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Has kindness become too fashionable?

We set out to:
Provide space for our hosts to open a 
conversation, share their experiences and 
engage with different perspectives from the 
community on an aspect of leadership. In this 
instance, our hosts will address whether 
kindness has become ‘too fashionable’ in 
health and social care, and what we can do 
as leaders to embed it within our services?

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 18 February 2021, Team Value of Kindness, a team focused on 
live collaboration work around the topic of kindness, hosted a 
conversation about kindness and leadership, focusing on the question 
of “has kindness become too fashionable and therefore lost it’s 
impact?” 

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 
we had on the day
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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 52 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, organisational development and improvement.

This included a range of organisations across Scotland, including University of 
Dundee, military healthcare and local NHS organisations such as NHS Borders, 
Orkney, Greater Glasgow & Clyde, Tayside, Dumfries and Galloway and Forth Valley. 

In our evaluation we asked 
participants ‘which sector 
do you work in?’
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If this event could answer one question, what would it be?

The benefits being a 
compassionate kind leader 
can have not only for your 
staff and team but also for 
your organisation

What small changes 
can we suggest to 
people to bring more 
kindness into their 
lives?

How we can do this in a team 
with a lot of unprofessionalism 
and unkind attitudes

How to lead with kindness in 
systems that are very 
hierarchical as a more junior 
member of the team.
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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?’

Over half of attendees have been to a Project Lift event 
before. For some who joined before, this was their first 
time joining a digital event with us.

https://projectlift.scot/ethos
https://projectlift.scot/ethos
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Section 2: Opening perspectives

To kick off our conversation, Sara Dewar from Project lift facilitated a conversation with our hosts who talked about what 
it whether kindness has become ‘too fashionable’ in health and social care, and how to embed it within our services

Maureen talked about the beginnings of Team VOK where they were thinking of linking their work  to the 
national performance framework in that all people should be treated with kindness, dignity and 
compassion. They  thought about role modelling, teaching the workforce to be kind and how to be kind to 
ourselves so we can be kind to others. The vision was to have a workforce for the future that would have 
kindness at its heart. Maureen explained that when the pandemic hit, kindness  was seen everywhere. It 
was good but it sometimes hampered the work Team VOK  were trying to do because the they were not 
able to come together in the way that they hoped. They were able to display kindness within their own 
teams and  in parts of the system they could influence but weren’t able to so this more widely. She 
highlighted that this is why  it's good to come to this event to think about how we can continue to act on 
kindness, without it becoming just fashion that will go away.
Grecy talked about there being many definitions of kindness but one that stands out is “when you have an 
option to do nothing and you decide to do something for another person”. She emphasised kindness 
within teams has kept people going through the Covid-19 pandemic through awareness of others and 
connection. Grecy explained that when we take the chance to listen to each other then the humanity and 
compassion within all of us is brought out. For example, when we talk about making the NHS and social 
care safer, we need to listen to each other with time and compassion. There is a need for this to be 
formalised and move from small random acts of kindness to radical kindness. She emphasised that one 
thing we have learned from the pandemic is that the more human you are and the more you spend time 
with others, the more you can relate to others and listen, rather than just following guidelines and 
procedures. 

Watch Team VOK’s talk here

Maureen Swannie
Interim Head of Children's Health 

Services

Grecy Bell
GP & Deputy Medical Director

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FhfC1-MapYw
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Section 3: Opening Perspectives

Gavin talked about how vulnerability and kindness are members of the same family. He highlighted that 
vulnerability is not a weakness but natural and situational e.g. talking in front of a group you don’t know. 
The issue is how comfortable we are with our vulnerability. He explained that being comfortable with our 
own vulnerability is a strength that is essential to have as a leader and as a colleague and also to our own 
resilience. Showing kindness to a colleague, friend or relative allows that person to accept and be 
comfortable with their own vulnerability and be kind in return. Where people are uncomfortable with their 
vulnerability, there may be  tendency for that person to withdraw or show inappropriate behaviours. Gavin 
also emphasised the need for vulnerability in order for us to be more consistent and less situational.

Brenda talked about where kindness has made a difference such as acts of kindness from organisations 
within the health service, from the community and even from the public clapping every Thursday. This 
example can even be used in explaining fatigue around kindness. There was a flip side where people 
started to feel when people were struggling at work but were encouraged by receiving acts of kindness. 
Brenda also highlighted that in the workplace they have seen simple acts of kindness such as kindness 
mugs, which has brought smiles to many faces. Brenda concluded with a message that having warmth 
within ourselves, showing compassion and being there benefits others and can really make a difference.

Gavin Payne
General Manager, Facilities & 

Estates

Following from Brenda’s, Claire talked about kindness fatigue. Teams within health and social care have 
been working extra hours and have felt  tired, and individuals find that they can lose the ability to listen to 
each other, not having the time to focus on connection. Individuals can also forget about kindness but 
respectfully give it a nod yet with no action. Furthermore, for some the idea of kindness within teams and 
systems has been seen as too ‘fluffy’. Claire also highlighted that wearing PPE equipment has meant that 
connection between individuals has been challenging as it is difficult to see, hear and listen to people.

Brenda Wilson
Clinical Nurse Advisor for the NHS 

Scotland Academy and Project 
Lead Nurse

Claire Ritchie
AHP Rehabilitation Consultant

Watch Team VOK’s talk here

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FhfC1-MapYw
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Section 2: Reflections from participants

Our speakers’ opening perspectives inspired a lot of discussion from participants, who shared their reflections in 
the chat box. Here is a selection of their comments...

“Kindness has a 
positive impact 
on those giving 
and receiving.  
It’s a win-win 
approach.”

“Kindness is respect and honesty. 
It's about putting yourself in the 
other person's position, thinking 
about their needs and best 
interests.”

“Taking care of 
yourself, taking care 
of others and even 
the system”

“Kindness: to acknowledge 
the stresses and strains 
for all... to smile and have 
loud listening from those 
around us”

“It is NOT saying 
yes to everything, 
just because 
others want you to 
do something”

“Kindness is about doing 
or saying something for 
someone else, on the 
spur of the moment, 
without expectations of 
anything in return.”

“To actively listen to 
someone and respond 
positively to what they need, 
so that you make them feel 
good about themselves and 
about life”

“Kindness 
feels good, 
the more I do 
it, the more I 
get a wee 
buzz from it”

“Kindness can be as simple as a 
smile and a welcome like the one 
we had today on joining. I like this 
link with our own vulnerability. 
Really listening to someone and 
hearing what they are saying and 
what they need in that moment.” 
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Section 2: Reflections from participants

“That’s a really 
interesting way to look at 
kindness as helping 
someone be with, and sit 
with, their own 
vulnerability Gavin”

“An authentic  effort to make your 
words and actions have a positive 
impact on others (and yourself)”

“I think that distinction between 'being 
nice' or 'being liked' and 'being kind' is 
important. Always thinking about how 
you can have those difficult or 
awkward conversations in a kind way 
(like giving more critical feedback, or 
in times of conflict)”

“Kindness is doing 
something for 
someone with no 
agenda - just 
because you can.”

”Concern for others, 
warmth, care. Can be 
as simple as smiling 
at someone  or 
offering a coffee and 
an ear to listen”

“Kindness is about being in relationship with 
each other, listening to each other and 
really hearing what we are each saying. It 
isn't about "being nice", necessarily. It is 
about investing in the relationship, and 
being open & honest with each other.”

“Doing 
something for 
someone 
that's from the 
heart - just 
because.”

Our speakers’ opening perspectives inspired a lot of discussion from participants, who shared their reflections in 
the chat box. Here is a selection of their comments...

“Self care is very tricky at the 
moment. I wonder if caring for 
each other is the answer; an 
interesting expectation for us 
to care for ourselves at the 
moment”

“It is not just the NHS or 
social care that requires to 
show kindness, our whole 
communities need to be 
supported know how 
kindness impacts in your 
own life”
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Section 2: Reflections from participants

“The link between 
vulnerability and 
kindness”

“Kindness is both a renewable and 
sustainable energy”

“Kindness as meeting 
people as equals, as 
humans, rather than in a 
hierarchy”

“kindness could have a negative 
effect if you do not get it right. 
Take time, make time and get it 
right.”

“Ask, ‘what do 
you need right 
now?’”

“Valuing people for 
who they are and not 
what they do”

“The power of kindness to 
enable individuals to sit with 
and be with their own 
vulnerability rather than 
fixing it or taking it away”

“The 
importance of 
relational and 
radical 
kindness”

Following talks from our speakers from Team VOK, we asked participants ‘What is your one key reflection 
from your discussions?’

“Take the time to 
know what you 
want to be like - 
and reflect 
regularly.”

“Thinking about how 
kindness is received 
and realising that this is 
as important as 
kindness being 
delivered.”

“Kindness doesn’t come 
naturally to everyone. 
Think about past trauma 
and how you can help 
others to show kindness”
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Section 3: Breakout discussions 

Reflecting on what you have heard and your own experiences, discuss:
1. What resonated from the introduction?

2. Do you think there is a kindness ‘fatigue’ (i.e. we are all too tired and it has been talked about too 
much)?

3. Why do some people find it hard to show kindness at work? 

4. How can we help people show vulnerability and respond with compassion?

We then went into breakout rooms to explore our reflections, and discuss what resonated from Team VOK’s 
talks and what we can learn about leadership and kindness in health and care.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

What can we learn about leadership and kindness in health and care. Key themes from our discussions:

Kindness fatigue 
● Groups discussed kindness fatigue where in some situations kindness can just be for show and viewed as a headline rather than a 

genuine intention and what the term actually means.
● Some felt that they have seen competitive elements of kindness where the motive behind it is questionable.
● Sometimes people can just talk about kindness. If it is not authentic, it can undermine acts of kindness.
● Participants felt that kindness can sometimes be used as an umbrella term and that the word ‘kindness’ has been overused.

What kindness really means
● Participants discussed the subjectivity in the meaning of ‘kindness.’ It can be hard to pin it down, but in doing so individuals may lose the 

experience of it. Also, what is viewed and appreciated as kindness by one may be seen as unhelpful, intrusive or interfering by another.
● In contrast, some participants felt it is beneficial to define kindness as treating people how we’d like to be treated.
● It was recognised that acts of kindness are varied e.g. from making a cup of tea for someone to giving them a little space.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

Accepting vulnerability and being kind to ourselves
● Building on Gavin’s talk, participants recognised that vulnerability is important to embed kindness and that it needs to be made safe or 

normal in the culture at work.
● Participants discussed the importance of being kind to yourself before you can show kindness to others and the need to have the internal 

and external resources to do so. This is done by showing vulnerability and responding with compassion.
● When people value people for who they are rather than what they do, they start to feel psychologically safe to be vulnerable and be 

themselves. Participants felt that honesty and authenticity is key in doing this.

Kindness within systems and structure
● Groups felt that organisations need to go first to enable, allow and encourage people to be kind. It is important to assess whether 

organisations are being kind in how they operate and the expectations that they have of those who work within them.
● Some felt that we would see a big improvement if kindness was experienced within our systems and by having a top down model of 

kindness.
● There have been policies expecting individuals to behave in a kind, respectful way but it can feel like a contradiction in a culture where 

there is a lot of focus on targets, performance and deadlines. 

Difficulties around kindness
● Participants highlighted that many people working in healthcare are too tired, stressed and overworked to express or recognise kindness.
● Some have witnessed or experienced incivility and find it difficult to express kindness in these environments. 
● Extreme hierarchical environments with the NHS and other settings can foster a culture of being unkind.
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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 from this conversation is...”

“Changing to a 
question when 
starting a 
conversation - 
What does this 
feel like for you?”

“Working to support each 
other through this storm 
and the value that we all 
add - the forefront 
workers have all the 
experience and need to 
know they are doing well”

“Focus on active listening and really 
get to know people in my team to get a 
better idea of what they need”

“Think about how to relate with others to 
ensure that kindness is 'the way we do 
things around here”

“Ensure I make a positive step to 
ensure the culture is changed to 
ensure Kindness is at the heart of our 
organisation. Fill your kindness 
bucket.”

“Be a bit kinder to 
me too”

“Taking time to 
ensure kindness 
is personalised”

“Keep talking about 
kindness with my team 
and with everyone”

“Locating empathy for those I 
don't experience as kind - what's 
going on for them”

“Calling out 
unkindness in a kind, 
constructive way”

“That sometimes kindness can 
be harder to achieve as you 
cascade down levels.  So easier 
to show kindness to patients 
than colleagues; colleagues than 
own household; own household 
than self.”

“Make vulnerability 
normal”
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Throughout the session, participants shared helpful resources around the topic: 

• Carespace - website and framework 

• Civility Saves Lives videos

• ‘Lessons from the Princeton Seminary Experiment: People in a Rush are Less Likely

to Help Others (and Themselves)’ - study by Right Attitudes

• ‘Bad kindness’ - video on ‘bad kindness’ by Maff Potts, Camerados

Resources from the session

https://acpuk.org.uk/20_min_care_space/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fLnRfYdYgoaJIZUpQASP3F0kI6LD8W0a/view?usp=sharing
https://www.civilitysaveslives.com/videos
https://www.rightattitudes.com/2015/06/16/people-in-a-rush-are-less-likely-to-help-themselves/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BAk6R4P5mOc&t=49s
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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?

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

4.3

% 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...

● “What a lovely facilitated conversation with participants 
from all levels within different organisations”

● “I really enjoyed the smaller breakout rooms - felt easier to 
converse in that size of group”

● “It was good to get some of the more provocative ideas 
around kindness and to acknowledge that there good and 
bad kindness”

● “Some of the resources referred to will help to inform 
pieces of on-going work I am involved in.”

● “Was an interesting discussion to be part of . A different 
kind of talk to the ones I have been to before.”

What 
participants 
said about 
the event:

mailto:hello@kscopehealth.org.uk
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Upcoming events

‘Unconventional’ Career 
Paths

With Lynn McCallum and 
Kirsty Brightwell

Registration now open

25 Mar 2021

Find out more and register: 
projectlift.scot/events 

What does good leadership 
look like? Bringing together 

our findings so far.
Workshop hosted by Kaleidoscope 

Health and Care and Project Lift
Registration now open

17 Mar 2021

http://www.projectlift.scot/events

