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Community-hosted conversations: Importance of Relationships

We set out to:
Provide space for David to host 
and open a conversation on a 
leadership issue that is important 
to him, and for community 
members to contribute to that 
conversation with their own 
experiences.

Here at Project Lift, our purpose is to offer a different way of looking at 
leadership at all levels, in all roles, working collaboratively and choosing to work 
compassionately to help our staff meet these challenges. 

Our community-hosted conversations are about providing the opportunity and 
space for the wider Project Lift community to open a conversation on a 
leadership issue that is important to them.

On 22 October 2020, David Miller hosted an event focusing on relationships 
and leadership. David is Chief People Officer at Scottish Government, and 
particularly invited the wider HR community to join in the conversation.

We explored why relationships matter and the difference they can really make. 
We know that relationships far outlast any change initiative or programme of 
work and yet do we pay enough real attention to them? How can relationships 
that enable people to be their best, to shine and to collaborate be brought to the 
fore? And what is our role as a profession in championing this shared ambition?

Thank you to everyone who joined us on the day - it was fantastic to 
have your perspective in the conversation. 

This pack provides an 
overview of the discussions
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Who joined us?

Project Lift exists to support leadership at all levels and at all 
stages, in all roles across health and social care in 
Scotland.

This event was particularly aimed at those working in the wider HR 
family.We were joined by 21 colleagues from across health and 
care in Scotland, in a range of HR roles, such as HR Manager, 
Director of Workforce, Employee Relations Manager, and HR 
Director. 

They joined from a range of organisations across Scotland, 
including local NHS organisations in Forth Valley, Fife, 
Lanarkshire, Lothian, Greater Glasgow and Clyde and Shetland; 
Public Health Scotland, Hillcrest Homes, Queens Cross Housing 
Association and local authorities.

When asked the question ‘have you attended a Project Lift event 
before?’, 53% said 'yes' and 47% said 'no'.



4

Opening perspectives

We kicked off the session with an introduction from our host, David Miller, Chief 
People Officer, Scottish Government.

In his opening session, he discussed:

- His experiences of moving roles during the pandemic, sharing an honest 
account of how he felt being thrust into a new environment, organisation and 
type of work whilst people are working from home.

- What it means to be a leader, he once believed it was about being an expert, 
but discovered that it was about being true to values and empowering others.

- The power of a shared purpose during this time: to protect the people of 
Scotland.

- The role of ‘command and control’ leadership during emergency situations, 
the need for honesty when issues arise, and managing expectations.

- The importance of investing in leadership, and creating spaces that feel safe 
and free to disagree and have different views.

Want to hear more? Read the blog ‘Mirror, mirror on 
the wall, what kind of future can you see for us 
all?’, which introduces the topic.

You can also view the recording of David’s talk at the 
event here, where David’s shares the importance of 
relationships as he reflects on his experience joining 
the new team.

David Miller
Chief People Officer, 
Scottish Government

https://projectlift.scot/mirror-mirror-on-the-wall/
https://projectlift.scot/mirror-mirror-on-the-wall/
https://projectlift.scot/mirror-mirror-on-the-wall/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ywiYQCvGfiMXqk_6bZvWvYOtx6CcMHtZ/view?usp=sharing
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“We do have the opportunity of a lifetime in front of 
us to really influence how we will recover the health 
and social care system once the pandemic is either 
under control or over for good...The quality of our 
relationships is a real key to everyone’s wellbeing 
and resilience for the long haul, and in supporting 
others in realising and developing this for 
themselves.” Read more here

https://projectlift.scot/mirror-mirror-on-the-wall/
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Breakout discussions 

Following the opening perspectives, we went into breakout rooms to discuss our reflections from the discussion. 
In the breakout discussion, we explored: 

“How can we create cultures that place real value on relationships?”

Reflecting on what you have heard and your own experiences, discuss:

1. Reflect on David’s talk and your experience with relationships in the workplace. How do you feel 
about those experiences? What was good/bad about them?

2. What can we do, individually and as an HR community, to foster cultures that place real value on 
relationships? They could be big or small acts.
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Breakout discussions

“How can we create cultures that place real value on relationships?” - Key themes from discussions:

Cultivating trust and letting go
● The theme of trust cut across many conversations. Cultivating trust is seen as an important part of letting go as a leader and creating 

strong relationships, and as one participant said, ‘people don’t come to work to do a bad job’ - leaders need to trust and enable others to 
to thrive.

Holding onto your own value set and creating space for authenticity
● Reaching into and being true to your own value set was seen as important to guiding ourselves through these times of uncertainty, whilst 

also keeping in mind that others have their own value sets and needs. Many participants discussed the centrality of not only being 
authentic as leaders, but also deliberately creating a space for others to be authentic too. Especially working through the pandemic, it’s 
important that we reach out to others and check in on our teams. For example, one participant shared how they have tried to send the 
message that having walking meetings or taking time off in the day is okay. Others discussed the importance of creating a culture of 
asking for help is not only given permission to, but is seen as a strength, was seen as an important part of creating a functional 
organisation. 
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Breakout discussions

“How can we create cultures that place real value on relationships?” - Key themes from discussions:

Examining the role of ‘command and control’ leadership
● Some participants shared their experience of ‘command and control’ leadership and culture. Some shared that although it isn’t a 

leadership style they like, they acknowledge that it can be required in emergencies. As we move through the stages of the pandemic, 
questions remain around when we can transition out of this ‘command and control’ period.

Virtual and remote working
● The impact of working from home and social distancing has had an effect on how we view and foster relationships. Some noted the 

difficulties of not being in people’s presence and being able to pick up on cues like body language and persona. 
● Access to MS Teams has been very helpful for many people - being able to see people has made a huge difference and felt to be more 

personal than emails and calls. It’s made people more accessible at work, and something we should hold on to when we can meet in 
person again.

● However, there’s been a mix of experiences, and working in this way has been a rapid adjustment for many people and organisations, and 
particularly difficult for those who have moved jobs during this time. Some people have been faced with back to back meetings, and others 
have not seen any other people all day - so it’s important to create more and different opportunities for people to connect in a way that 
suits them.
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Breakout discussions

“How can we create cultures that place real value on relationships?” - Key themes from discussions:

Establishing a shared purpose
● The importance of a shared purpose resonated with many participants, something that the pandemic has brought to the fore for everyone. 

Without a shared purpose or vision, relationships and forming trust can be difficult, but the shared purpose of protecting people during 
Covid-19 has brought people together to achieve things we wouldn’t have thought possible before. 

Dealing with the breaking down of barriers
● During the pandemic, we have witnessed a breaking down of barriers across health and care, which has meant we have changed things 

we had struggled to in the past.
● However, this has meant that in our working lives and relationships, we have had to adapt to working without the usual structures in place, 

like face-to-face meetings, etc, which allow relationships to build and maintain. One participant shared how important it was for them as a 
leader to reflect on this and be proactive about what we can do now those structures aren’t in place anymore. This has been a 
‘rollercoaster’ and it tests resilience as a leader to think in this way and continue to support relationships through this.

Creating a safe space for honest and open communication
● The theme of communication was central to the discussion around relationships, as was creating a safe space and culture for honesty and 

trust to flourish. Every conversation sets a tone for moving forward, and it’s important for everyone to take responsibility for building and 
managing relationships, new and old, one conversation at a time. This isn’t always easy, and it’s important to upskill and train people to be 
able to have these open and honest conversations.

● Some groups discussed the impact of remote and virtual working on communication, and shared the importance of still creating social time 
and space for the casual conversations as a team, even if you can’t be together in person.
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Closing reflections

Group facilitators shared back the key themes discussed in their group, and then we spent time as a whole group 
reflecting on our discussions. We asked participants: “What insights will you take away personally from 
your discussions?”

“The Wellbeing Offering needs to 
change to be fit where we find 
ourselves now. It's different - 
enthusiasm is gone and behaviours 
are starting to suffer“

“David's story made me reflect that 
working from home with new 
Covid-19 related role demands was 
like starting a new job - new rules, 
ways of working, tech, 'office mates'”

“Building relationships takes 
time and effort”

“Develop a shared purpose, 
be authentic and 
transparent”

“Everyone has a shared 
experience and story”

“Quote from Charles Mackesy (The 
Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the 
Horse) - "What is the bravest thing 
you've ever said?"  asked the boy  
...... "HELP" said the Horse!“

“Trusting and empowering our 
teams but being accessible for 
quick decisions”

“What you permit, 
you promote!“

 ‘What insights will you 
take away personally 

from your discussions?’
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Closing reflections

Finally, we ended on our practical learnings, asking participants to answer the question “One practical step I 
will take away to help encourage positive relationships and create change for good is…”

“Make time for sessions like this - 
too easy to get bogged down in the 
work”

“‘Be more me’ ...... authenticity, transparency, 
collaboration and breaking down boundaries - 
we are all equal and have a role to play”

“Be the change we all 
want to see (all the 
time) myself”

“We are all responsible for 
relationships. People are all 
important and we can impact 
on their wellbeing”

“Talk to David about what we can do to 
keep this conversation going in the wider 
HR community”

“Be mindful of the 
personal challenges that 
individuals are currently 
facing and how these 
might impact on 
relationships going 
forward…”

“Another quote from Charles 
Mackesy (The Boy, the Mole, the 
Fox and the Horse) - "Everyone 
is a bit scared said the Horse. 
But we are less scared together"

“Reaching out proactively to relationships 
where I have had little contact over last 6 
months to ensure these are maintained 
and developed”

“Understanding you are not alone and keep 
promoting your values & wellbeing.  Would 
love to keep being part of this "Safe" group.  
Thanks David for keeping being yourself 
and inspiring others.”

“Assume good intent rather than painting people with 
a tag called SG, National Board, Territorial. Challenge 
that behaviour.”

“Finding the shared 
purpose is a great start 
to building relationships.”
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Having this conversation in your own team 

Thank you so much for joining us. Did you value the conversation and want to take your learnings 
into your own community? Why not host your own conversation on placing real value on 
relationships with your team. There are lots of ways you could do this, but here are our steps to hosting your 
own community conversation:

DIY: 1 hour community conversation

5 mins - Introductions: Welcome participants and encourage everyone to grab a tea, coffee or lunch. Kick off introductions in the chat 
box, asking everyone to share who they are, where they're joining from and why.

5 mins - Opening perspective: Introduction from the host sharing what you learnt from this event, and why you wanted to bring this 
conversation to your own team. Focus on storytelling, ask questions, and don't be afraid of the tricky issues!

30 mins - Breakout discussions: As soon as the introduction is over, go into smaller breakout rooms. Discuss reflections from the 
introduction, own experiences, and what can we do, individually and as a team community, to foster cultures that place real value on 
relationships.

15 mins - Whole group discussion: Ask for a volunteer from small groups to share the top themes that came out of their discussion, 
then open up the floor for reflections.

5 mins - Closing reflections: Spend 30 seconds in strictest silence individually reflecting on the discussion, and share a closing reflection 
in chat. Use a prompt to get people thinking about practical next steps: "One practical step I will take away from the discussions is…". As you 
close, remember to ask participants to share their feedback on the discussion.
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Thank you and evaluation

4.6/5

% of participants would recommend an 
event like this to a colleague88

Average Score:

Participants described the event as interesting, empowering, 
collaborative and interactive. Some felt they could have had more 
time for discussion, and would have liked to be able to reflect on the 
topic and questions beforehand. We’ll take this feedback away and 
use it to improve our next events.

Finally, thank you so much for being a 
part of this Project Lift event.  

Thank you for your energy, perspective 
and contributions to the session, and for  
helping us to explore what good 
leadership means.

If you have any questions about anything 
in this pack or any of the events in our 
series, feel free to contact us at 
hello@kscopehealth.org.uk.

What our participants thought...
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Upcoming events in the series

Leading Change In The 
Context Of Covid-19 & 

Beyond

Wellbeing & Resilience In 
The Workplace In The 
Context Of Covid-19 & 

Beyond
Agency: Power & Purpose

Registration Open

Collaboration & Working 
Across Boundaries 

Registration Opening Soon

Moving Forward 
Registration Opening Soon

9th Sep 2020 1st Oct 2020 25th Nov 2020

10th Dec 2020 25th Feb 2021

Find out more and register: 
projectlift.scot/events 

https://projectlift.scot/event/leading-change-in-the-context-of-covid-19-and-beyond/
https://projectlift.scot/event/wellbeing-and-resilience-in-the-workplace-in-the-context-of-covid-19-and-beyond/
http://www.projectlift.scot/events
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Would you like to host a conversation with Project Lift?

Our community-hosted conversations are about providing the opportunity and space for the 
wider Project Lift community to open a conversation on a leadership issue that is important to 
them. Like David, you could host your own conversation, too, with support from Kaleidoscope 
and Project Lift.

If you have a leadership topic you would like to discuss with the wider community, then we 
would love you to be a host! Let us know by emailing hello@kscopehealth.org.uk.

We hope to hear from you soon!

mailto:hello@kscopehealth.org.uk

