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Collaboration and working across boundaries in the context of Covid-19 and beyond

We set out to:
• Discuss what ‘good leadership’ looks 

like for collaboration and working 
across boundaries, 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

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 experiences of 
collaboration and working across boundaries 
during the pandemic, and the impact this has had.

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. 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 30 colleagues from across health and care in 
Scotland. 

Participants joined us from across the system, in a range of roles, 
including those from clinical, frontline and corporate support functions.

This included a range of organisations across Scotland, including 
Scottish Social Services Council, local government, NHS National 
Services Scotland, NHS Education for Scotland, and local NHS 
organisations in Lothian, Forth Valley, Greater Glasgow & Clyde, 
Highland, Lanarkshire and Tayside.
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What participants wanted to get out of the event

“Reassurance the workforce 
still have  motivation and 
capacity to learn and 
develop towards supporting 
individuals to achieve their 
personal outcomes.”

“More insight into 
the challenges 
others have faced 
during the pandemic 
and now.”

“Collaboration can be tricky, I 
think because it can be 
difficult to understand each 
others point of view. I'd like 
to hear about ways I can 
encourage others to help me 
see their point of view to 
support better collaboration”

“How can we develop 
leaders who can work 
beyond the confines of the 
Board structure to 
collaborate meaningfully and 
systematically for the benefit 
of the Scottish population?”
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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 around our experiences during Covid-19

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 an even split between those 
who had joined a Project Lift event before 
and not, but for many who had joined 
before, this was their first time joining a 
digital event with us.

https://projectlift.scot/ethos
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What does ‘collaboration’ mean to us?

To gain an idea of what we mean when 
we talk about collaboration and what 
our own experiences are of it, we began 
by asking attendees: “When you hear 
the word ‘collaboration’, what 
word comes to mind first?”

A range of words were shared, 
most notably ‘together’ and 
‘shared’, others referred to how 
challenging it can be to do well, 
with terms like ‘difficult’, ‘trick’ 
and ‘depth’.
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Section 2: Opening perspectives

To kick off our conversations, we heard from three speakers, who shared their story on collaboration, why it’s important 
for health and social care, why it matters to them and how they have made it part of their leadership.

Tam talked about how Navigator was founded on the 
idea that we can help people who really need it using 
collaboration. Everyone has strengths which can help 

other people in some way. He mentioned the 
Thunderbird Theory - everyone has a different skill and 
if you pool them you have a firm platform to deliver lots 
of different things and help people with what they need. 
You are then in a far better position to help those who 

need it. Active partnership is important for this. If 
everyone in a collaborative network is actively engaging 

with one another then, even when one partner is 
unavailable, the others are more likely to still be able to 
help the person who needs it. A final thought from Tam 
was to recognise your own strengths and weaknesses - 

and then offer your strengths out to people, while 
learning from other people about improving your 

weaknesses.

Read Tam’s blog and watch his talk.

Anna talked about how collaboration is about working 
together and relationships. She outlined an example of 
collaboration from her experience, which was the work 

she did with SCVO after the Scottish Government 
announced the crisis funding for voluntary organisations 

in March. SCVO worked online with grant makers to 
create a single shared funding platform. Stakeholders 

worked together to get the money to providers who 
needed it most, taking the complexity away from the 

process. Anna said trust and someone doing the 
organisation/coordination are important for collaboration 

to work well. Continuous learning is also important - 
building on each other’s skills and expertise. A 

challenge is when there is a partner who is just wanting 
to be seen as if they’re involved and not really 

contributing. Another big challenge is when one partner 
thinks they’re more important than anyone else.

Read Anna’s blog and watch her talk.

Heather highlighted firstly that what matters for good 
collaboration is introducing ourselves with ‘why we are 

here’ rather than job titles, which can stifle the 
conversation. Her second reflection was about power - 

don’t let someone’s ‘status’ get in the way of 
collaborating, leaders are still human. The third 

reflection was about how other people tend to know the 
stuff that you need to know. Instead of relying on a 

database or something, just ask colleagues, follow up 
leads, etc. The fourth reflection was to focus on 

similarities before differences - our approaches are 
often based on the same underlying concepts. Heather 
finally posed two questions to the audience: 1) how to 
use governance structures to encourage collaboration 
and 2) how to use financial flows to make new ways of 

working sustainable - let us know what you think! 

Read Heather’s blog and watch her talk.

Anna Fowlie
CEO, Scottish Council 

for Voluntary 
Organisations

Heather Shearer
Coach, Quality 

Improvement Trainer 
and Facilitator

Tam Begbie
National Co-ordinator 
Navigator Scotland

https://projectlift.scot/thunderbirds-collective-and-collaborative-working-in-action/
https://youtu.be/qRrlYTGqFGU
https://projectlift.scot/collaboration-essential-to-delivering-right-outcomes-for-the-people-we-serve-yet-we-are-still-not-getting-it-right/
https://youtu.be/mv9j-Pgk-hg
https://projectlift.scot/four-collaboration-lessons-learnt-and-two-questions-to-learn-more/
https://youtu.be/DrM5o0hm0yA
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Section 2: Reflections from participants

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

“Nice doesn't mean you don't tackle 
the issues - it's good to be nice by 
tackling this issues with kindness - 
asking what is the intention of the 
individual and what might be driving 
that?”

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

“Really like Anna's summary 
of 'respect, trust, valuing each 
other and focus on the 
outcome of the person not the 
organisations”

“Language matters - health 
and social care is an example 
of misunderstandings 
because of different use of 
language/terminology”

“I totally agree with 
asking the 'why' and 
also what can you 
bring as well as what 
you hope to get out 
of joining this”

“Getting those opportunities to 
bring people together seems 
much more challenging when 
the "coffee  room" moments  
have been cut out of the day.”

“I've heard 
people say ‘lose 
the logos, egos 
and siloes’”

“Really liked the reminder to flip 
thoughts to understand people’s 
behaviours. And I loved the 
discussion on not defining people by 
their roles.”

I'm going to use Heather's 'today I noticed' 
Chat/hold/send at a Network meeting I'm a guest at 
this afternoon.  Love a human focused check in.

“Wonder of the Job Title  issue is related to 
some people very attached to job description 
accountabilities - which are single 
organisation/service rather than system?”
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Section 3: Breakout discussions 

Reflecting on what you have heard and your own experiences, discuss:
1. What are your initial reflections from the opening perspectives? Did it resonate with your 

experiences? How has Covid-19 affected your experience?

2. We know that collaboration isn’t always easy to do well, what have been the barriers or 
challenges to collaboration?

3. What small things can we do to take down these barriers to collaboration? What can you do 
to put collaboration at the heart of your work and how can we support others?

We then went into breakout rooms to explore our reflections and discuss our own perspectives on collaboration 
and how we can put it at the heart of leadership.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

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

Transparency and trust
● The importance of transparency and trust in collaboration was discussed by a number of groups. Openness and honesty is key. 
● Some groups discussed how at the start of the pandemic, there was more trust in people as normal NHS systems were circumvented, 

which encouraged collaboration. Now there is a sense that things are slipping back to normal protocol.

The impact of Covid-19
● The impact of Covid-19 went across all themes discussed in the groups. There was mixed views on how it has impacted the ability to collaboration. 

Some found it has enabled in the need to redesign at pace and to make new connections for working in new ways. However, it has removed the 
ability for teams to physically work together and have more informal conversations, make more natural collaboration connections in passing 
conversations.

● Technology has enabled collaboration but also stifled genuine human connection in the smaller moments. Using technology effectively is key to 
collaboration being possible and for the shared purpose to be the central priority.

● Many people discussed fatigue, and how although  there isn’t an unwillingness to collaborate, there just isn’t mental and physical capacity and the 
some of the enthusiasm has gone. Many people feel tired, and this has impacted their ability to prioritise collaboration. 

● One group noted that although the circumstances and the sense of fatigue makes collaboration more difficult, there is actually more need to 
collaborate in these times, in order to support each other.

● “We need to find a way to enable people to have time to rest and recuperate to come back and be as empowered and strong to do what we did 
during Covid”
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

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

Power and ego
● The theme of power and ego and how it relates to collaboration resonated with many participants. 
● Many people particularly liked Heathers idea of leaving job titles at the door, and starting introductions with why you’re here, not what role you are. 

Some groups discussed how job titles cause hierarchies, which can impact collaboration.
● Some felt that Covid-19 had been a sort of ‘leveller’ at work, for example when people are working from home, the idea of ‘business standard’ 

clothing is less significant, as well as the power dynamics that come with it. 

Shared purpose and values
● Many groups discussed shared purpose and values and the centrality of this for collaboration to thrive. Some discussed how togetherness comes 

from clarity of collective responsibility, and so it’s important to invest time at the beginning to find out the common purpose, and what each person 
brings. Working out our own personal values is an important step to this.

● ‘Shared Purpose is the silent leader in the room’

Hearing from the right people
● Having the right people in the room and hearing from the right voices is important to collaboration. It’s important to identify gaps in knowledge and 

skills and try to fill these.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

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

Resistance to change
● Many people referenced a sense of resistance to change, especially now that we move into a different stage of Covid-19 and some barriers are 

going back up. Many people do value certainty, and some don’t embrace a new way of working, especially if there is a sense it has been made by 
others.

● Groups discussed the need to challenge this - Covid-19 has brought seed of hope to make something better than what we had before, too. As one 
group discussed, all our voices count as much as Chief Executive’s. Many of us our patients’ advocates and we need to speak up for ourselves, 
patients, family and friends.

Being human and focusing on relationships
● Many people focused on authenticity, relationships and starting from assuming good intentions:

○ “Be yourself, be open minded and relax.”
○ “Start from a basis of mutual respect, assume the best intention from everyone and if it seems otherwise ask yourself 'what could be 

going on for that person?”
○ “Be grounded and genuine, take your mask/hat off and decide to put yourself forward without being defensive.”

● Many groups discussed the smaller things that make a big impact when collaborating, for example:
○ Get to know people and have a personal touch - ask what do they take in their tea. Always say thank you, always acknowledge others 

contribution. Appreciate and respect everyone.
○ Allow time - start online meetings earlier to allow chat time
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

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

Is collaboration always the answer?
● When discussing some of the barriers to collaboration, some people mentioned time and energy. One group had a discussion about when 

collaboration might not always be appropriate (for example, in an emergency situation where decisions need to be made quickly) and that 
collaborative leadership is part of the whole leadership spectrum - some situation require different leadership styles.

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

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 
collaboration at the heart of leadership 
is...”

“Remember to start with a 
question”

Some participants shared links 
for resources they have found 
useful, including:

● Mary Parker Follett on 
Community, Creativity, 
and Control

● Emmanuel Gobillot

“I want to use the phrase 'I've been wondering...' 
more so as not to come across as knowing or 
having the solutions and being able to listen to 
what others think in a non challenging way 
where they also feel free to be vulnerable and 
say they don't know”

“When arranging 
meetings change the 
timing to include  tea 
and chat. So 2pm for 
2.15pm to give online 
space for chat and 
relationship building”

“Question the necessity for policies/protocols - 
Ask: What are they adding?  What would 
change if we didn't have this policy?”

“Address the 
person not 
the job”

“Registering for 
coaching for well 
being”

“Make sure do a good 
check in for all meetings 
I’m in”

“Remember we are all humans 
with gifts and are having an 
experience like no other, value 
each other please”

“Check that we have all the people we 
need on the team - which means 
knowing what our purpose is too”

“Ensure shared purpose is 
agreed, clear and understood and 
not based on assumptions”

https://www.michelezanini.com/mary-parker-follett-the-first-prophet-of-management/
https://www.michelezanini.com/mary-parker-follett-the-first-prophet-of-management/
https://www.michelezanini.com/mary-parker-follett-the-first-prophet-of-management/
https://www.emmanuelgobillot.com/
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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 collaborates in useful ways? 

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

4.7/5

% 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...
- “Very interesting and makes you focus on what makes 

collaboration work during normal times and abnormal 
times”

- “Very interesting, a lot of the speakers' comments 
resonated. Good networking potential and safe space for 
discussions.”

- “The event was really well run and the input from the 
speakers and the group was inspiring and full of useful 
suggestions. I will be recommending that colleagues check 
this out.”

- “Really thought provoking relaxed interactions”
- “Good opportunity to hear how other folk are working 

during this time”

What 
participants 
said about 
the event:
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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?

With Team Value of Kindness
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

