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Civility and Leadership

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 addressed civility and 
leadership.

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 4 March 2021, Amanda Langsley, Associate Director OD & 
Learning, and Hazel McPhillips, Advanced Nurse Practitioner and 
Clinical Facilitator both from NHS Lothian, hosted a conversation 
about civility and leadership, focusing on the question: “Civility costs 
nothing and buys everything so why do we ‘lose it’?” 

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 48 colleagues from across health and care in Scotland. 
Participants joined us from across the system, in a range of roles, including those in 
clinical, frontline, organisational development and improvement related roles.

This included a range of organisations across Scotland, including universities and 
local NHS organisations such as NHS Grampian,  Greater Glasgow & Clyde, 
Highland,  Tayside and Lothian. 

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

How can I kill incivillity 
with kindness?

How do I apply the 
learning from this into 
my daily work?

How can we enable 
others to realise this is 
everyone’s business?

“How can we as 
individuals best 
contribute to an 
environment, in addition 
to our own behaviour, 
that actively supports 
civility in a workplace?”
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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?’

The majority of attendees had been to a Project Lift 
event before and just over a third had not. Some of the 
attendees who had joined before said they had been to 
multiple Project Lift events previously.

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

To kick off our conversation, we heard from our hosts who talked about civility and leadership, and asked ‘civility 
costs nothing and buys everything, so why do we ‘lose it’?’

Amanda and Hazel explored the topic around the question ‘Civility costs nothing and buys everything so why do we ‘lose it’?’. They highlighted that 
without civility, we will never have good staff experience at work.They defined incivility as behaviours that violate the norms of respect but where 
the intent to harm is ambiguous. Amanda and Hazel shared stories of incivility and explored how it impacts not only the recipients, but it also how 
this ripples out to the onlookers. They talked about the costs of incivility in areas such as decline in work effort, performance commitment and even 
having effects on service users. For recipients of incivility, harm is compounded if onlookers are impacted or have not challenged the behaviour. 
Others can also feel guilty or complicit if they have not challenged the behaviour themselves. Amanda highlighted that a person could be the victim, 
onlooker or perpetrator on any given day. As a perpetrator of incivility, you might have a ‘fight or flight’ response to a perceived threat and show 
incivility as a reactive stress response. Because the behaviour of incivility is ingrained and remains unchallenged, we operate in a culture that 
sometimes rewards this behaviour or we see it as ‘survival mode’. Amanda also talked about how incivility can lead to and be affected by burnout. 
Amanda therefore highlighted the importance of looking through a compassionate lens when talking about those who display incivility. In NHS 
Lothian, they brought a small group together to change the culture and think about what they can do to help people to spread a culture of civility 
and kindness and to help everyone to meet incivility and unkindness with compassion.

Watch Amanda and 
Hazel’s talk here

Amanda Langsley

Associate Director 
Organisational Development 
and Learning, NHS Lothian

Hazel McPhillips

Advanced Nurse Practitioner 
and Clinical Facilitator, 

NHS Lothian

Read Amanda’s 
blog here

https://youtu.be/-cn8WC1Xbdg
https://projectlift.scot/guest-blog-civility-costs-nothing-and-buys-everything-so-why-do-we-lose-it/
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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. In particular, we discussed...

“Interesting to hear the definition 
of incivility. I feel like I could 
define incivility better than 
civility…”

“I wonder what the impact is on the incivility 
giver? And I wonder if we ask ourselves ‘why 
are they being incivil?’ ”

“I wonder what the impact is too. I imagine it 
can sometimes come from a sense of 
creating a barrier of protection for yourself.”

“Civility is taking time to consider 
how your tone, words and 
actions are impacting those 
around you.”

“I think civility is showing respect 
and being aware of your 
behaviour.”

“What do others think about 
"behavioural compacts"? - does 
anyone have evidence that 
these do or don't help strengthen 
more civil and  positive 
behaviours?”

“How conscious or intentional is incivility and 
do we react differently if we know or assume 
it is intentional?

Definitions of civility The impact of incivility 

Strengthening civility 
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Breakout discussions
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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. How can we work towards a culture aligned to our organisational values when incivility is 
commonplace?

3. How do we create the conditions for recipients and onlookers to manage incivility in a way that 
minimises harm to all?

4. How can we support people to control their ‘chimp’, reflect on the impact of their behaviours and 
implement strategies for change?

We then went into breakout rooms to explore our reflections, to discuss what resonated from Amanda and 
Hazel’s talk and share what we can learn about leadership and civility in health and care.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

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

Reasons behind incivility
● Some participants highlighted the importance of self awareness -  some people don’t realise the impact their behaviours and small actions  

have on other people.
● Some participants felt that the system is not set up or designed to promote civility due to the sometimes competitive culture and working in 

silos.
● It was highlighted that the NHS is a hierarchical system, which can mean it is very tricky to challenge behaviours if it is not the norm.

The importance of compassion and empathy
● Participants discussed the importance of having courageous conversations with compassion when dealing with incivility.
● One participant highlighted “sometimes it’s too uncomfortable for the perpetrator to hold the mirror up to themselves” – if this behaviour is 

ingrained, then they might become defensive. Therefore, there is a need to move past our own lenses and be compassionate in our 
responses.

● Some groups discussed the importance having psychological safety, so that people feel able to compassionately respond to, and 
challenge, incivility.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions

Dealing with and responding to incivility
● Participants highlighted the importance of staff knowing there is a ‘safe person’ who can they turn to or talk to if they are experiencing 

difficulties.
● Some mentioned the importance of support through education and tools to have the skills, ability and courage to slow the conversation 

down, encourage time for reflection and de-escalation.
● Resources and effort are needed to train people to account for their behaviours and actions.
● Some participants discussed the need for an environment of psychological safety, to be able to name patterns of incivility

Role modelling 
● There was discussion about how some may fear a risk in worsening the situation if they spoke out or challenged behaviour. Role 

modelling calling out incivility was felt to be an effective way of encouraging others and creating a safe environment.
● It’s also important to notice when we are role modelling treating others with respect and being civil, as well as incorporating humour into 

how we support others.

Promoting civil cultures 
● Participants discussed the need for more explicitly focusing on building civility and putting more emphasis on the positive impact of it.
● Small things like remembering and using colleagues’ names can make a big difference.
● There was also a large discussion about being aware of our own body language and facial expressions. It was acknowledged that reading 

others’ body language and signals can be trickier when working virtually.
● Some felt it’s important to share key messages and stories of good practice, and supporting others to practice giving feedback.
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Closing reflections
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Section 4: Reflections from the discussion

“Confident individuals can 
have a very positive or 
negative ripple effect”

“Compassion for all- including  
those who are being incivil as to 
why they  are behaving that way”

“Remembering to start with self and 
locate empathy and be inquiring 
around difficult behaviours”

“It's easy to feel that some people are 
just 'difficult people' and nothing will 
change - but they've been given 
permission to act this way by not being 
challenged”

“Self Awareness and role modelling 
as a personal way forward. Having 
honesty and bravery as the impact of 
incivility is great.”

“Seemingly little 
actions/behaviours 
make  a big difference 
to how I feel and civility 
(e.g using my name)”“Interesting to hear that all sections of 

different disciplines still historically are 
within a culture that is having 
problems with civility to each other 
when we are there employed to serve, 
no one sets out to do a bad job”

“Organisational and senior support to 
challenge poor behaviour”

Following our discussions, we came together to share reflections from our groups, we asked participants ‘What is 
your one key reflection from your discussions?’. In particular, we discussed...

“Challenging incivility “in the act” is very 
tricky and in my experience sometimes 
requires polite ruthlessness.”

“Importance of the organisation taking a 
lead role in challenging and supporting 
all involved to challenge, change and 
develop”

“Normalising giving and receiving of 
feedback and reframing as "in service 
of - the individual, the team, the 
service provided".  Practice giving 
appreciative feedback in an evidential 
way so the structure is embedded and 
can support trickier stretch feedback.

Organisational culture and 
support

The impact of 
our actions

Challenging incivility with 
compassion and empathy

Self awareness
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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 to share: “One practical step 
I will take away from this conversation 
is...”

“Introduce civility 
into our values 
based 
conversations so 
we are raising 
awareness in self 
and others.”

“I will be looking to 
research more about 
behavioral compacts, 
and courageous 
conversations and the 
Ted talk Amanda 
mentioned.”

“I’m going to sign up for the next 
conversation and continue being mindful 
to role model appropriate kind and 
appreciative behaviour.”

“Paying attention to what I notice and don't 
say and what I enquire into. I like the idea 
of promoting positive practice.”

“Support and encourage colleagues to 
promote conversations about kindness 
and civility.”

“Kindness is more 
powerful than we 
realise.”

“Shouts out for 
civility - be 
purposeful in 
conversations.”

“Give feedback to those 
who model civility and 
thank those in my team 
who champion this.”

“Talk about this more explicitly with 
my own team in relation to our 
'ways of working'.”

“Take more time to 
look at my own 
actions.”

“‘Women need to fully embrace 
and integrate both tender and 
fierce compassion if we are ever 
going to free ourselves from 
patriarchy.' - 

Dr Kristin Neff.”

“What you permit, you 
promote.”



16

Throughout the session, participants shared helpful resources around the topic: 

• Civility Saves Lives videos

• The Chimp Paradox: The Acclaimed Mind Management Programme to Help You 

Achieve Success, Confidence and Happiness, book by Prof Steve Peters

• I Can’t Believe You Just Said That: The Truth About Why People Are So Rude, book by 

Danny Wallace

•  How to Increase Psychological Safety in a Virtual Team - blog by Gustavo Razzetti, 

Fearless Culture

Resources from the session

https://www.civilitysaveslives.com/videos
https://www.fearlessculture.design/blog-posts/how-to-increase-psychological-safety-in-a-virtual-team
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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, 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
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Thank you and evaluation

4.6

% 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...

● “So energising to hear the thoughts and actions of others 
around improving how we work together with honesty and 
challenging negative behaviours.”

● “A great opportunity to explore important topics and hear a 
diverse range of views and experiences.”

● “Powerfully reassuring that we can make a change 
together and understand that there is a network of like 
minded people.“

● “Great to hear from the presenters about their work. 
Incivility in the workplace is so important.”

What 
participants 
said about 
the event:

mailto:hello@kscopehealth.org.uk

