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• To know that Socitm’s Leadership Academy focuses upon individual development

• To understand its success first hand: ‘amazing’, ‘enlightening’, ‘insightful’, ‘life 
changing’, ‘relevant’

• To recognise its approach and what underpins it

• What is important about the digital world we now live in?

• How does leading differ from managing?

• What did people experience on our leadership development programmes?

• What did they learn?

• How was this put into practice?

Why you should read this

Issues addressed

Steve Cliff describes the basis of the Academy’s Leadership Development 
Programme and its approach to individual development and outlines its  
content and desired outcomes. He draws upon the results of an alumni survey 
carried out as part of this project.
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Take a minute to think  
of leaders throughout  
your life and career who 
have truly inspired you. 

Write down and reflect on the qualities  
you noticed them demonstrating.

What makes a good leader? We often think of people 
who are decisive; those who can articulate a clear and 
compelling vision; people who are charismatic speakers; 
and those with excellent reasoning skills. But there is 
something else, something trickier and more visceral to 
explain. A famous quotation says: “… people will forget 
what you said, … forget what you did, but people will 
never forget how you made them feel” 1. This emotional 
intelligence is what often distinguishes a great leader.
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When we observe the effect that an inspirational leader has on others, we assume 
that it’s something they are born with; you’ve either got it or you haven’t. Not so. These 
skills and behaviours can be learned and acquired. Over the last six years, Socitm has 
delivered leadership development programmes to over 200 leaders in the public sector. 
In this report, I have set out to distil the experience and the lessons learned from the 
participants, so that you can evaluate your own needs in becoming a better leader.

The best leaders are always looking to learn and grow. They aim to make a bigger impact 
by expanding their portfolio of skills, while looking for ways to develop and coach their 
own teams. Our fast-moving digital world creates complexity, uncertainty and huge 
opportunities for positive change.

In this report I will explore:

1. What is important about the digital world we now live in?

2. How does leading differ from managing?

3. What did people experience on our leadership development programmes?

4. What did they learn?

5. How was this put into practice? 

Firstly, we need to take a look at the fascinating era we are living in: the digital 
world that permeates all aspects of our lives.

“The best leaders are always  
looking to learn and grow”
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The digital world

We are all experiencing the impact of digital technology on our lives. 

There are many discussions and examples of how business processes can be 
transformed and how we can develop new ways of reaching our customers and users. 
The digitisation of our world is fast, complex and unpredictable. Every organisation 
is seeing a lot of change, driven by economic imperatives and the opportunities that 
digital technology presents. But one person’s exciting opportunity can trigger another 
person’s fear. Our brains do not like uncertainty: it can trigger a ‘threat state’ in many (as 
well as excitement for some!) and leaders need to be aware of the impact on different 
individuals.

When we employ people and give them a role, job title and a set of responsibilities and 
targets, it is easy to forget that we are not robots, but complex social beings. What goes 
on when we thrust a change project upon an organisation?

What is a digital world?

Unpredictable

Changeable

Uncertain

Complex

Exciting or threatening?

Change is the new normal
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How do people respond to change?

The human brain has evolved to keep us safe. When faced with a sabre-tooth tiger on 
the African plains, our ancestors had to react quickly (the old ‘fight-flight-freeze’ notion). 
In times of fear and stress in today’s workplace, a very similar response can be triggered. 
Rational people start to behave in ways that may appear to be very irrational.

Understanding the neuroscience behind our choices and actions is a key cornerstone  
of the Socitm leadership development programmes. When faced with a lot of change  
and uncertainty, it is critical that leaders are acutely aware of how others are 
experiencing that change. To understand others’ perspectives, you must first understand 
yourself. The journey of leadership development starts by looking inward at your own 
behaviours and choices. This is a prime facet of emotional intelligence.

“To understand other’s perspectives,  
you must first understand yourself ”
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Leading vs managing

Socitm Insight Briefing #95 (from 2016) starts to draw out the distinctions 
between a ‘leader’ and a ‘manager’. It highlights a comprehensive list of 
desirable leadership attributes:

“we need leadership to tread the  
path between chaos and order”

• open minded, analytical, applying 
critical reasoning to new situations

• good listeners, reflecting back what 
they have heard to prove that they 
have understood

• clear in their communications, 
expressing themselves and  
describing new concepts in ways  
that their audience can understand 
and relate to 

• able to build and sustain a trusting 
environment

• regarded as credible and trustworthy 
by relevant stakeholders

• convincing and persuasive

• calm when those around them are 
under stress

• good at providing certainty to 
others when faced with complex or 
ambiguous situations

• charismatic, yet retaining the 
necessary gravitas and conviction for 
the role

• approachable

• collaborative

• engaging

• focused on solutions not problems

• generating a growth mindset within 
the team

• advocating change whilst addressing 
people’s fears
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A pretty vital and comprehensive mix I’m sure you will agree! How do you shape up? 
Where are your gaps and what impact do they have on your own effectiveness as a 
leader?

Going back to the context of our complex, digital world, we can see that where 
management skills were once the primary means of getting things done in a stable and 
ordered organisation, this has been turned on its head by the speed and volume of 
change. We can now see more areas of disruption, chaos and uncertainty. Maintaining 
control and ordered systems and processes is still critical to the day-to-day business of 
an organisation, but the space between order and chaos is where systematic innovation 
can happen. This is sometimes referred to as the ‘Chaordic Leadership’ discipline (see 
The Art of Chaordic Leadership2) and gives us a different way to understand where 
leadership attributes come to the fore. A simplistic way to differentiate between 
leadership and management is to consider the first being about people, the second 
about tasks. Clearly both are required, but most people agree that the most important 
factor in bringing about change is people.

We will now turn to the reality of the experience of those people that have participated in 
one of the Socitm leadership development programmes. We will cover:

• What is experienced?

• What is learned?

• The impact: how is this put into practice?

Chaos Order Control
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What do people experience?

What is a leadership development programme all about?  
There is a big difference between ‘training’ and ‘development’. 

There is plenty of evidence to suggest that leadership training can be less than effective. 
Think about past leadership and management training courses you may have attended. 
At the time, you probably came back enthused and laden with new techniques to try 
out on your team and colleagues. But after a couple of weeks, your old habits started to 
resurface and your team may indeed have breathed a sigh of relief!

On a typical Socitm leadership 
programme, people spend three to six 
months on a series of workshops, 1-1 
coaching sessions and a collaboration 
project. The workshops are largely 
experiential, maximising the time spent 

in learning by practising different skills and behaviours with a group of peers. Experiential 
learning helps things to stick, getting your brain ‘rewired’ with your new learning.

This is a deliberate structure aimed at:

• shifting people’s beliefs

• replacing old (ineffective) habits with new ones

• helping the shift to become permanent with practice (through coaching support).

We will now look at a typical experience of participating in our programmes.

“Experiential learning  
helps things to stick”
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Step 1

The first day of the first workshop has a focus on self-awareness – 
understanding current skills and behaviours. This in itself is a shift for many,  
as our busy lives do not offer much opportunity and space for self-reflection. Here is 
a simple summary on how this may be experienced by a participant as they start the 
leadership programme.

01. I’m apprehensive. Who are these people around me?

02. I’m stressed about the current work priorities demanding my attention

03. Let’s make introductions, and start to build relationships and trust through sharing

04. I feel safe and energised

05. I listen, engage, share and become more self-aware

06. I think about my own beliefs and where they came from

07. I am starting to notice more about my own behaviours and body language

08. I’m experiencing a dawning realisation that some self-reflection can be powerful

09. I am not alone! Everyone else has similar challenges, fears, beliefs…

10. Things are now less certain: Who am I? What do I want? Where am I going?

11. What kind of leader do I want to be? Do I want to lead at all?
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Step 2

Step 3

The second day of the first workshop is about looking outward - considering 
others and becoming aware of their unique and different perspectives. Who is in 
my network? Who do I need to influence and how do I do that? How do they view me?

Listening to others’ 

problems can be challenging, 

as I want to offer solutions

Why can’t they see  

what I see?

I am starting to get a lot from 

working with peers in a safe  

and trusted environment

I need to understand the difference between mentoring, coaching and counselling

I need to dig deep and reflect on what I really want in my life and career

The coaching keeps the learning alive in me and I get to practice

This is about me and what is important for my future

I get to choose what I am coached on
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The second workshop takes one to two days and is focused on looking forward, 
putting into practice what has been learnt and identifying ways to increase 
your personal impact as a leader.

Step 4

Some of my new behaviours 

and habits feel clunky, but 

are starting to work

I am now stepping out of  

my comfort zone and trying 

new approaches

My view of myself has shifted.  

I am more aware of others.  

I can see new possibilities

Many participants now stay connected in a trusted, peer network; sharing ideas, 
experience and support where needed. Several alumni continue their journey with 
further coaching, engaging more with Socitm to share the learning and experience (e.g. 
the Women in IT initiative). The leadership workshop modules are sometimes tailored 
and delivered on-site in a single organisation to provide a vehicle for team coaching (e.g. 
for a transformation project).

In the Scotland Top Talent programme, participants also collaborate on a project of 
national importance, with the sponsorship and support of the Scottish Government. This 
further expands a leader’s abilities to work across organisational boundaries as well as 
offering significant career development opportunities.

There is a lot of learning and behavioural shift during the programme. Now we’ll review 
the main objectives and learning points.
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What has been learned?

There are several key learning points at the heart of the programme design:

We all have a choice – the following quote by Charles Swindoll is one of the 
cornerstones of the leadership journey: “The only thing we can do is play on the 
one string we have, and that is our attitude … I am convinced that life is 10% what 
happens to me and 90% how I react to it. And so it is with you … we are in charge of 
our attitudes.”3

We are not alone – in our daily lives we hold onto a set of challenges and 
problems that we believe are uniquely held by us. Sharing and collaborating with 
others opens up many opportunities for growth and learning.

Our behaviours and habits are ‘wired’ into our brains over our lifetimes. These 
habits, or patterns, can be changed if they hold you back. This can be 
achieved through self-awareness and coaching throughout the programme, but it 
requires practice and time.

© David Rock

Away from

Threat 

Response

Towards

Reward 

Response

Status 

Certainty 

Autonomy 

Relatedness 

Fairness

Scarf Model of social Threats and Rewards
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Understanding our human brains and how they react is key to our personal 
development. During the programme we use David Rock’s SCARF model4 as a simple way 
to access and remember what triggers drive us in different situations. With awareness 
comes insight and a new opportunity to choose how we respond and behave. The model 
is shown here and can be researched on the internet in more detail. 

Our ‘limbic’ brain strives to keep us away from any perceived threats to our safety, as well 
as rewarding us (through chemicals released by the brain such as dopamine) when one 
of values is met. For example if one of my main triggers is ‘status’ then I feel good when 
I get promoted and recognised by my peers. The reverse is true when I lose my job. This 
model is an excellent vehicle to gain more self-awareness and understand what does 
(and doesn’t) drive you in your choices and behaviours. It can also be used to understand 
other people’s perspectives as their own ‘SCARF model’ will be different to yours. Once 
understood, there is an opportunity to adapt your approach with this deeper insight. The 
triggers are explained in the diagram above.

Status

Scarf Model 
by David Rock, 2008

CertaintyFairness

AutonomyRelatedness

Our social position  
in relation to others

Our ability  
to predict outcomes

Are we (or others)  
treated in a just way

Sense of control  
over our destiny

Are we part of the  
“in” group, or not
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What are some examples of learning for the participants? Here is some feedback:

…focus on people and how culture 
and environment can affect levels of 
success rather than on process

 …focus on self and others (people) 
while [other courses] have been about 
processes and management

 … giving access to cutting edge 
theories on management and 
leadership. Then allowing attendees to 
implement and develop these theories 
to fit their own personal styles

…discovery through group working 
resulting in learning that stays  
with you

…emphasis on mindfulness …  
a spiritual edge to the learning

…completely immersed me

…explained to me (for the first time) 
why a professional network is  
a good thing to have and nurture: 
previous courses just assumed this 
was understood

…more relevant, correct participants 
and leaders

…came from the starting point as how 
we tend to act as women, and the 
things we tend to come up against 
as women rather than just general 
leadership/management techniques.  
It was more relevant

…relevant and practical, where the 
theories can be tested in real-life 
situations

…it made me realise that whatever level 
of management, we are all facing 
similar challenges and should support 
each other

…[other courses have] been more 
focused on the operational elements 
of managing a team. This programme 
focused on the leadership and on us 
as individuals

…a catalyst for change

“we are all facing similar challenges  
and should support each other”
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What is the impact?

How has the experience and learning helped make a positive impact on a leader 
and the team/organisation in which they operate? What has really changed to 
make someone a better leader? Here are some examples of what participants 
have achieved since completing the programmes:

…it has helped me to focus more on 
some key behaviours and it equipped 
me with ways to do some of them more 
effectively – especially when trying to 
understand the other viewpoints

…trying to think more about impact and 
exposure. Trying to be less busy to just 
stay standing still (i.e. process) and how 
to create the pace to achieve more (i.e. 
leading people)

…mindfulness [part of the programme] 
sent me away on some personal study 
that I have found very useful in my 
professional and personal life

…more collaborative approach to 
managing teams. More confident in 
expressing my views. More focus on self-
development

…it highlighted some good behaviours 
that I was already doing without actually 
recognising the true value

…mindfulness, thinking, looking at 
creating time for me as a leader which 
also helps my organisation

…better understanding of my behaviour 
and why I behave in certain ways in 
certain circumstances

…I have changed many things about the 
way I approach life – both work and 
personal

…[no longer] responding emotionally to 
emails [or] getting unhelpfully stressed

…[more] able to stand back and evaluate 
something rather than rushing in

…I am confident in my approach and 
know that it is just as good as others’

…it has enabled me to speak up more 
and become more confident

…establishing trust through building of 
strong relationships

…sitting back to reflect and analyse better

…increasing my scope of influence

…I think about matters more

…I do more self-reflection.
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Alumni comments on listening and benefiting others as well as self-reflection:

…I have started a small workplace 
group called ‘It’s all in the mind’ where 
we have started to explore some of the 
material covered in the programme, 
mainly around the psychology of 
leadership. This seems to have gone 
down well and certainly at least one of 
the delegates has grown in confidence

…I have set up a small group of 
females in IT as a support network 
and to share some of the learning and 
support in the programme

…I find [coaching] very useful and a 
good opportunity to learn more and 
break the ice sometimes with more 
insular colleagues

…I’ve been able to manage workload 
much better and reorganise the 
working week to make my team  
more productive

…I now know how to recognise the 
strengths and weaknesses of others, 
and drive people to deliver to their 
strengths

…learn to listen to others more and 
provide them with the time for 
feedback and questions

…I have accepted that it’s OK to ask for 
help … Previously, asking for help felt 
like ‘failure’

…offer more guidance and check all 
is well with them not just in a work 
environment

…we are cultivating a ‘let’s do it’ 
approach and getting over a fear  
of failing.

“...sitting back to reflect and analyse better”
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Conclusions

Everyone is on their own personal leadership journey. We are all both unique 
and alike as human beings. Given the opportunity to take a step back and 
reflect, we can open up many new possibilities and choices. 

We asked our alumni to describe the Socitm leadership programmes to someone else 
and this is what they came up with:

“It will help you learn how much 
you can achieve and have the 
confidence to lead well”. “...not 

only gave me the tools to improve 
my own professional development 

but also empower others.”

“A variety of conceptual and 
practical ideas to help both 

management and leadership”

“Interactive and personalised 
view of leadership, looking at 
your style, values and beliefs”

Informative

Enlightening

Challenge

Effective

Fabulous

Explore

Life-changing

Fantastic

Powerful

Life event

Relevant

Engaging

Eye-opener

Elevating

Insightful

Inspiring

Amazing

Discover
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What’s next?

All programme alumni are encouraged to join social networks for professional 
development and keep in touch with and support each other. 

They are also encouraged to widen and deepen their network locally by encouraging their 
peers and team members to participate. By these means, the pool of people who are 
capable and willing to provide leadership within their organisations and near-networks is 
enhanced – essential when the leadership role is necessarily distributed and multilevel in 
many of today’s local public service circumstances.

After the programme is completed, some participants, especially those about to move to a new role, 
team or organisation, will request further one-to-one coaching sessions, which can be arranged by 
the coach and Socitm.

The Socitm Leadership Academy will also provide bespoke team development programmes for 
a single organisation. These are appropriate for improving team performance, especially in a 
transformation that requires culture change and new ways of working.

Contact the Socitm membership/enquiry line or Steve Cliff directly at steve.cliff@socitm.net if you wish 
to discuss follow-up or bespoke programmes.

steve.cliff@socitm.net
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