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of firms have confirmed that they will continue
flexible working arrangements for their staff as
restrictions are lifted.

Leadership
styles
In the last 18 months the world of work has
changed dramatically and irreversibly. Driven
initially by advances in digital technology and
supercharged out of necessity by the COVID-19
pandemic, it now no longer feels novel to work
remotely – to join meetings in your pyjamas
from the comfort of the kitchen, home office or
living room.
In the NHS, we witnessed amazing technological
advances in a sector that had historically been
considered behind the curve. In 2020, within
the first two months of the first lockdown, the
number of remote meetings rose from 13,521 to
90,253 according to NHS figures, while within
primary care, video consultations increased by
as much as 85%. These are staggering numbers
that would have been considered unbelievable
just months earlier.
We now know that many of these trends are
here to stay. For most people, working from
home has improved their work-life balance,
allowing them to spend more time with family
members, or devote themselves to new, or
long-forgotten skills. A recent survey from
the British Council for Offices found that just
3 in 10 workers expect to return to the office
for five days a week, and that almost 2 in 10
were now intending to work exclusively from
home.1 In line with this, an increasing number
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However, while technology has opened up
the world, the pandemic, in many other ways,
made it much smaller. In the UK, we have
experienced several lockdowns, going without
any physical social interaction for months on
end, and watched on as essential workers –
rightly cast as national heroes – put themselves
at risk working across a range of sectors to
ensure that the country did not grind to a halt.
The impact of this will be significant, on both
the country’s physical and mental wellbeing.
And addressing this will necessitate employers
of all kinds to think differently about how they
engage with and support their staff to counteract
the feelings of isolation that will inevitably
continue to arise, even as we move out of the
pandemic. Nowhere is this challenge greater
than in the NHS, where there is a need for
employers to meet the needs of staff working in
remote and frontline roles, and provide support
to a workforce who are exhausted from leading
the fight against the pandemic over the previous
18 months.
Rising to this challenge will require leaders to
think differently about their roles and impact.
Already, we have seen how compassionate and
democratic leadership styles have come to the
fore during the pandemic, helping to ensure
that staff feel engaged and supported in their
work.
For a UK public sector, which has historically
favoured hierarchical structures and topdown leadership, this will be a big shift. It will
require many leaders to work in a different
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way, exercising greater emotional intelligence
and being much more visible and available to
their staff. However, if we get it right, the pay-off
could be significant.
In this article, I will explore many different
types of leadership and how perceptions of
them have changed during the pandemic,
with a particular focus on the need for a more
compassionate and democratic leadership style
in the future. I will then address why, in the
NHS, such a transition is more important now
than ever before, providing some examples
and drawing on GGI’s work, which shows that
compassionate leadership is already making a
meaningful difference to the work of NHS staff.

The cost of doing nothing in the NHS
Before the pandemic, the Office of National
Statistics had already highlighted that sickness
rates in the public sector as a whole were
high, with workers in public administration,
education and health recording some of the
highest numbers across all sectors.
NHS sickness rates are twice the level found
in private sector, and NHS staff are 50%
more likely to have high levels of work stress
compared to members of the general working
population.2 These figures will likely worsen in
the coming months.
King’s College London, for example, recently
published the findings of a significant study
examining the impact of the COVID-19 crisis
on frontline intensive care unit (ICU) staff.3 The
results are startling, suggesting that nearly half
of ICU staff are likely to meet the threshold for
PTSD or severe anxiety during the pandemic.

Chris Hopson, CEO of NHS Providers, has
similarly warned of the risk that, as a result of
the intensity of working through the pandemic,
many staff go on long-term sick leave or quit
the NHS altogether.4 Sarah Jane Marsh, CEO of
Birmingham Women’s and Children’s Hospital
NHS Foundation Trust has said that “there
can be no service recovery without people
recovery,” when discussing the need to balance
the backlog of cancelled care with staff health
and wellbeing.5
This pattern is likely to persist given the known
recruitment and retention challenges the
NHS is facing. Indeed, across mental health,
community services and NHS hospitals there is
a reported workforce gap of more than 100,000
FTE staff.6
It is unsurprising, therefore, that increasing
prominence has been given to non-heroic
leadership styles in the NHS, such as
compassionate or distributed leadership.
Such styles are vital to responding to the many
challenges that the NHS now faces. As the
King’s Fund have argued:
“The only way to respond to the challenges
that face us in the NHS is through radical
innovation – transformational change. That
can only come through releasing staff from
the rigidities of bureaucracies, command and
control hierarchies, and relentless top-down
scrutiny and control. And the evidence from
research is clear that compassionate leadership
is the vital cultural element for innovation in
organisations.”7
Compassionate leadership is about listening
to your staff, creating the conditions in
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which they feel comfortable raising concerns,
psychological safety, trusting staff, and, perhaps
most importantly, caring.
Importantly, organisations in the NHS are
increasingly alive to the importance of such
approaches. Certainly, in our work at GGI we
are increasingly seeing boards and leadership
teams respond positively to this challenge, and a
few examples follow.

Putting this into practice
Over the previous year, GGI has worked with
more than 30 public sector boards in the UK on
a range of board and governance development
and improvement programmes. In many ways,
we are extremely privileged to work with some
of the country’s most important institutions and,
by doing so, we garner significant insight around
what constitutes effective leadership.
Two of the organisations we have worked with in
the past year that have embraced a compassionate
leadership approach in their work are University
Hospitals of Morecambe Bay NHS Foundation
Trust and Mersey Care NHS Foundation Trust.
We discuss each of their approaches below and
explore what makes them both effective and
appropriate for these times.

Mersey Care NHS Foundation Trust’s
Just and Learning Culture
Recognising that a culture of openness,
transparency and compassion was central to
ensuring staff felt supported and empowered
to learn when things did not go as expected,
in 2016 Mersey Care introduced its Just and
Learning Culture.8
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Drawing on the work of Professor Sidney Dekker,
as well as other industries such as aviation and
nuclear technology, the Mersey Care’s Just and
Learning Culture seeks to emphasise learning
and improvement rather than to apportion blame
for failings.
Thus flipping the script.
Before the introduction of this new approach, the
trust had a high number of disciplinary processes
and above average staff turnover. This was both
resource and time intensive, and was also not
good for staff engagement and morale. Since
adopting its new approach, the trust has seen
a 75% reduction in disciplinary investigations
and a significant reduction in dismissals and
suspensions, leading to substantial cost savings,
despite the organisation more than doubling in
size.9
Flipping the culture allowed the systems, mindset
and the intended purpose of the organisation to
thrive in a more successful and harmonious way.

University Hospitals of Morecambe
Bay NHS Foundation Trust
In a similar fashion to Mersey Care, Morecambe
Bay has been on its own leadership journey over
the past few years.
Following the high-profile Kirkup investigation
into the management, delivery and outcomes
of care provided by the trust’s maternity and
neonatal services, the CQC characterised
the organisation as being in a state of ‘shared
helplessness.’10 Staff morale was low and there
was a lack of trust and confidence in the trust’s
leadership team.
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Something had to change. In order to flip the
script, the trust adopted the Listening into
Action framework, which emphasised the
importance of staff voice and empowerment

in improving the quality of services. Staff were
increasingly encouraged to come forward with
improvement ideas and given resources and
support to implement these.11
At the same time, emphasis was placed on
leadership visibility and communications.
This has continued through the pandemic,
with the CEO’s ‘tea and talk’ sessions seen as
vital in enabling all staff to raise issues that
the leadership team might not necessarily be
sighted on.
Other initiatives, such as the trust’s work on
diversity and inclusion, including the recent
launch of its new strategy (‘Effortlessly Inclusive’)
have been equally positive.
Indeed, in recent times the trust has received
several awards for its inclusive and pioneering
approach to staff wellbeing.
These include overall winner at the 2018
Personnel Awards, being voted the most
inclusive employer in the Inclusive Companies
List 2020, and the trust’s BAME Staff Network
winning the North West regional ‘Wellbeing at
Work’ category at this year’s NHS Parliamentary
Awards.12
As David Wilkinson, director of people and
OD, puts it: “The ethos is really simple: look
after people, treat them well, nurture them and
support them and they’ll give the same back.”13

#GGIComms

The growing need for change
Looking ahead, it is clear that staff will have
many and differing expectations about the
nature of work.
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Compassionate leadership is increasingly seen as vital. This is particularly so as we come out of a
global pandemic that has changed how we behave, and had a significant impact on public health
and wellbeing.
However, such an approach is at odds with a public sector that has historically favoured top-down
leadership styles.
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Many boards and senior leadership teams will,
therefore, need support and development to
respond to this need.
None more so than those operating in an NHS
setting where staff, who have worked so hard
and under so much pressure in the past year,
will require significant support and compassion
in the months ahead.
GGI is well placed to provide this support. We
are the country’s leading provider of board and
governance development programmes and our
work is grounded in deep experience of what
works across a variety of settings and sectors.

How is thinking about leadership
changing?
Leadership can be defined as “a process
whereby an individual influences a group of
individuals to achieve a common goal.”14

Over time, thinking about leadership has
evolved significantly. In the early stages of
leadership study, it was contended that there
were two principal approaches:
• task-oriented leadership, which is primarily
concerned with the accomplishing of tasks,
• interpersonally oriented leadership, which
is more concerned with maintaining 		
interpersonal relationships and others’
morale and welfare.15
Since then, and following research by Goleman16,
Flamholtz and Randle17, and also BlakeMouton18, among many others, our thinking on
leadership has expanded dramatically.
Today, it is acknowledged that there are many
different kinds of leadership, each of which
can be relevant and effective depending on the
circumstances in which they are applied.

Style

Description

When to use it

Commanding/ Coercive

Demands immediate compliance

When time is scarce, and in crisis

Visionary/ authoritative

Mobilises people towards a vision

When a new vision and direction is needed

Affiliative

Focuses on emotional needs over
work needs

When healing rifts and working through stressful situations

Democratic

Forges consensus through
participation

To gain input and buy-in from staff

Pacesetting

Sets challenging and exciting goals

When the team is already highly motivated and competent

Coaching

Develops people for the future

To help an employee improve performance or develop for
the long-term

Figure 1: Goleman’s six emotional leadership styles

Continue on page. 132
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Chris completed his first postgraduate
degree in Applied Human Rights at the
University of York in 2013, and has recently
completed a second masters in Health
Policy at Imperial College London, where
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Category

Style

Definition

Directive

Autocratic

Declares what is to be done without explanation

Benevolent Autocratic

Declares what is to be done with an explanation

Consultative

Gets opinions before deciding on the plan presented

Participative

Formulates alternatives with group, then decides

Consensus

All in group have equal voice in making decisions

Laissez-Faire

Leaves it up to group to decide what to do

Interactive

Nondirective

Figure 2: Flamholtz and Randle’s leadership styles and matrix

HIGH

LOW

HIGH

LOW

01

02

Interactive
(consultative
participative)

Directive
(autocratic,
benevolent
autocratic)

03

04

Nondirective
(consensus,
laissez faire)

Programmability

Of these many emerging
styles, this article is particularly
concerned with two that have
gained increased prominence
in recent times. The first is the
‘hero’ or ‘charismatic’ leader,
whose popularity is often built
around a cult of personality.
Donald Trump is one prominent
example who arguably fits
this mould. The second is
the ‘compassionate’ leader,
who puts an emphasis on the
importance of a collective, open
and democratic approach. New
Zealand premier Jacinda Ardern
is a frequently given example of
this leadership approach.

Interactive
(consultatitve,
participative)

Capability for Autonomy

Continue on page. 134
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Figure 3:
The four components
of compassionate

Attending

Empathising

19

leadership

Compassionate
Leadership

Understanding

Hero leadership has also long been synonymous
with the NHS, which has historically favoured
‘traditional models of authority and control in
organisations.’20

Despite this, such models have persisted in many
parts of our health service, often reinforced by
regulatory or central demands, and historic
notions of what constitutes effective leadership.

However, in recent times it has increasingly
been understood that such a model is ill-suited
to meeting the demands of a modern NHS and
the needs of its workforce. Indeed, as early as
2011 the King’s Fund was denouncing heroic
leadership styles in its report No more heroes:

Post-pandemic leadership

“The service also needs to recognise that
the type of leadership the NHS requires is
changing. The old model of ‘heroic’ leadership
by individuals needs to adapt to become one
that understands other models such as shared
leadership both within organisations and across
the many organisations with which the NHS
has to engage in order to deliver its goals.”21
And, writing during the pandemic, the King’s
Fund reiterated that,
“Heroic leadership – a model in which a
single individual is perceived as driving an
organisation to success – does not create better
outcomes for leaders or teams. Leadership is
about relationships, not being a superhero.”22
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Helping

There are now many reasons to believe that
hero leadership is ill-suited for a post-pandemic
and digital future.
Firstly, we have learnt a lot about leadership
responses from the pandemic. Over the past 18
months, the leadership of many heads of state,
including those from Denmark, New Zealand
and Germany, has been lauded as vital to their
countries’ effective efforts to curb the spread of
COVID-19.23
What is behind this success? Well, apart from
the fact that each of these countries has a female
head of state, studies have established that
these leaders uniformly adopted ‘transparent
and
compassionate
[approaches
to]
24
communication.’ A recent article, published
in the BMJ, also found that these leaders were
more likely to humanise the impact of the
pandemic and typically instituted a wider range
of social welfare services to mitigate financial
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and social shocks, meaning citizens were
more willing and able to comply with imposed
restrictions.25 In contrast, those countries that
had more autocratic leaders have tended to fare
worse in responding to the pandemic across
several measures.
Secondly, there is now a significant body
of evidence to suggest that people born in
different generations respond differently
to different kinds of leadership. A recent
paper, published in the Journal of Diversity
Management, for example, argues that ‘baby
boomers’ tend to respond favourably to
authority, hierarchy and tradition.26 Whereas
‘millennials’, “prefer to work in a more relaxed
environment than a hierarchical structure
and, because of their unlimited access to
information, tend to be assertive with strong
views.”27 Indeed, a recent survey conducted
by Virtuali and Work Place Trends found that
almost 50% of millennials equated leadership
with empowerment – a concept that might have
been perceived as alien in times past.28 Given
this, it appears clear that the workforce of the
future is much less likely to respond to heroic or
autocratic leadership styles, and that, in order
to get the best from their workforce, many
leaders will need to adopt more democratic
and compassionate approaches.
Finally, and as alluded to earlier in this article,
the shift to remote working has required leaders
to think differently about how they manage
and motivate their staff. Before the pandemic
it was already being reported that “traditional
management styles, when used with[in] a
remote workforce, are becoming a growing

source of employee complaints for bullying
and harassment.”29 And, during the pandemic,
staff have grown increasingly concerned with
excessive employee monitoring and micromanaging, the setting of unrealistic work
expectations and a lack of trust in staff.
The most effective leaders understand that you
cannot just take approaches to leadership that
were effective in an office setting and apply them
to remote working. Unsurprisingly therefore,
research suggests that those leaders who have
taken a compassionate, more inclusive and
personal approach have tended to deliver better
outcomes for their staff and organisations over
the previous year.30

The new normal
The year ahead is likely to be marked by
considerable uncertainty, with the emergence
of various new COVID-19 strains just at a time
that we are looking to open back up.
In such an environment, we know that staff
will have concerns about returning to work
environments too quickly. Equally, many people
will be unsure about how to settle back into an
office-based or hybrid working pattern giving
the extended period of remote working.
Reflecting this, leaders will need to engage
with staff about the most appropriate way of
moving forward for their business, considering
what should be kept and normalised from the
previous year and what can be discarded. One
thing we would suggest should be retained
is a more visible, open and compassionate
approach to leadership.
This matters in the NHS more than anywhere.
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All his work is an impressive meld of the form and rhythm of horses in motion in
which neither element is diminished. Although his drawings are executed quickly, the
apparent ease of their creation belies the depth of his understanding and the clarity of
his perception.

There are few who could achieve what he does, and I suspect that anyone seeking
to emulate him would require decades of study in order to capture the spirit and
physical presence of horses so directly, convincingly and with such freshness and quiet
confidence.
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