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Community event series

Throughout the Project Lift Community Engagement 
Events 2020/21 we explored the ‘what’ of leadership -
together establishing the 12 indicators of good leadership. 
In the latest Community Events Series 2021/11, we 
aim to collectively explore the ‘how’ of good leadership -
how we practically live these indicators in our everyday.

During this series, we aim to build on the 12 indicators and 
collectively explore what these look like in practice. We will 
be opening up some key leadership conversations of the 
moment to inspire, connect, learn and grow together as a 
community of leaders in health, social care, and social 
work.

On 18 November 2021, we invited Project Lift community 
members and sector leaders to come together to explore ‘
‘How can leadership support safe conversations at 
work?’ and what opportunities can emerge within our own 
teams and organisations by doing so.

This pack provides an 
overview of the 

discussions.

1. Trust

7. Authenticity

4.Values-driven

6. Role-modelling

12. Creating 
space for 
reflection

2. Small things 
matter

11. Challenging 
negative 

behaviours

10. 
Humour

5. 
Understanding 

your team

9. Flexibility and 
adaptability

3. Purpose-driven

8. Kindness

12 indicators of good leadership

https://projectlift.scot/community-engagement-2021-report/
https://projectlift.scot/events/
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Courageous Conversations: Caring for colleagues

Our objectives for the session were to:

1. Support the collective understanding of how to 
implement the key indicators of good leadership 
across healthcare and social services in Scotland.

2. Explore how leaders can ‘support safe conversations 
at work’ within a team or organisation

3. Provide participants with a chance to build 
connections, feel energised and inspired, and a safe 
space for learning and reflection.

Flow of the session:

1. Welcome

2. Opening perspectives

3. Breakout discussions

4. Whole group sharing

5. Closing reflections and next 
steps
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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, social care, and social work 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 93 colleagues from across health, social care, and social 
work in Scotland. 

Participants joined us from across the system, including those working in 
nursing, learning and development, policy and practice, management, 
pharmacy, psychology, speech and language therapy and more.

This included a range of organisations across Scotland, including Scottish 
Ambulance Service, Barnardo's Scotland, East Ayrshire Council, New College 
Lanarkshire, Perthshire Women's Aid and local NHS organisations in: Lothian, 
Grampian, Borders, Tayside, Forth Valley and more.



5

Section 1: Welcome and introductions (1/2)

To understand who was in the room and why they joined, we ask participants: ‘Why are you signing up for this event?’ in the 
registration form and asked the poll question ‘Have you attended a Project Lift event before?’ during the session. 

The poll received 65 responses. Just under half of 
respondents were joining their first Project Lift event. 
The majority of participants were primarily looking to 
build their leadership skills and hear from the speakers.
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Section 1: Welcome and introductions (2/2)

“Project Lift is all about a coming together under a shared ethos for the 
people we serve, the patients we look after, to our own teams and 
organisations. This topic feels extremely timely especially given how our 
colleagues across the sector have been feeling throughout the 
pandemic. During this transition, and as we look ahead, lots of us are 
facing mixed emotions. The workforce needs space to be their authentic 
selves more so now than ever before. Reflecting on how we can 
pragmatically enable safe conversations at work is vital to us all.”

We started the event with introductions and scene setting about the topic to 
explore the context for the session ahead. In the chat we introduced 
ourselves and shared why we are participating in the workshop.

We then heard from Jenni Jones, Principal Lead at Project Lift who 
discussed why we are meeting.



7

Section 2: Opening perspectives (1/4)

We then opened up the discussion by hearing from our speakers, who shared their own experiences on why it really means to be a 
great leader in an integrated health and social care system. We asked them to reflect on the following question:

“How can leadership support safe conversations at work?”

Our speakers:

Ashley Young
Head of Services at 

Glasgow Access Hub, 
Simon Scotland

Louise Craig
Manager, Perthshire 

Women’s Aid

Caroline Hiscox
Chief Executive, NHS 

Grampian
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Section 2: Opening perspectives - Caroline Hiscox (2/4)

Caroline believes you must bring yourself as a person into your role. During challenging conversations it can be useful to 
distinguish what you would like to say as an individual, and what you’d like to say under your job title. Caroline believes leaders 
can support safe conversations at work by being aware of power dynamics, recognising the importance of knowing 
yourself and understanding the impacts of trust and integrity.

Leaders should be conscious of the hierarchies of power that are both perceived and real. This is to distinguish what colleagues
may say to you based on what they think they should say and what they would actually like to say. Caroline challenged 
colleagues to notice when there are conversations they are avoiding out of fear, and reflect on why this may be.  

Caroline shared that when she knows she has a challenging conversation in the diary she makes sure to plan ahead. She does 
this by finding out all the information, considering how she’d like to ‘show up’ in the conversation, and determining what she 
would like to get out of the discussion. Reaching out to fellow colleagues, mentors or coaches can help to prepare you for a 
challenging conversation.

Caroline believes knowing yourself as a whole picture is vital in leadership. Being surrounded by colleagues who will give 
you honest feedback can help us learn where our areas for development are. If we learn more about ourselves we can deliver a 
more authentic leadership style, which, in turn, builds trust and integrity.

Caroline strives to act with integrity, by speaking directly to someone about a problem and not engaging in conversations 
about other people in a derogatory manner. And when having a challenging conversation, Caroline will frame the conversation 
in a way that enables the other person to address the issues at hand. Other tools that Caroline shared include: role modeling, 
being consistent in your leadership, being fair and honest with feedback, and sharing something about yourself to build 
relationships. Caroline recommended Radical Candor as a resource to learn more about caring personally while challenging 
directly with guidance and sincere feedback. 

“How can leadership support safe conversations at work?”

Watch the recording of 
Caroline’s talk here

Caroline Hiscox
Chief Executive, NHS 

Grampian

https://www.radicalcandor.com/our-approach/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qwMQ8k9p2yQwx0hGA88hFFy83zN5EobY/view?usp=sharing
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Section 2: Opening perspectives - Louise Craig (3/4)

Louise has managed multiple teams, and reflected that it doesn’t matter what size your team is, the same 
principles of leadership apply. Louise believes the best leaders are those who practice good leadership and good 
management, recognising the difference between the two. Often during conversations with colleagues, they need 
you to be the leader and inspire, empower, guide and listen to them; other times they need the manager who will 
help instruct them or give them a priority so they understand what is required of them. Being able to switch between 
both of those frames of mind during a conversation is an important skill to practice.

Louise believes we all need managing at certain times, and at others we need a leader who lets us get on with 
things, knowing there is someone there if we need. Creating safe conversations through leadership is vital. Trust is 
Louise’s top priority and she believes this should come from both parties, but is responsibility of the leader to create 
the trust. This includes showing vulnerability and having real conversations. Louise gave a refreshing reminder 
that we are all humans with our own passions and priorities, so by showing that human element of yourself you can 
build better relationships with your colleagues to build further trust. 

Another important aspect to safe conversations is giving clarity to avoid miscommunication. This involves being 
clear in what message you are trying to convey and not shying away from the elephant in the room. You can build 
respect as a leader by having an upfront conversation, led in a compassionate way.

“How can leadership support safe conversations at work?”

Watch the recording of 
Louise’s talk here

Louise Craig
Manager, Perthshire 

Women’s Aid

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1XeFnALbUgUizsgIfPnlXth6qoix5K-g5/view?usp=sharing
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Section 2: Opening perspectives- Ashley Young (4/4)

At Simon Community, it is encouraged for staff to share their views and opinions without fear of judgement and 
consequences. Ashley acknowledges that this is often easier said than done, but psychological safety is at the core of 
Simon Community, to create a space where trust and relationships come first. 

Ashley shared her perspective that change can often be a trigger for some people and prevent safe conversations 
taking place. When her team grew rapidly and they moved to a new site, Ashley realised the importance of honesty 
when building trust during challenging times. She found it useful to be upfront with her colleagues when they were going 
through a challenging time, reminding everyone that they were all going through it together. A practical step Ashley took 
was talking openly to her team to learn about the solutions they wanted, in order to empower them.

Ashley reflected that challenging conversations can feel exposing, especially to individuals who may not be used to 
having their opinions valued in this way. This can mean colleagues feel reluctant to speak up and have their voice heard. 
This is why it’s vital for leaders to champion safe conversations and put practices in place that support teams. An 
example Ashley gave was finding time to come together regularly to discuss what is bothering each other, and 
consider how you can work together to improve the situation. 

Part of having safe conversations as a leader is also about listening to feedback that you may not want to hear and going 
into these conversations with humility and compassion. If you are operating during a particularly challenging time, 
Ashley recommended putting an emphasis of coming together as a full team (or in small groups) daily, so everyone can 
share what challenges they are facing and normalise talking about how people feel. This helps to build a shared 
understanding and deeper relationships.

“How can leadership support safe conversations at work?”

Watch the recording of 
Ashley’s talk here

Ashley Young
Head of Services at 

Glasgow Access Hub, 
Simon Scotland

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mGcOLjdi-Qg4l5j6IfIV5LZuOM9gbNL2/view?usp=sharing
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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 command/control, manager, leader domains 
are fascinating and especially how we 'manage' 
the manager vs leader dynamic.”

“Compassion and support for colleagues -
this is crucial - not just patients, services 
users, etc but for all colleagues/staff too!”

“I like the idea of giving something of your 
own to develop that trust.”

“We absolutely need to look 
after our staff so that they are 
well and able to support the 
people we deliver services to.”

“Struck by the importance of our authentic 
selves and our humanity in all of these 
workshops.”

...on leadership approaches ...on important values

“ I found the difference between manager and 
leader really interesting. Good to be honest about 
whether there are times you need to put on a 
'manager' hat on.”

“ I love the concept of describing conflict as two 
differing passionate viewpoints.”

“It is a 2-way process that takes determined 
holding of the space by managers who want to 
encourage staff autonomy and empowerment.”

“I find it interesting that so 
much of this we learn as 
children - when do we forget 
these values? Or perhaps, 
when do we unlearn these in 
our system?”

“Really helpful point of when to lead and when to 
manage. Knowing when to switch from coaching 
approach to more direct guidance is the skill!”

...on the system culture
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Breakout discussions
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Section 3: Breakout discussions (1/5)

Reflecting on what you have heard and your own experiences, 
discuss:
• What does a safe conversation feel, sound and look like?
• If we know it’s so important, why don’t we always see it? What makes 

it difficult?
• What steps can we can take to enable safe conversations?
• Whose role is it? What does leadership have to do with this?

We then went into breakout rooms to discuss what we had heard and explore our own experiences.
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Section 3: Breakout discussions (2/5)

Participants first shared their opening reflections and their responses to the prompt “Based on the speakers’ stories and your 
own experiences, what does a safe conversation feel, sound and look like?” Key themes included:

● Trust- keeping colleague’s information confidential.

● Active listening- being clear that you understand what the other person is saying so 
you can respond accordingly.

● Clarity- being clear is kind, being unclear is unkind. What are you trying to say? Are 
you presenting your message clearly?

● Honesty- being honest and compassionate will gain the respect of your colleagues.

● Preparation- taking the time to properly prepare for a challenging conversation.

● Balance- these conversations shouldn’t be overly prescriptive and you should 
provide the space for both parties to speak.

● Feeling valued- feeling your opinion matters in the 
situation and that you’re being spoken with, not at.

● Trust- ensuring colleagues feel confident that their 
information is secure with you.

● Genuine interest- feeling like your manager is 
interested in learning why you took certain actions and 
your reasons at the time, without accusation.

● Authenticity- everyone would prefer someone to 
speak directly to them in a human way, without fear 
they have been speaking behind their back.

For leaders For colleagues
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Section 3: Breakout discussions (3/5)

We then explored the question “What makes it difficult? What steps can we take to enable safe conversations?

Key themes included:

● Workplace culture- blame cultures do not support safe 
conversations. Everyone has a responsibility to influence 
positive cultures and enable safe conversations.

● Self doubt- these conversations can be the trigger for good or 
bad relationships which can cause anxiety beforehand. There 
can also be a fear of consequences if it goes badly.

● Technology- Online working can be a challenge for having safe 
conversations, it can lead to misinterpreting what someone is 
saying. Leaders should provide one-on-one time with colleagues 
to speak freely.

● Time- these conversations cannot be rushed but it’s often 
difficult finding the time to sit down and have a conversation.

● Challenge the narrative- flip it from a difficult/courageous 
conversation to being a caring conversation in your mind. 
Leaders can also focus on addressing sub cultures that emerge.

● Preparation- taking enough time to plan for how you will handle 
the conversation so both parties can get the most out of it.

● Allow time for reflection- there doesn’t always need to be an 
outcome at the time of the conversation. Allow space for both 
parties to reflect on how the conversation went so there isn’t 
pressure to fix something immediately during the conversation.

What makes it difficult? How can we enable safe conversations?
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Section 3: Breakout discussions (4/5)

Finally, we considered “Whose role is it anyway? What does leadership have to do with this?”

Key themes from our discussions:

● The role of the leader- the majority of colleagues believed leaders have responsibility to enable safe conversations at work, but thought 
everyone can play a role in building a culture where these conversations take place where everyone feels supported.

● Improvement- leaders should consider what can be changed, what needs to change and how can they implement these changes.

● Prevention- creating an open and honest culture with compassion and empathy being at the centre can help prevent some of these 
conversations needing to happen in the first place.

● Address blame culture- leaders can accelerate culture change by addressing blame culture and reminding teams of their shared values.

● Building trust- a lot of these challenging conversations can be easier when trust is built up. Leaders can build trust within their teams by:
○ Creating safe spaces virtually or face to face (open hours to talk in your diary/ office).
○ Supporting people to talk about worries/ talk through a mistake without judgement.
○ Not underestimating the value in leading by example.
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Section 3: Whole group sharing (5/5)

As we heard the key themes that came out of 
discussion groups, participants shared their 
individual reflections and what was important to 
them, answering the question “What is your 
one key reflection from your discussions?”

“Need to build up 
trust within the team 
from top down and 
bottom up.”

“Trust and making 
a conscious effort 
to make things 
work.”

“Leadership is not easy.”

“Build relationships in peacetime 
not in extremis.”

“Importance of bringing the 
person into the role - builds 
trust and relationships.”

“To introduce check in's within the 
service that I work with (these are 
important for both clinical and non-
clinical staff).”

“Give yourself time to get the right 
approach and information and be 
clear on your mandate. Don't be 
reactive.”

“Building trust is key.”

“So key to speak about this 
stuff.”

“Take the time to understand, 
make connections and foster 
relationships.”

“Human to human is at the core 
of this.”

“What's in the speech 
bubble above your 
head that you're not 
telling me?”

“Consider what hasn't been said 
and try to draw that out in 
conversations.”

“Being clear is kind.”“Don't resist the resistance.”

“Behaviour breeds behaviour.”

“Put the job/tasks/pressure 
aside and be present. Just 
taking a breath and not being 
swept away by work. Put 
humanity back into the task.”

“Have integrity and 
show respect.”

“Ask other managers how they 
create safe spaces for their 
staff...get them thinking and 
sharing. If they don't do it then 
hopefully you'll have triggered a 
thought.
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Final reflections 
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Section 4: Closing reflections (1/2)

Finally, we closed the session by reflecting on all 
of the conversations so far, and thinking about our 
next steps. We asked participants: “What is one 
practical step you will take to apply the 
learning from today to either yourself, your 
team or your organisation?”

“Be more aware of 
when I'm leading or 
managing.”

“Make time and space for 
the team to have these 
conversations.”

“Emphasise to our leaders the 
importance of time for reflection to 
plan prepare and prevent.”

“Actually make a plan 
before a conversation.”

“Being fully present, and also take 
time for you and others.”

“Don't rush into conversations -
pause, listen and respond with 
careful consideration to words 
used.”

“Never lose sight of how 
invaluable our humanness 
is, it matters, more now 
than ever.”

“I'm definitely going to use 
Caroline's speech bubble in 
coaching sessions.”

“A) greater awareness 
of self B) invite folk to 
share their speech 
bubble C) role model 
the behaviours I expect 
to see.”

“Get into the habit of making 
time to prepare before a 
conversation.”

“I can't prep for every 
conversation but I can try 
always to be prepped for 
authentic approach and 
honest self.”

“Make sure that I keep reviewing and 
reflecting on how I am doing in terms 
of supporting safe conversations, so 
I'm self-aware and can make 
necessary changes.”

“Be intentional.”

“Have a greater 
consideration of 
power dynamics 
that are in play in 
each situation.”

“Be open and talk about how 
how to make it workable with 
the team.”

“Seek coaching before 
challenging conversations.”
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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.

Having this conversation in your own team (2/2) 

Thank you so much for joining us. Did you value the conversation, and would you like to take your 
learnings into your own community? Why not host your own conversation on how to embed 
indicators of ‘good leadership’ in our everyday practice? There are lots of ways you could do this, but here 
are our steps to hosting your own community conversation.

Check out this handy cheat 
sheet to learn more.

https://projectlift.scot/how-to-host-your-own-online-leadership-conversation/
https://projectlift.scot/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/DIY_-Community-hosted-conversation.pdf
https://projectlift.scot/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/DIY_-Community-hosted-conversation.pdf
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Evaluation (1/1)

% of respondents 
agreed the events 

felt like a 
psychologically 

safe space.

% of respondents 
would recommend 
an event like this to 

a colleague
100

100

- “I have left the session feeling inspired and really motivated and have more 
self belief than I did earlier. I am brand new to my team lead role as of 
yesterday!”

- “Very well balanced.”
- “Hope to put some of the top tips into practice”
- “While listening to the speakers I was able to reflect on my own practice and 

styles of leadership as well as areas that I could improve on or be more 
mindful of.”

- “I have worked in other organisations not connected to Health & Social Care, 
and have worked in a very similar way to that being described for many years. 
I found it interesting that this approach is only now being promoted. At times 
you could almost hear "the penny drop"

- It is interesting to hear other's experiences. It was a good opportunity to take a 
little time out to consider this important topic. It's interesting to explore your 
own thoughts and reflect on your own practice and any learning or skill gap. 
It's interesting to see the common issues and the cultures that we are all 
challenging

What 
participants 
said about 
the event:

We asked participants for their reflections on the session. 16 participants responded to our feedback survey. 

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

mailto:hello@kscopehealth.org.uk
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