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Agency: Power and purpose in the context of Covid-19 and beyond

We set out to:
• Understand from the community what 

‘good leadership’ looks like for 
ensuring everyone working in the 
system has agency (i.e. power and 
purpose), particularly in this context 
of Covid-19

• Provide a space to listen to 
challenges, thoughts, concerns, 
ideas, questions around this topic

• Provide connection opportunities for 
the community members

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

We have all heard so many different experiences around 
agency and power. While some have felt they gained 
agency in their roles as they were afforded new 
responsibilities, others have felt they have lost some 
agency as the external environment takes certain 
responsibilities out of their control. This all has an effect 
on how we feel about our work. This event gave us a 
chance to collectively explore how leaders can 
afford a sense of power and purpose that comes 
with agency to all people in the system.

This pack provides an 
overview of the discussions



3

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. A core aim 
of the community events series is to broaden Project Lift’s reach and 
connect to more of the system, and so these events were open to all.

We were joined by 36  colleagues from across health and care in 
Scotland. 

Participants joined us from across the system, including those working in 
organisation development, project management, service management, 
consultants, and business management. 

This included a range of organisations across Scotland, including NHS 
National Services Scotland, NHS Education for Scotland, local Health anf 
Social Care Partnerships, and local NHS organisations in Lothian, Forth 
Valley and  Tayside. 
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What participants wanted to get out of the event

“A temperature check of the 
feeling within a group of 
colleagues on how their view of 
their roles and work/agency has 
changed along with what have 
been some ways of seizing new 
opportunities.”

“Understand more about 
the power of agency and 
be able to answer the so 
what question for myself.”

“Inspiration, 
challenge to my 
thinking.”

“Understanding of 
impact on agency in 
others so I have a 
benchmark.”

“A basic understanding of the 
concept and some practical 
advice about factors that affect 
agency.”

To share the negative impact 
of lack of agency with a wider 
audience and discuss who to 
regain a feeling of professional 
independence

“Reminder that 
sphere of influence 
is wider than I think”
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Section 1: Welcome and introductions

We kickstarted the session with an 
introduction from Jenni Jones, 
Principal Lead at Project Lift, 
who welcomed the group and 
provided an introduction to Project 
Lift and its ethos, and framed the 
session.

Read Jenni Jones and Sara Dewar’s 
blog on this topic: ‘Agency, Power 
and Purpose – Three Threads of 
Empowerment?’

To gain an idea of how much people know about Project 
Lift, we began by asking attendees:

‘Have you attended a Project Lift event before?’

There was a mix of responses, but for the majority, this was 
their first Project Lift event.

https://projectlift.scot/ethos
https://projectlift.scot/ethos
https://projectlift.scot/agency-power-and-purpose-three-threads-of-empowerment/
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What do we mean by ‘agency’?

To gain an idea of what we mean when we talk about agency, we began by asking attendees: “What does the 
word ‘agency’ mean to you?”

“A will and a way 
to take action”

“Being able to make 
decisions and 'own' 
them”

“The capabilities I may 
have to take certain 
actions.”

“Your view is respected 
and is likely to influence 
improvement and 
outcomes”

“The ability to make my 
own decisions”

“Power over own 
decisions”

“Influence”      

“Sense of autonomy, 
power to make decisions 
and influence”

“Developing your 
intentions, managing 
your actions”

“Power and courage in 
oneself, and in the 
context of culture and 
society”

“A will and a way to 
take action.”

“The capacity and 
capability (both intrinsic 
and extrinsic i.e. at least 
personal and situational) 
to participate, 
influence/affect, and 
actively participate."
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Section 2: Opening perspectives

To kick off our conversations, we heard from three speakers, who shared their story on why it’s important that we all have 
agency in our roles and what good leadership looks like for ensuring everyone in the system has agency (i.e. power and 
purpose), in the context of Covid-19

Nelson discussed agency as having people at 
the centre of what we do. He explained agency 

is about acting with purpose and is found in 
building connections and having authentic, 
trusting relationships. Doing this enforces 
co-production and shared outcomes for 

organisations, and for the people we serve. In 
context of the pandemic, Nelson shared in his 
experience in how he brings his team together 

to work towards the future based on this mutual 
collaboration as a result of agency.

Watch Nelson’s talk

Edel discussed leadership at all levels being 
fundamental for power and agency. She 

emphasised that the act of granting powers to 
others doesn’t necessarily work and that people 
have to feel empowered. Edel identified ways in 
doing this such as having self managed groups, 
removing hierarchies, and excessive policies or 

procedures. In her experience, having value, 
vision and purpose and having the motivation of 

making a difference are key areas which can 
grant agency for individuals.

Read Edel’s blog and watch her talk

Sharing his personal experiences, John 
emphasised that agency is fundamentally about 

accessing one’s own power. He stated that 
empowerment cannot be given but has to be 

taken. He also touched upon the importance of 
honesty and authenticity, and advised not to be 

apologetic for inconvenient truths when 
speaking up. John highlighted  the power of an 

individual position of authority who speaks 
authentically can make really make a 

difference.

Watch John’s talk

Edel Harris
Chief Executive, 

Mencap

John Loughton
Chief Executive,
Scran Academy

Nelson Kennedy
Associate Director for 
Digital, NHS National 

Services Scotland

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KbSW1XIG8D0
https://projectlift.scot/leaders-at-all-levels-role-modelling-real-leadership/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I_ZH_gl5_Ic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n0p5tKK2tcQ
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Section 2: Reflections from participants

Our speakers’ opening perspectives inspired a lot of discussion from participants, who shared their reflections...

“The Hierarchy discussion makes me think of Myron's Maxims:
● People own what they help create
● Real change happens in real work
● Those who do the work, do the change
● Connect the system to more of itself
● Start anywhere, follow everywhere
● The process you use to get to the future is the future you get”

“Sometimes I feel agency can 
be taken away through the 
over-use/reliance on 
'frameworks', 'methodologies' 
etc - 'this is the way we do it'”

“Some organisations can be 
'obsessed with hierarchy' - 
there's a difference between 
being part of a hierarchy 
(which isn't in of itself a bad 
thing!) but being obsessed 
with it is where problems lie.”

 “If we can't be authentic at 
work, do we really have 
agency?”

“Connections 
cultivate purpose”

“It's easy to lose your voice a 
bit in such complex 
frameworks and systems - it 
has the potential take the 
human element out of it”

“Honest, emotional, 
authentic and real”

“Same head under 
the different hats! 
That's made me stop 
and think.”
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Section 3: Breakout discussions 

Reflecting on what you have heard and your own experiences, discuss:
1. In your experience, how have you felt changes in your own agency since the pandemic? Has it 

increased/decreased?

2. What influences change in agency based on your own experience? What helps or hinders it for 
you?

3. What small things can you put in place for yourself, or take forward with colleagues in your 
workplace, that would be helpful all round for encouraging agency?

We then went into breakout rooms to explore our reflections and discuss our own perspectives in why agency is 
important and how we can encourage it.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

Why agency is important and how we can put it at the heart of leadership. Key themes from our discussions:

Shared purpose
● In many ways, Covid-19 acted as a catalyst for change, which brought about a shared purpose and more clarity on priorities. However, 

over the past few months people have been feeling tired. Therefore, there are challenges of retaining this collective shared purpose and 
motivation for people.

Authenticity and honesty in communication
● There is a need to talk openly and honestly with people,  ask others what they think and how they feel. With this, it’s essential to accept 

and welcome all voices, including ones that people might be different to your own views.
● Storytelling is a powerful and necessary tool.
● Messaging is important - we need to find ways of driving change that is honest, easy to understand and people friendly

Challenges of remote working
●
●
● For us in our team, we’re split into east and west, we’re finally in this week so got a full complement of staff but, on top of that, we’ve got an informal full team catch-up. We put 

on biannual training days as well. We’re always looking for ways to bring the team together. WFH makes us feel less integrated. So we have a tea break once a week which is 
available for everyone to have a chat and put work to the side. It’s super important. Listen to staff’s wants to see if they want check-ins, and one-on-one chats as well. Make the 
time to be available.

● We’ve had a challenge with the technology side of it. Some don’t want to use their own phones, etc. So I hope some will be able to do the things that people are saying here. I 
tried it once, the tea break thing, and too many people came and were dropping in and out, etc. Would you say the best number is 7 to 10 people?

● It is reliant on being good internet connections, etc. We have smaller teams - team-led check-ins. It’s also a challenge if there are louder voices in a small group [as not 
everyone gets space to contribute]. Largest group that we do is just 10 people.

● Quite a few of the team haven’t met each other face-to-face yet, and a way we have tried to address this is a weekly semi-structured social call - e.g. there is a theme ‘what is 
your favourite meal?’. This semi-structured social format helped us get to know each other quite well despite being online.

● In doing project and programme management, we don’t incorporate more than 10 people, otherwise we find that we don’t achieve our objectives. Online makes it more formal, 
which is a shame but can also bring discipline into it which can be useful at times.

● The personal life element is really important - if people are working at home, that leads into work. We don’t have the same thinking time we used to, which would help separate 
the two [work and home]. It’s also important to have self-awareness. What I do quite often is do more work in the evening, and so people were receiving my emails late and then 
felt pressure to respond. So I feel it is important to be aware of your own behaviours and how that might impact/put pressure on other people. 

● Make sure agile and wfh are still being captured. Talking to them. Are we using it to catch up . allowing people time in the day to do this
●
●
●
●
●

Understanding needs
● what ppl find restoring.
●
●
●

Wellbeing
● A focus on wellbeing is essential, and if organisations want to empower and increase agency of their colleagues, wellbeing has to be 

prioritised. 
● There has been an improved focus on staff wellbeing, however, there is a risk that due to capacity demands, for many it is difficult to make 

time for this, such as taking time away to attend wellbeing activities.

Understanding needs
● what ppl find restoring.
●
●
●

Joy and humour
● what ppl find restoring.
●
●
●

Targets and pressures
●
● - Pressure from outside and always failing
● - Not meeting targets that aren’t there own

Wellbeing and kindess more mainstream
● reminded that we saw acts of real kindness partic in communication from leaders in org. Was seen as a surprise as was outside of norm of how individuals communication. Kindness creeping 

into communication. It’s okay to use language of empathy and kindness in written communication. That’s a real leadership example. Initial sadness that it was unusual. Leaders have been 
allowed to become more authentic. that’s  liberated leaders. 

●  Here’s an opportunity to embed this. See very few strategic things that doesn’t include wellbeing
●
●
●
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

Why agency is important and how we can put it at the heart of leadership. Key themes from our discussions:

Technology
● Technology is helping us to ‘own’ our agency as it removes cliques and hierarchy by enabling anyone to request to join a digital meeting 

and attend without travel time or cost needing signed off and no ‘size of room’ limitations. 
● However, technology has also limited agency in some ways e.g.  if meetings are not managed well and we risk losing those with quieter 

voices, those not willing to push in and those maybe dissatisfied and disengaged when ‘hands up’ are not invited into the conversation.

Challenges of remote working
●
●
● For us in our team, we’re split into east and west, we’re finally in this week so got a full complement of staff but, on top of that, we’ve got an informal full team catch-up. We put 

on biannual training days as well. We’re always looking for ways to bring the team together. WFH makes us feel less integrated. So we have a tea break once a week which is 
available for everyone to have a chat and put work to the side. It’s super important. Listen to staff’s wants to see if they want check-ins, and one-on-one chats as well. Make the 
time to be available.

● We’ve had a challenge with the technology side of it. Some don’t want to use their own phones, etc. So I hope some will be able to do the things that people are saying here. I 
tried it once, the tea break thing, and too many people came and were dropping in and out, etc. Would you say the best number is 7 to 10 people?

● It is reliant on being good internet connections, etc. We have smaller teams - team-led check-ins. It’s also a challenge if there are louder voices in a small group [as not 
everyone gets space to contribute]. Largest group that we do is just 10 people.

● Quite a few of the team haven’t met each other face-to-face yet, and a way we have tried to address this is a weekly semi-structured social call - e.g. there is a theme ‘what is 
your favourite meal?’. This semi-structured social format helped us get to know each other quite well despite being online.

● In doing project and programme management, we don’t incorporate more than 10 people, otherwise we find that we don’t achieve our objectives. Online makes it more formal, 
which is a shame but can also bring discipline into it which can be useful at times.

● The personal life element is really important - if people are working at home, that leads into work. We don’t have the same thinking time we used to, which would help separate 
the two [work and home]. It’s also important to have self-awareness. What I do quite often is do more work in the evening, and so people were receiving my emails late and then 
felt pressure to respond. So I feel it is important to be aware of your own behaviours and how that might impact/put pressure on other people. 

● Make sure agile and wfh are still being captured. Talking to them. Are we using it to catch up . allowing people time in the day to do this
●
●
●
●
●

Wellbeing and kindess more mainstream
● reminded that we saw acts of real kindness partic in communication from leaders in org. Was seen as a surprise as was outside of norm of how individuals communication. Kindness creeping 

into communication. It’s okay to use language of empathy and kindness in written communication. That’s a real leadership example. Initial sadness that it was unusual. Leaders have been 
allowed to become more authentic. that’s  liberated leaders. 

●  Here’s an opportunity to embed this. See very few strategic things that doesn’t include wellbeing
●
●
●

Command and control challenges
● Systemic issues of a command and control leadership style in some organisations means that some may feel a loss of agency.  Some 

have felt this has increased during the pandemic and that there is a feeling of someone ‘looking over their shoulder’ when working.
● As a leader, it is key to make it clear that people can decide for themselves – to give permission for agency and then follow through with a 

leadership style that supports that

Throughout this event series, we are asking ‘what is good leadership?’. We’ll take 
these key themes with us across the event series, add to them and refine them as 
we seek to answer this question.
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Section 4: Closing reflections

We asked participants 
‘What strikes you from 
the discussions?’

“What strikes me most is that we all come 
from so many different workplaces, 
specialties etc, but the themes of 
authenticity, compassion and the importance 
of language in supporting others are some of 
many common points shared”

“Adopting a leadership and management 
approach that supports the fostering and 
valuing of individual agency is also good at 
welcoming diversity, dissent and divergence 
in as much as in promoting conformance, 
consensus and cohesion.”

“Personal agency rose and fell as the 
situation changed. Often related to where 
sense of purpose was challenged or 
changed as our services stopped or 
changed. Especially if we are not considered 
'frontline' so our  own value may be 
challenged. Sense of self impacts our own 
agency”

“How do you enable those who don't speak 
out in digital meetings to own their agency, 
how do we make it easier for people to own 
and share their agency?”

“Great points about dissonance 
between militaristic v wellbeing 
messaging”
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Section 4: Closing reflections

Finally, we closed the session by reflecting on all of 
the conversations so far, and thinking about our 
next steps. We asked participants: “One 
practical step I will take away to put agency 
at the heart of leadership is...”

“Look after myself and 
demonstrate this”

“Taking time to have the 
honest conversations and 
make connections”

“Be true  and have honest 
conversations”

“Keep trusting my team to 
make the right decisions”

“Remember not to be too 
hard on myself and that we 
are all doing our best”

“Brave work, authentic 
leadership with open mind, 
heart and will.”

“Does anyone have info on 
how to encourage quiet 
people into online meetings 
and manage those who you 
cannot mute remotely?”

“Remember the importance 
of our network, keep inviting 
people for coffee”

“Be authentic without 
apology”
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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 what ‘good leadership’ looks like 
for ensuring everyone working in the system has agency? 

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

4.5/5

% of participants would recommend an 
event like this to a colleague100

Average Score:

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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Moving Forward 
Registration Opening Soon

25th Feb 2021

Upcoming events

Find out more and register: 
projectlift.scot/events 

Has kindness become too 
fashionable?

Registration Opening Soon

18 Feb 2021

Serve to Lead 
With David Goodacre and Brian 

Chittick
Registration Opening Soon

21 Jan 2021

Civility
With Amanda Langsley

Registration Opening Soon

4 Mar 2021

Compassion and 
Compassionate Leadership

With Michael West
Registration Opening Soon

9 Mar 2021

http://www.projectlift.scot/events

