Dialogue and the Evolution of Democracy: How to Discuss Race, Abortion, 
Immigration, Gun Control, Climate Change, Same Sex Marriage and Other Hot Topics. Goodmedia 
Press. 
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2.25. In this regard, I note an excellent book entitled Embodied Conflict by a mediator 
colleague from Oregon in the United States, Tim Hicks (no relation to Donna Hicks, 
quoted in paragraph 1.20). He writes: “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.” 11 These words resonate particularly with this 
review.  

Choices 

2.26. We can choose to behave differently. To do so, we need to find and welcome ways to 
overcome the automatic, unconscious, easily triggered fight or flight instinct located in 
our reptilian/limbic “old” brains and to engage the neo cortex, the “new” part of the brain, 
which helps us to think and act in a more measured, thoughtful way. We know that this 
takes conscious effort and is energy consuming. We need the right environment to do 
this. Creating that environment is the key to a successful modern workplace and to a 
successful organisation. 

2.27. We may think we know much of this already but it is not so easy to apply. It needs to be 
learned and understood. We have the capacity to be self-reflective and to change 
behaviour. We need to take responsibility to do so. What follows can be read with all of 
this in mind. 

 

11 Hicks, T. (2018). Embodied Conflict: The Neural Basis of Conflict and Communication. Milton: 
Routledge. 
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3. Bullying and Harassment 

Definition 

3.1. According to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary bullying is “to frighten or hurt a 
weaker person”12 or group, and a bully “uses her or his strength or power to frighten or 
hurt weaker people.”13 

3.2. Other definitions refer to a persistent pattern of mistreatment from others that causes 
either physical or emotional harm and includes tactics such as verbal, nonverbal, 
psychological, physical abuse and humiliation. This can also, according to some 
definitions, include harassment which itself can include intimidation.  

3.3. The Health & Safety Executive refers to a pattern of behaviour happening “repeatedly 
and persistently over time.”14 

3.4. While I note that there is a statutory definition of harassment in the Equality Act 2010, 
for the purposes of this report I do not find it necessary to distinguish between bullying 
and harassment. These words by themselves describe conclusions from primary facts, 
namely the actual behaviour which is likely to cause concern. The following excerpt 
(taken from the report by Dame Laura Cox into bullying and harassment in the House of 
Commons 15) adequately describes that behaviour and I find her descriptions useful in 
this review: 

98.  “The terms “bullying” and “harassment” can mean different things to 
different people … it is important to bear in mind that it is not always possible or 
sensible to try and compartmentalise misconduct of this kind. Some of those 
contributing to this inquiry described behaviour which would fall within more 
than one category.”  

 

12 Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary. (n.d.). Bully (Verb). [online] Available at 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/bully_2 [Accessed 26 Mar. 2019] 
13 Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary. (n.d.). Bully (Noun). [online] Available at 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/bully_1 [Accessed 26 Mar. 2019]. 
14 Health and Safety Executive Northern Ireland. (n.d.). Workplace bullying and harassment - Good 
Practice. [online] Available at https://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/workplace-bullying-and-harassment-good-
practice [Accessed 8 Mar. 2019]. 
15 Cox, L. (2018). The Bullying and Harassment of House of Commons Staff. 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/bully_2
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/bully_1
https://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/workplace-bullying-and-harassment-good-practice
https://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/workplace-bullying-and-harassment-good-practice
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101.  “There is obviously considerable overlap between the terms “bullying” 
and “harassment”, and employment policies that address them often use the 
terms interchangeably.” 

3.5. She further reported: 

106.  “ACAS have described bullying and harassment together as “offensive, 
intimidating, malicious or insulting behaviour, an abuse or misuse of power 
through means intended to undermine, humiliate, denigrate or injure the 
recipient. Bullying or harassment may be by an individual (perhaps by someone 
in a position of authority such as a manager or supervisor) or involve groups of 
people. It may be obvious or it may be insidious. It may be persistent or an 
isolated incident. It can also occur in written communications, by phone or 
through email, not just face to face. Whatever form it takes, it is unwarranted 
and unwelcome to the individual.”  

Dame Laura Cox Descriptions 

3.6. For further useful guidance and as a reference point, I find it helpful and relevant to set 
out more fully some of what Dame Laura Cox has written, as so much of what she 
reports has relevance, as subsequent sections describe: 

102.  “Under the Protection from Harassment Act 1997 it is unlawful for 
someone to pursue a “course of conduct” (thus involving two or more incidents), 
which they know or ought to know would be harassment. The term 
“harassment” is not defined in the Act since it can take so many different forms, 
but section 7(2) provides that it “includes alarming the person or causing the 
person distress,” and “conduct” includes “speech.” The actions complained of 
do not need to be violent. The courts have stated that “harassment” describes 
conduct targeted at an individual, which is calculated to cause alarm or distress, 
and that to be actionable it must cross “the boundary between unattractive or 
even unreasonable conduct and conduct which is oppressive and 
unacceptable” (Conn v Sunderland City Council [2007]CACiv1492).” 

105.  “The term “bullying” covers a wide spectrum of behaviours and a degree 
of flexibility is required when classifying such behaviour. In my view one of the 
most helpful descriptions of bullying at work is that formulated by the late Tim 
Field and those at the Andrea Adams Trust, who carried out much of the 
pioneering work in this field, namely that it is “behaviour that cannot be 
objectively justified by a reasonable code of conduct, and whose likely or actual 
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cumulative effect is to threaten, undermine, constrain, humiliate or harm another 
person or their property, reputation, self-esteem, self-confidence or ability to 
perform.”  

107. “The typical features of bullying and harassment are therefore that the 
behaviour is unwarranted, unwelcome, intimidating, degrading, humiliating or 
offensive. The important question is whether the actions or words are viewed as 
detrimental and unacceptable to the target. It is the deed itself and its impact on 
the target that matters, not the intention of the perpetrator. And it is usually 
preferable to describe someone being bullied as a ‘target,’ rather than a ‘victim.’ 
The latter term tends to be associated with negative notions of someone unable 
to take responsibility for themselves, or needing to be ‘rescued’ from a situation. 
Bullies often respond to complaints about their behaviour by describing the 
target as having a “victim mentality,” with all the negative imagery that phrase 
invokes.”  

108. “Bullying and harassment can affect anyone, in any career, at any time, 
at any level and within any workplace... Such behaviour can take the form of 
easily noticed, physically threatening or intimidatory conduct with immediate 
impact, or it can take place behind closed doors, or be much more subtle or 
camouflaged and difficult to identify, at least at first. It can start, for example, 
with what appear to be minor instances, such as routine ‘nit-picking’ or fault-
finding with someone’s performance, but which become cumulative or develop 
into more serious behaviour over time, enabling the perpetrator to isolate and 
control the person and eventually, on occasion, to apply conduct or capability 
proceedings inappropriately in order to bring about their dismissal.” 

109. “Some bullies lack insight into their behaviour and are unaware of how 
others perceive it. Others know exactly what they are doing and will continue to 
bully if they feel they are unlikely to be challenged. Bullying and harassment can 
sometimes be overlooked, as a result of common euphemisms being used by 
way of explanation or justification, referring to someone as having a “poor 
management style” or a “bad attitude,” for example, or to the problem being due 
to a “personality clash.” The information provided to this inquiry has 
demonstrated all these different features.” 

111. “In relation to the allegations of bullying made against House staff, a 
number of people referred to the need to distinguish between behaviour that is 
truly bullying and behaviour that is no more than “assertive” or “firm” 
management. They referred, similarly, to the need to distinguish between 
harassment and legitimate supervision. I agree that it is important to recognise 
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these distinctions, although there can sometimes be a fine line and both 
managers and those whom they manage need to be trained to spot the 
difference.” 

112. “A good line manager can manage or supervise someone firmly and be 
assertive without bullying or harassing them... Firm management does not 
demand an overbearing or oppressive style. Firmness and resoluteness are not 
inconsistent with an open and inclusive style, encouraging direct 
communications with employees and regular feedback on performance, which 
are invariably more motivating.”  

113. “It is also important to distinguish between bullying behaviour and 
reasonable management responses to actual or perceived misconduct, or to 
poor performance by an employee. A few contributors described instances 
when managers who had instigated appropriate conduct or performance 
management proceedings found themselves on the receiving end of a 
grievance accusing them of bullying. This had immediately brought a halt to the 
proper management of the employee’s conduct or performance. The original 
deficiencies were then lost during the months taken up in dealing with the 
grievance, expending precious resources, causing distress to the manager 
accused and inhibiting other managers from tackling poor performance. 
Sometimes there had been earlier failures to manage the employee effectively 
and they had simply been moved on to other departments, where the manager 
who eventually sought to address the poor performance was then unfairly 
accused.” 16 

 

16 Cox, L. (2018). The Bullying and Harassment of House of Commons Staff. 



John Sturrock 2019  26 

Sir Robert Francis Report 

3.7. Sir Robert Francis in his report “Freedom to Speak Up”, provides these examples 
offered by ACAS of bullying or harassment:  

• spreading malicious rumours  
• insulting someone by word or behaviour  
• exclusion or victimisation  
• unfair treatment  
• overbearing supervision or other misuse of power or position  
• making threats or comments about job security without foundation  
• deliberately undermining a competent worker by overloading and constant 

criticism  
• preventing individuals progressing by intentionally blocking promotion or training 

opportunities.17 

3.8. These seem often to be common experiences.  

Language  

3.9. Language and definitions are inevitably fraught with difficulty. Sir Robert Francis 
recognised that bullying is often “in the eye of the beholder” and that the term can be 
misapplied but also that “To an extent, whether people’s experiences meet an objective 
standard definition of bullying or not is beside the point. If someone believes they have 
been bullied or harassed and the perception of others around them is that they have 
suffered or will also suffer in a similar way as a result of speaking up, then they will be 
less likely to raise a concern in future.” As he observed: “The perception of bullying can 
have the same detrimental effect as deliberate bullying conduct.”18 

3.10. For the purposes of this review, I use the expression “bullying” to describe behaviour 
which has been experienced by staff that may fall within the terms “bullying” and/or 
“harassment”. I have on occasions preferred the term “inappropriate behaviour” to 
describe what people have experienced.  

 

17 Francis, R. (2013). Freedom to Speak Up: An independent review into creating an open and honest 
reporting culture in the NHS. Paragraph 5.5.4. 
18 Francis, R. (2013). Freedom to Speak Up: An independent review into creating an open and honest 
reporting culture in the NHS. Paragraph 5.5.5-5.5.8 
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3.11. I note this comment about the very use of the word “bullying”: “If people could measure 
us now, they’d get a detectable change in us when you say the word. It’s a violent-
impact word. As a communicator, if I choose to use that word, I know it’s a dart and will 
not land well. So I choose not to use it.”  

This seems a useful reminder which readers should bear in mind whenever the term 
“bullying” appears in this report. 

3.12. Another observer has commented: 

“... there may be people who are generally unhappy with people who do not enjoy the 
work. Things have changed. They don’t feel in control or their voice is being heard. 
But they haven’t been bullied or intimidated. It’s teasing out these different things and 
having an understanding of why people feel the way they have, in a situation that has 
caused them distress.” 

3.13. One respondent to the review observed how difficult it is to identify bullying: 

“B&H is difficult to deal with generally. It’s a very personal thing. Harassment is easier 
as it can be obvious. Bullying can be an undercurrent – can make people feel in a 
certain way and takes them time to even come to the conclusion that they feel or are 
bullied. It’s not just managers and employees, but as an organisation we’re not 
necessarily clear about respectful behaviours.” 

3.14. Another respondent put it this way: 

“There are various definitions of what is meant by the phrase “bullying and 
harassment”, but none are well-known to the wider workforce. Most people will be 
unaware of the standards of behaviour to which their employer will hold them.”  

Why Bullying is Bad 

3.15. Sir Robert Francis stated the obvious perhaps but, under the heading “Why Bullying is 
Bad”, he commented:  

5.5.9 “The impact of bullying on individuals, on teams and on organisations 
as a whole are well known. Examples include:  

• avoidable stress and resulting illness  
• increase in sickness absence leading to stretched teams and/or 

increased spend on temporary staff  
• poor morale and difficult staff relations  
• loss of respect for managers and leaders  
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• difficulties in staff retention  
• reputational damage  
• patients suffering harm or receiving less than optimal care.” 

3.16. For him, the “most important consequence is the fact that workers who are bullied, or 
who see others bullied, are much less likely to raise the safety concerns which any well-
led organisation needs to know about and act on.” 19 

 

19 Francis, R. (2013). Freedom to Speak Up: An independent review into creating an open and honest 
reporting culture in the NHS. Paragraph 5.5.9-10. 



John Sturrock 2019  29 

4. Culture 

Definition 

4.1. While I have toyed with an extensive analysis of what we mean by culture, a short 
definition is “a combination of behaviours which are repeated”. Boxall and Purcell 
describe organisational culture as: “.... a system of shared values and beliefs about 
what is important, what behaviours are important and about feelings and relationships 
internally and externally.” 20 

4.2. An article in the BMJ21 was drawn to my attention which seeks to tease out what culture 
means and how this relates to service performance, quality, safety and improvement. Its 
key messages remind us that: 

• Organisational culture represents the shared ways of thinking, feeling, and 
behaving in healthcare organisations. 

• Healthcare organisations are best viewed as comprising multiple subcultures, 
which may be driving forces for change or may undermine quality improvement 
initiatives 

• A growing body of evidence links cultures and quality, but we need a more 
nuanced and sophisticated understanding of cultural dynamics 

• Although culture is often identified as the primary culprit in healthcare scandals, 
with cultural reform required to remedy failings, such simplistic diagnoses and 
prescriptions can lack depth and specificity 

Many Different Cultures 

4.3. Sir Robert Francis notes that: 

“There can also be various cultures within the same organisation. Different teams, 
different departments, and different hospital sites can all ‘feel’ different. A 
whistleblower interviewee described the contrast between teams in the same 
organisation, where one had good leadership that allowed people to address 

 

20 Boxall, P and Purcell, J. (2003). Strategic Human Resource Management, Palgrave Macmillan, 
Basingstoke 
21 Mannion, R. and Davies, H. (2018). Understanding organisational culture for healthcare quality 
improvement. BMJ, p.k4907. 



John Sturrock 2019  30 

mistakes directly and question one another, and the other had a command and 
control style with ‘an individualistic dynamic and a blame culture’.” 22 

4.4. In his discussion of the definition and exploration of culture in a healthcare context in the 
Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust Public Inquiry Report, Sir Robert reports that: 

20.5: “Professor Charles Vincent sums up culture as meaning “how we do 
things round here”, “here” being anything from a small group or team, to a 
whole organisation, a profession or a health system...” 

20.6: “As Professor Vincent points out, an organisation may aspire to a 
common culture throughout, but in practice, in anything as complex and large 
as the NHS, culture can vary from organisation to organisation and from 
department to department.” 23 

4.5. Again, this analysis has a strong resonance, especially the idea that many different 
cultures may exist in one organisation. 

4.6. Of course, there can be cultures that contribute to or create a set of circumstances 
(positive or negative) and cultures which address or fail to address these 
circumstances. It is multi-faceted.  

An Iceberg? 

4.7. Sir Robert refers to this observation: 

“There exists a culture of bullying within the organisation that was largely covered 
up. For every case that comes to light, there is an iceberg of events that are simply 
not reported.”24 

 

22 Francis, R. (2013). Freedom to Speak Up: An independent review into creating an open and honest 
reporting culture in the NHS. Paragraph 5.1.3 
23 Francis, R. (2013). Report of the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust Public Inquiry. Vol.3, p1358 
24 Francis, R. (2013). Freedom to Speak Up: An independent review into creating an open and honest 
reporting culture in the NHS. Paragraph 5.5.10 
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5. An Organisation as a Dysfunctioning Family 
5.1. One senior member of staff described the situation eloquently with a family allegory 

which I am authorised to share: 

“I would describe the current leadership crisis as akin to that of a dysfunctional and 
distressed family. The adults (the executive team) over the years were often 
distracted by the acquisition of wealth (operational area/budget/staff or professional 
group represented) and status. The parenting style is in the main, chaotic 
disinterested in the children (staff) and authoritarian as required. The extended family 
of aunts and uncles (non-executives) are variously concerned and troubled by the 
behaviours of the parents but lack the confidence to challenge, it is easier to 
acquiesce, recalling what happened to some who previously raised concerns and 
who chose to leave.  

The various children (staff) serve a purpose when they meet the needs of the 
parents, particularly when they do this without challenge, even if this involves 
ignoring the dysfunction and power play. While the older children (senior managers) 
are left to manage the day to day of the little ones and if they do harm no one is really 
that interested, just so long as the needs of the parents are met. Sibling (staff) 
pressures and relationship challenges are not well understood or well managed. The 
more vulnerable or smaller children have been known to come to harm. No one is 
really that interested, as long as no one outside the family gets involved. No one 
looks for this, as there are likely to be consequences. A child every so often might be 
picked for special attention, particularly if they are attractive in some way to the 
parents. They might be given special opportunities and privileges, unless they cross 
the parents in which case they can fall from favour. This can be a very unpleasant 
and isolating experience. Some leave, others find a place to work at a distance from 
the parents, out of sight and mind.  

The parents at times, can overstep the mark with inappropriate parenting styles that 
can leave some of the children in day to day contact with them really quite vulnerable 
(administrative and clerical staff). No one takes action to address these indiscretions 
and those affected have small voices and no power. Some manage to get away, 
others stay and somehow get by, but at a cost to their wellbeing. Few seem to notice 
or care about this. 

No one is really interested in naming or addressing these issues. Even when there 
are family meetings that children are fearful or anxious about attending, because they 
do not want to be ritually humiliated, or left exposed by the parents if they have not 
met their needs in the moment: too complex and risky because some of the parents 
will not allow or tolerate dissent. Somewhere / somehow, the parents with less 
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influence are distracted and caught up with meeting the more important needs of the 
more powerful. They can be vulnerable and needy, even tearful at times, especially 
when the pressures of parenting a large family become too much.  

The wider family (Government) might, or might not, be aware of some of the 
difficulties/challenges in the family. They might have tried to intervene, offer 
some relationship support, however they have found it is easier and safer to appease 
rather than follow through with more formal measures. The consequences of 
following through are seen to be too risky and too great for the wider reputation of the 
family at large. Some personality/relationship dynamics do not lend themselves to 
mediation, which requires a willingness, capacity and a mutual desire to understand 
and redress harms done. For some, this is just too threatening or exposing to 
entertain and those involved are made subtly, or not so, aware that if this is required 
there will be a price to pay.” 

5.2. Again, the challenge is to change the setting, the relationships and the responses so 
that the family begins to function again in a psychologically and otherwise mature and 
safe way. 
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6. Leadership: Creating a Collaborative, Compassionate 
Place of Work 

Introduction  

6.1. In this chapter, I explore some of the general theory underlying the leadership 
challenges and opportunities for any large organisation as it looks ahead. In following 
chapters I discuss what this might mean in specific terms. 

6.2. The following quotation, adapted from a recent speech25 by the Prime Minister of New 
Zealand, Jacinda Ardern, sums up the way ahead. 

“…one priority will be to support the mental wellbeing of all employees…. From a 
purely economic perspective, there are clear benefits to supporting positive mental 
wellbeing, including enhanced productivity. From a kindness perspective, the 
modern age places huge stresses on all people, which affects their ability to live full, 
meaningful lives. Confronting this will make us a better [organisation]”.  

6.3. In summary as put by another observer:  

“Once staff become safe and are treated well, you will have a workforce that is 
happy. A happy workforce is a motivated and productive workforce.” 

6.4. Others had similar views: 

“We all need healing; it’s the nature of the human condition.” 

A Better Way 

6.5. History is full of examples of situations where focussing on the people who form the 
workforce has transformed an organisation. Research shows that when people do what 
they love, work feels more like play and they are more likely to keep going when the 
going gets tough. They end up being more productive and effective.  

 

25 Ardern, J. (2019). New Zealand hopes the world will follow its wellness-based policies. Financial 
Times. [online] Available at https://www.ft.com/content/6b425632-18c1-11e9-b191-175523b59d1d 
[Accessed 11 Mar. 2019]. 

https://www.ft.com/content/6b425632-18c1-11e9-b191-175523b59d1d
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6.6. If leadership can be inspiring, visionary, energetic and attractive, people will deliver 
more. Perhaps this is especially true in public service, where people may often act over 
and above the call of duty in order to serve. The converse is likely to be true if 
leadership is constraining, dictatorial and fear-based.  

6.7. A recent example can be found in the fortunes of Manchester United Football Club. The 
writer, Matthew Syed, whose book Black Box Thinking26 contrasts safety in the health 
service with the aviation industry, has pointed to the shift from fear-based and fear-
inducing leadership, characterised by criticism, confrontation, blame and buck-passing, 
which impacted negatively on performance, to a joyful, supportive, liberating approach 
which has released players (the staff) to see things more widely (literally as well as 
metaphorically, as the brain responds differently), and to become more creative, 
responsible, and engaged. There is less fear and more interaction. More confidence 
and fun in what they do. Interestingly, the new (and, at the time of writing, interim) 
manager has also visited backroom staff and shown interest in how they support the 
playing staff.  

6.8. I note in passing that, in the aviation industry, this is not just about a “no blame” culture; 
more it reflects a “just” culture, where the difference between what is acceptable and 
unacceptable is understood. This entails another shift in mindset, moving from 
culpability and shame to acceptance of fallibility and vulnerability.  

Resetting the Organisation 

6.9. I believe that steps can be taken, both restorative and preventative, to reset an 
organisation and to promote an institution-wide healing and reconciliation initiative, 
supporting and liberating the workforce. This is likely to have a positive impact on 
service delivery and outcomes too. Better staff relationships will lead to better service 
outcomes, especially when the tasks are complex and interdependent. 

6.10. No doubt, this may take many months or even years. New thinking and fresh attitudes 
take time to embed. Changing habits requires conscious effort. Rather than coming up 
with immediate solutions, people need to work towards developing a shared vision and 
getting people on board. 

 

26 Syed, M. (2016). Black Box Thinking. Hodder & Stoughton. I might add that recent events in the 
aviation industry may be an indicator of what happens when safety is compromised in the pursuit of 
financial performance. 
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Collaboration and Interdependence 

6.11. To achieve this, there is an urgent need to collaborate and work together rather than to 
compete, based on a deeper and wider understanding of the shared interests that allow 
people to cooperate more effectively and efficiently to find solutions. No man, woman, 
executive or manager is an island; there is a mutual interest in supporting each other. 
Interdependence is the watchword.  

6.12. This has its own challenges:  

“It’s about achieving the balance of accountability and responsibility site by site and 
also having the ability to work collaboratively and influence in the greater interest in 
the organisation in other sites. Joining these sites up without losing the individual 
strengths.” 

6.13. It is likely that all of this will require an overall strategy which focusses on full 
engagement and openness, and the enhancement of effective working relationships 
throughout the organisation. This will help to build a culture of cooperation and respect 
which is founded on a deeper understanding of the differing roles and viewpoints of 
various groups. Inviting colleagues to participate in a rebuilding exercise will reap 
dividends. A coherent, integrated approach is necessary. Working in any one part in 
isolation will be challenging if the values are not shared by other parts of the chain. 

6.14. As the consultants, The Phillips Kay Partnership, put it, 

“To make sense of complex social systems requires many perspectives to be 
brought together. No one person or group could ever understand the whole 
environment. To release the collective intelligence in the system we must build 
strong and open relationships.” 27  

Process and Relationships 

6.15. Put more broadly, I believe that this is an opportunity to encourage a different way of 
dealing with the inevitable stresses and strains of providing services and to apply some 
new thinking, to the benefit of all concerned. It is, as Phillips Kay remind us, all about 
the how, the process, the journey: “The process you use to get to the future is the future 
you get.” 

 

27 The Phillips Kay Partnership Ltd. (n.d.). [online] Available at http://phillipskay.com/ [Accessed 11 Mar. 
2019]. 

http://phillipskay.com/
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6.16. The key to survival as an organisation is cooperation. Arguably, in order to overcome 
the chronic nature of any dysfunctioning body, 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. What might that entail? 

6.17. As Ken Cloke puts it in discussing the points made in the previous paragraph, we need 
to develop better attitudes, behaviours, processes and relationships with skills and 
capacities which help to reduce resistance, overcome impasse, build trust, encourage 
participation, value diversity and dissent, redress injustices, encourage feedback and 
evaluation, and which accept ambiguity and complexity. A tall order but it needs to be 
done for a complex organisation to thrive. 

6.18. He explains:  

“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.” 28 

6.19. He points out that: (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.  

 

28 Cloke, K. (2018). Politics, Dialogue and the Evolution of Democracy: How to Discuss Race, Abortion, 
Immigration, Gun Control, Climate Change, Same Sex Marriage and Other Hot Topics. Goodmedia 
Press. 
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6.20. Thus, as one senior executive put it:  

“All improvement begins with relationships. And by that I mean good, trusting and 
empathic relationships. Add reliable processes to this and as long as you are using 
the right measurement to steer your progress then improvement will happen.” 

6.21. Another commented: 

“I passionately believe that the people deserve a better service and that this will only 
be achieved if we can foster better working relationships and create a working 
environment where decisions can be made more promptly so that the standard of 
service is improved.” 

6.22. Another put it succinctly, “whatever change we seek to undertake, we are only as good 
as the relationships we are able, or capable of creating and sustaining.” 

6.23. If relationships are not strong, respectful and open, no amount of procedural changes or 
micro management will lead to the kind of cultural change that is required. The Scottish 
Government’s Collective Leadership initiative also reminds us that: “We cannot make 
this kind of change by telling people to do it. We need a clear appreciation of the power 
and importance of relationships to enable our work.”  

Command and Control to Collective Leadership 

6.24. This necessarily entails a move away from trying to control everything to a more 
distributed, multi-disciplinary or collective leadership and decision making. Many 
organisations are probably too big and complex to control in any event but, in trying to 
do so, the trouble may be that relationships have sometimes taken a back seat as one-
off transactions seem a more efficient (or easier) way of operating. This turns out to be 
hugely inefficient and costly, however. A more holistic approach is needed, 
acknowledging complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty.  

6.25. This also requires an approach to negotiating distribution of resources and addressing 
other potentially contentious issues which is based on interests rather than positions: 
the Getting to Yes29 model. Ironically, perhaps, this helps to create more value. We are 

 

29 Fisher, R., Ury, W. and Patton, B. (2012). Getting to Yes. London: Random House Business. 
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reminded that “[h]elping people create more value on their own represents one of the 
highest forms of respect.”30  

6.26. Many factors interact and conventional management approaches will need to give way 
to greater collaboration. In a sense, one is looking for a move from heroic leadership to 
post-heroic, as the jargon describes it. Delegation and empowerment do not, however, 
mean abdication and senior leaders will still need to take appropriate responsibility. I 
note these words from the NHS Education Scotland Leadership Behaviour and Qualities 
Guidance Notes: 

“The model of ‘heroic leadership’ is no longer appropriate. What is required is 
‘engaging leadership’: “a commitment to building shared visions with a range of 
different internal and external stakeholder…[which] exploits the diversity of 
perspectives and the wealth of experiences, strengths and potential that exists within 
the organisation, and with partners and other stakeholders”.” 31 

6.27. Peter Senge and others commented on the leadership style of Nelson Mandela: 

“Perhaps the most transcendent example of Mandela as a system leader was the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a radical innovation in the emotional healing of 
the country that brought black and white South Africans together to confront the past 
and join in shaping the future. The simple idea that you could bring together those 
who had suffered profound losses with those whose actions led to those losses, to 
face one another, tell their truths, forgive, and move on, was not only a profound 
gesture of civilization but also a cauldron for creating collective leadership. Indeed, 
the process would have been impossible without the leadership of people like Bishop 
Desmond Tutu and former President F. W. de Klerk.”32  

Where are the Tutus and de Klerks? 

 

30 Shook, J. (n.d.). Lean Quotes from John Shook to Inspire You and Your Team. [online] Lean.org. 
Available at https://www.lean.org/LeanPost/Posting.cfm?LeanPostId=688 [Accessed 13 Mar. 2019]. 
31 NHS Scotland (2014). Guidance Notes for NHS Scotland Leadership Qualities Framework. [online] 
Available at: https://www.nes.scot.nhs.uk/media/3399300/scottish_leadership_qualities_framework_-
_guidance_notes_july_2014_-_copy.pdf [Accessed 13 Mar. 2019]. 
32 Senge, P., Hamilton, H. and Kania, J. (2015). The Dawn of System Leadership. Stanford Social 
Innovation Review. [online] Available at https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership 
[Accessed 13 Mar. 2019]. 

https://www.lean.org/LeanPost/Posting.cfm?LeanPostId=688
https://www.nes.scot.nhs.uk/media/3399300/scottish_leadership_qualities_framework_-_guidance_notes_july_2014_-_copy.pdf
https://www.nes.scot.nhs.uk/media/3399300/scottish_leadership_qualities_framework_-_guidance_notes_july_2014_-_copy.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership
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Compassionate People-Centred Leadership 

6.28. Such a pro-active approach requires resources and skill, of course. It needs an enabling 
culture from the top. Culture change needs to be owned by the leaders. That means 
leaders who are not afraid, who have high self-esteem and a great deal of humanity and 
compassion. Kindness is a critical component of the leadership which will be needed 
going forward. This is not some kind of passive, acquiescent, permissive approach but 
active engagement in building, encouraging and sustaining excellent personal and 
professional relationships.  

6.29. As I mentioned in earlier in this report, humility, honesty, openness and self-awareness 
are all desirable characteristics. People-centred leadership in other words.  

6.30. This is a profoundly compassionate approach. And I believe that it was Bishop Tutu who 
said in his inimitable way:  

“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!”  

6.31. Commenting on this, a colleague observed:  

“And you simply can’t be compassionate at the same time as being judgemental. 
When you judge you look down to get a clear view but when you feel compassion 
you are sitting beside someone looking at what they are looking at through their eyes 
with your arm round them - and you can’t be in those two different places/mindsets at 
once.” 

6.32. Research backs up the compassionate approach. The University of Edinburgh Global 
Compassion Initiative reports that:  

“Mounting evidence from the new science of compassion demonstrates that it is key 
to: improving personal and organisational performance (in cooperation and 
productivity, resilience, employee commitment and retention), 
enhancing effectiveness (creativity and innovation, navigating change, collaboration, 
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addressing conflict); supporting well-being (physical and mental health, engagement 
at work, and welfare); and building reputation (credibility).” 33  

All of these are highly desirable outcomes for any new approach to leadership. 

6.33. The challenge is to find the right kind of leaders.  

Understanding and Complexity 

6.34. I sense that an honest conversation is needed more generally about realistic 
expectations and the perhaps inevitable tensions between service delivery and financial 
reality. Seeking real understanding is a key to all of this. How well do people really 
understand what the underlying issues are and where others are coming from? How 
can that be addressed?  

6.35. As has been pointed out: “If we assume too readily we can see things from others’ 
points of view we end up seeing them from merely a variation of our own.”34. So we 
have to go further than simply stepping into another’s shoes to see what things look like: 
we need the competence to try to understand the context in which things are being seen 
by them. 

6.36. That context is complex and multi-layered. I note the approach commended by the 
International Futures Forum (IFF):  

“We follow the OECD definition that ‘competence in complexity’ is not an abstract 
achievement but “the ability to meet important challenges in life in a complex 
world…””.35 

6.37. This resonates with the emerging work on systemic organisational constellations, drawn 
to my attention by my colleague Liz Rivers who assisted in the review: 

“Systemic constellation is able to reveal embedded patterns that would otherwise be 
very challenging to understand and change, or simply impossible to access. Even if 
we intellectually recognise the patterns of negative behaviours and destructive 

 

33 The University of Edinburgh. (2018). Global Compassion Initiative. [online] Available at 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/global-health/global-compassion-initiative [Accessed 20 Mar. 2019]. 
34 Baggini, J. (2018). How the World Thinks: A Global History of Philosophy. Granta Books. 
35 Iffpraxis.com. (n.d.). Competence in Complexity. [online] Available at 
http://www.iffpraxis.com/competence-in-complexity [Accessed 11 Mar. 2019]. 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/global-health/global-compassion-initiative
http://www.iffpraxis.com/competence-in-complexity
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relationships, it is in practice extremely difficult to transform these patterns. Through 
systemic constellations, we see the complex web of interconnection reaching into our 
society, organisations and individual life. Experiencing this interconnectedness can 
have a powerful effect in our organisations and gives the possibility to transform 
unhealthy systems.”36 

6.38. I was struck by this comment about what is called “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.”37 

6.39. This may all make sense as an appropriate underpinning for a 21st century organisation 
and resonates again with the issues of complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty identified 
in the National Performance Framework referred to earlier. And, of course, it fits in well 
with the Collective Leadership approach also promoted by the Scottish Government:  

“Critical to working in this way is recognition that it is about “in here” as well as “out 
there” – we need to develop the skills and attributes to be able to work collectively within 
both the individual and groups for greatest impact on the system.” 

Healing 

6.40. It will be necessary in many cases to draw a line and move on and for many past 
grievances to be let go of. Individuals will need to decide whether and how they might 
do so. Adult conversations seem critical. Moving away from the victim/perpetrator 
paradigm is essential. Generosity of spirit will be necessary, even towards those viewed 
as perpetrators, who have often also been victims themselves. Bitterness will not assist 
healing. Freedom only comes with making the choice to move on. “Resentment is like 
drinking poison and hoping the other person will die,” as Nelson Mandela is reported to 
have once said. And to do this will require a lot of support and help.  

6.41. There may be some useful guidance in remembering that, as is often said, small 
changes may be all that is needed or possible but may themselves result in bigger 
changes in due course; the past cannot be changed and it may be most useful to 

 

36 Cohen, D. (n.d.). What are Constellations?. [online] Isca-network.org. Available at http://isca-
network.org/systemic-constellations/what-is-a-constellation [Accessed 13 Mar. 2019]. 
37 Simonwestern.com. (n.d.). What is Eco-Leadership?. [online] Available at 
http://www.simonwestern.com/leadership.asp.html [Accessed 22 Mar. 2019]. 

http://isca-network.org/systemic-constellations/what-is-a-constellation
http://isca-network.org/systemic-constellations/what-is-a-constellation
http://www.simonwestern.com/leadership.asp.html
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concentrate on the present and the future; with the right support and encouragement, 
people often have the resources necessary to help themselves; in a sense, they are the 
experts in their own situations and can (re)build relationships one conversation at a 
time, if they have the necessary support and encouragement to do so. 

6.42. There should be little doubt that many of the resources, ideas and skills needed to take 
the organisation forward exist already. These can be identified, released and facilitated. 
Existing good practices can be recognised and built on.  

6.43. A member of staff addressed this in very specific terms: 

“More than anything there needs to be a culture of support and value. This cannot be 
just created by a new initiative, but needs individual teams to start functioning as 
caring units, valuing each other and supporting each other. The expectation to work 
well beyond contracted hours needs to be changed, so that a work life balance can 
not only be achieved by staff, but be valued and used to promote the attractiveness 
of careers. It is so easy for staff to be coerced into working above and beyond. The 
organisation needs to recognise that attention and resource must be put into 
supporting staff whether this is through addressing staffing levels and acknowledging 
that with current resources some services may be limited; or providing time for 
support such as a mentoring scheme, appraisal etc. It would be very encouraging to 
see the start of an open, honest and supportive culture within this organisation.”  

6.44. Another senior manager provided this summary: 

“It is really sad that the pressure on staff means that managers rarely have time, or 
skills or training to defuse tension and support their staff and so situations of 
frustration fester and result in unfortunate situations. What is so bizarre is that these 
personal attributes that make for good relationships exist - in spades - but are all 
directed elsewhere and there is nothing left for colleagues.”  

Resilience 

6.45. In my research, I came across the example of the Lockerbie air crash and the effect that 
a profound shock to the system had on the public sector at the time: the local authorities 
rose to the occasion and developed ways of working together that held good in the 
future. It is said that shocks can test the resilience of a system and often enable it to 
come back stronger and more adaptive (not bounce back but bounce forward).  

6.46. A crisis can create an opportunity to learn and build a better way forward. The system 
that will emerge on the other side of the crisis is shaped by those leaders who are able 



John Sturrock 2019  43 

to harness the potential in the moment and galvanise others to act. This emphasises the 
opportunity to model a different way of behaving as an organisation. 

6.47. I also note this helpful reference to resilience in the context of health in the Annual 
Report of the Director of Public Health for NHS Highland on Adverse Childhood 
Experiences, Resilience and Trauma Informed Care, in 2018, under the heading of a 
‘sense of coherence’ as a route to resilience:  

“[Aaron] Antonovsky concluded that a healthy outcome depended on an individual’s 
‘sense of coherence’ which was the ability to make sense of, and manage the 
external environment. Essentially, unless an individual can view the world as being 
manageable and meaningful, they will experience a state of chronic stress. The 
former Scottish Chief Medical Officer, Harry Burns, argued that public policy should 
seek to enhance this sense of being able to control one’s life. He puts forward the 
view that if policy makers persist in defining a population by its deficiencies and 
problems, then services will only ever be designed to fill gaps and fix issues, which 
leads to a further feeling of people as ‘passive recipients of services, rather than 
active agents in their own lives.’ 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.”38 

6.48. The emphasis on resilience, empowerment, building relationships and establishing 
thriving networks seems crucial to the future for the workforce. 

Trust 

6.49. I realised, when reviewing this report at a late stage, that I had not written much about 
trust. Everything in this and the next section of the report, however, is really about 
restoring trust. Without trust in the senior management, the board, managers, and each 
other, any organisation will struggle to move forward. With trust, everything is possible. 
Trust takes a long time to build. It has to be earned and maintained. “Do as I do as well 
as do as I say” probably sums up well the need for integrity, consistency and example 
as foundation stones for a trusting community.  

 

38 van Woerden, H. (2018). Adverse Childhood Experiences, Resilience and Trauma Informed Care: A 
Public Health Approach to Understanding and Responding to Adversity. [online] p.38. Available at 
https://www.nhshighland.scot.nhs.uk/Publications/Documents/DPH-Annual-Report-2018_(web-
version).pdf [Accessed 20 Mar. 2019]. 

https://www.nhshighland.scot.nhs.uk/Publications/Documents/DPH-Annual-Report-2018_(web-version).pdf
https://www.nhshighland.scot.nhs.uk/Publications/Documents/DPH-Annual-Report-2018_(web-version).pdf
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7. Dealing with Disagreement and Difficult Situations 

Introduction  

7.1. In many organisations, more attention should be paid to early intervention, when a 
difficulty or conflict is first identified. This is what is often known as preventative spend in 
reality. This could dramatically reduce the number of situations which escalate into full-
blown bullying or harassment issues. Often, the presenting of such matters in a 
disciplinary or grievance context is merely symptomatic of deeper underlying concerns 
which are better dealt with in a non-binary or non-adversarial way. 

7.2. I am told that many people accused of bullying behaviour are taken completely by 
surprise by the allegations, because nobody has raised concerns with them before. So 
often, relatively small incidents at the outset can escalate out of all proportion. Nipping 
matters in the bud is critical – and finding ways to do so is essential. 

7.3. This can be addressed by education and training, by empowering those affected and 
bystanders to raise concerns early, and by introducing other different approaches which 
move away from adversarial or binary processes. 

Dealing with Disagreement Generally 

7.4. A wise observer told me:  

"On complaints outcomes, I am increasingly drawn to moving away from the binary 
upheld/not upheld outcome of a complaint. However you dress this up, the 
experience of one party to a complaint on hearing the outcome is that they have ‘lost’ 
and the other is that they have ‘won’. My experience is that this can have a negative 
effect on future relationships from the point of view of both the complainant and the 
organisation (including the person complained about). 

And in relation to the impact of culture, it seems obvious to me that the way in which 
an organisation approaches and deals with its own internal disputes and 
disagreements must have a direct effect on how it deals with external concerns such 
as complaints. So I would argue that in order to improve complaints handling about 
your services, you need first to improve the way in which you deal with internal 
disputes – by which I mean conflicts and grievances. 
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I believe strongly that conflict can be positive – as long as it is open, honest and 
respectful. So part of the work … in future is to encourage organisations to change 
their internal culture by promoting the resolution of internal disputes through 
constructive discussions (which may be facilitated). This may mean moving away, 
wherever circumstances allow, from HR processes such as disciplinary and 
grievance investigations which can be experienced as destructive. We are not going 
to reduce the negative impact that being complained about can have unless we 
change our internal dispute resolution culture." 

Mediation 

7.5. One way to enhance early management of difficult situations is to make more use of 
mediation and other facilitated conversations. As one union representative put it to me, 
mediation can be very useful; when a conflict is first identified, a mediated discussion 
can be extremely successful in preventing escalation and avoiding future conflict. It 
enables people to see one another’s points of view; to share their own perspectives and 
to have a good chance to explore all the issues in a balanced way which is not blame 
orientated. Because mediated outcomes are designed and agreed between the parties 
involved, there is increased ownership of the outcomes, and therefore higher likelihood 
of them being adhered to.  

7.6. Many of the issues currently being addressed through conventional grievance and other 
procedures may be amenable to, and more effectively resolved by, early intervention 
through mediation. The key is to encourage acknowledgement and recognition of 
adverse experiences, a more positive response, and ensure that staff feel their 
concerns are being appropriately handled, whatever the eventual outcome may be.  

7.7. One respondent offered this view: 

“Mediation in a well documented option for employees as an alternative to moving 
straight to a first level grievance. However, it is not always selected as the way 
forward. This is especially the case when claims of bullying are against managers. It 
would be helpful to better understand the benefits of mediation as opposed to placing 
two or more people in adversarial proceedings where they blame and accuse each 
other of unreasonable behaviour and defend themselves against the same. These 
allegations often require lengthy and extensive investigation which often entrench 
positions and normally exacerbate problems in working relationships. We hope that 
one angle of your inquiry may be to recommend each employee to take time to 
consider better ways of exploring and resolving conflict rather than seek to blame and 
punish colleagues through raising formal grievances.” 
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7.8. A staff representative said: 

“We fully appreciate how difficult bullying and harassment cases can be for HR 
departments to deal with, but a change is due in the way concerns are investigated 
and how conflict issues are addressed. [Staff] advisers, who directly support 
members facing such difficulties, know that bullying and harassment complaints can 
take a long time to investigate and resolve. Often 6 months to a year in their 
experience, but even longer in some more complex cases. It is fairly common for 
‘counter’ accusations to be raised against anyone who has raised their own 
concerns. This can all add up to a fairly torturous experience for all involved; 
prolonged investigations can drain people’s confidence, resolve, self-esteem and 
impact significantly on mental health and general wellbeing. There are often knock-on 
effects for other (uninvolved) colleagues in a department, who have to continue 
working in what can be a highly tense environment as a process is worked through.  

We believe that there may often be better means for resolving issues, for example by 
processes like mediation. We strongly believe that mediation is not used or explored 
as an option often, or early, enough. Mediation has traditionally been seen as an 
expensive luxury, but the potential savings by dealing with conflict at an early stage 
can be considerable. Conflict can cost the organisation by way of lost working hours, 
staff demotivation and unease, resignations, as well as financial and time resources 
spent on running formal processes.” 

Mediation in the organisation   

7.9. Therefore, it appears that the time has come to place mediation firmly at the centre of a 
preventative strategy. The process could be introduced in a layered fashion: a system of 
internal informal mediation would be available to nip matters in the bud, with more 
formal internal and, where necessary, external provision available for matters which had 
escalated or were in danger of so doing.  

7.10. The preservation of independence and perceived impartiality is crucial in any mediation 
provision. The use of HR professionals who have already been engaged in the 
investigation process should be avoided. To this end, a properly resourced mediation 
service, independent of HR, should be inaugurated using trained mediators.  

7.11. This resource could also be shared across the public sector and the idea of a 
Collaboration Hub has been mentioned, providing a resource for public sector bodies 
generally in the area.  
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7.12. It is recognised that mediation does not always work and that maintaining appropriate 
training and standards is important. It was suggested that transparency would be more 
likely if the mediation and dispute processes were subject to random but frequent audit 
by an independent reviewer from outside the health board. 

Facilitation 

7.13. To this, I would add, skilled facilitation. The Scottish Government’s Collective 
Leadership initiative makes the point that more generally there is “a clear need for 
skilled facilitation and creation of the spaces to explore and have frank and honest 
conversations… long-term facilitation helps support and hold the space for change to 
emerge and become embedded.”39 

7.14. I heartily endorse this approach and commend it for some of the work which is 
necessary. 

7.15. Indeed, the importance of this becomes more apparent when one considers the 
collective impact of some of what has occurred. In the next sections, I recommend 
meetings and other ways to address these matters. However, this is not easy: in an 
article describing the work of Thomas Hübl on group coherence and collective trauma it 
is noted that “When strangers come together in a meeting place, some may arrive 
wearing social masks, protecting themselves from expectations and judgments, or 
presenting an image of themselves as how they want to be perceived.”40 

7.16. Helping people to set aside the masks and face up to and move on from painful 
experiences will often require skilled intervention by skilled facilitators. 

7.17. In a sense, the ideas in this chapter are steps to enable the organisation itself to 
become a community which is geared towards prevention rather than resolution, in 
which the staff as a whole are aware of, and wherever possible trained to look out for, 
each other and encouraged to evolve into a more compassionate, supportive culture. 

 

39 Collective Leadership (2019). Collective Leadership for Scotland: Year 1 Report. p.8. 
40 Hübl, T. and Avritt, J. (2017). Thomas Hübl’s The Pocket Project: Facilitating the Integration of 
Collective Trauma – Kosmos Journal. [online] Kosmosjournal.org. Available at 
https://www.kosmosjournal.org/article/thomas-hubls-the-pocket-project-facilitating-the-integration-of-
collective-trauma/ [Accessed 11 Mar. 2019]. 
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8. Leadership, People and Civility 

Collaboration and Responsibility 

8.1. As steps are taken to work out the appropriate way forward in collaboration with the 
workforce community at large, it is worth remembering this maxim of The Phillips Kay 
Partnership: 

“Strategy and policy designed remotely from the people who must deliver is never 
well implemented. It is better to design well a strategy with the people who must 
work with it, than to implement poorly a brilliantly thought out strategy that is 
developed elsewhere.”41 

A Reset: People-Centred Leadership 

8.2. Although there will be much focus on financial matters, as suggested in various parts of 
this report I suggest that making people the priority will ultimately produce the best 
outcomes. A new style of people-centred leadership will be crucial, with an effective and 
competent management team and board, and a compassionate, honest, courageous, 
humble, empowering culture, open to respectful challenge, communicative and 
accepting of the realities of operating in a very pressurised and financially challenging 
situation. Fear cannot be the driver. Effective relationships at all levels are key to the 
future.  

 

41 The Phillips Kay Partnership Ltd. (n.d.). [online] Available at http://phillipskay.com/ [Accessed 11 Mar. 
2019]. 

http://phillipskay.com/
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8.3. Leaders and others will also wish to reflect on and seek to align how things are done 
with the National Performance Framework and its outcomes, including working to 
achieve the ambition that people employed by and associated with the organisation: 

• grow up loved, safe and respected so that they realise their full potential 
• live in communities that are inclusive, empowered, resilient and safe 
• are creative and their vibrant and diverse cultures are expressed and enjoyed 

widely 
• are healthy and active 
• respect, protect and fulfil human rights and live free from discrimination 
• are open, connected and make a positive contribution. 

These will serve as useful benchmarks going forward. 

Acknowledgement of Staff 

8.4. There is a real need for an authentic, meaningful acknowledgement and acceptance of 
how serious matters have been for many people over a number of years, together with 
recognition of the impact on them of these circumstances and a reassurance that 
matters will be addressed now with rigour going forward. (I use the words 
acknowledgement, acceptance, recognition and reassurance deliberately, as each is a 
component in communicating how seriously matters are now being taken, along with the 
necessary engagement with staff and explanation to them of how things will be dealt 
with differently going forward.) 

Civility 

8.5. The need for civility and respect at all levels is one of the keys to moving forward. One 
consultant put it this way:  

“...irrespective of any inquiry we should all, immediately, be trying to reflect on how 
we behave with colleagues and staff generally to ensure we are all truly more 
sensitive and responsive to the needs of others and cognisant of the risks of not 
being so.” 

8.6. Whatever procedures and policies are available, they are unlikely to be effective unless 
people are civil to one another, especially when under pressure. This comes from the 
top and cascades through the whole organisation. Consideration might be given to 
adopting something akin to the Commitment to Respectful Dialogue of Collaborative 
Scotland (see below). The senior management team and the Board could lead the way. 
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9. Commitment to Respectful Dialogue 
9.1. This, from Collaborative Scotland (www.collaborativescotland.org), is a useful set of 

ideas (of which I am the author) which capture some of what may have been missing in 
recent years. Perhaps everyone could commit to this: 

9.2. “We acknowledge that how we engage with each other is just as important as any 
outcome. We believe that it is in the interests of a flourishing health service in the 
Highlands of Scotland and our own communities that we treat each other with civility 
and dignity. Therefore, we undertake to do our best, and to encourage others to do their 
best, to: 

• Show respect and courtesy towards all colleagues, whatever views they hold; 
• Listen carefully to all points of view and seek fully to understand what concerns 

and motivates those with differing views from our own; 
• 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; 
• Ask questions for clarification when we do 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.” 

9.3. I note also and commend the work of healthcare professionals in Civility Saves Lives: 
https://www.civilitysaveslives.com/ 

“Civil work environments matter because they reduce errors, reduce stress and foster 
excellence.  

Almost all excellence in healthcare is dependent on teams, and teams work best when 
all members feel safe and have a voice. 

Civility between team members creates that sense of safety and is a key ingredient of 
great teams. Incivility robs teams of their potential.” 

http://www.collaborativescotland.org/
https://www.civilitysaveslives.com/
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Appendix 2 Other Useful Resources 
 

I have referred to a number of resources in this report. More generally, my attention was 
drawn to these further potentially helpful resources which I mention for such value as 
they may have (these are excerpts from a longer list in the report). 
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• https://www.projectlift.scot/ 

• The work of the Carnegie Trust on Kindness and Compassion in public policy:  
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• The following books have also been brought to my attention as important to work in this 
area: 
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Leadership. Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 
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Safety in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth. John Wiley & 
Sons. 
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