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If we are to lead as effectively as we can, we need to adapt. Today’s leaders  
have to embrace new ways of thinking in our modern environments. 

• To find out why we need to move 
towards a new model of leadership

• To understand that good leadership  
is about what you do next, not what 
you are

• To learn about the reorientation 
of organisational cultures that are 
purpose-driven and outcomes-focused

• To understand the five conditions 
needed to produce a culture of 
continuous learning and improvement

Why you should read this

• How to become a successful leader

• Your next steps list

• How Socitm can help you, and vice versa

Issues addressed
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The first document in this series cited a recent article from the Guardian’s Views from the 
NHS frontline  collection1. In summary, the article argued:

‘The solution is not simply to swap our 
existing leaders for a new set. We cannot 
afford to lose a swath of senior managers. 
Many of these people could develop the skills 
we need, we just need to help them to do so.’

In subsequent documents, we have aimed to help our members move towards that goal. 
We have surveyed a diverse sample of leadership models, some of which are seemingly 
more or less representative of our complex, adaptive organisations and circumstances. 

Additionally, we have described some tools that can be used to create more systematic, 
tactical and strategic thinking, and offered guidance about optimising the environment 
for good leadership practice and delivering successful service outcomes. 

Now it’s time to draw all this together.
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There are two crucial insights that we must understand:

It all depends on...

Firstly, the best approaches to leadership at any given time greatly depend 
on circumstances. The effects of time, place and events mean that the ideal 
leadership approach is to be sensitive, adaptable and flexible, not simply 
dogmatic or authoritarian.

Secondly, leading people today is much more about intelligently deploying 
diverse practices and behaviours that many can learn to exercise, rather than 
looking to so-called innate and unique traits that apparently only a ‘special  
few’ possess.

In a nutshell,  
good leadership is  
about what you do next,  
not what you are.
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In combination with demographic change and our sector’s strained financial 
circumstances, the digital age is driving a reorientation of organisational 
cultures and what is considered to be good professional practice.  

In order to cope with this, and able to make the best choices, we need to become more 
purpose-driven and outcomes-focused in a collaborative environment.  

Why? We know, from two decades of pursuing cost efficiency, that ‘buy-sell’ transactional 
market relationships and tight performance management by internally-directed 
numerical targets fail to deliver better outcomes at a lower cost. They generally breed 
discontent and distrust. More of the same offers no prospect of quick and radical change 
for the better.

Cynics will say that aspiring to things like ‘purpose’ and ‘outcomes’ rather than ‘hard 
numbers’ is just fuzzy, muddled thinking. But we disagree. A guiding purpose can be just 
as firmly and clearly stated as any cost target. Similarly, a service outcome either satisfies 
the recipient or does not. 

However, to achieve successful purposes 
and outcomes is demanding and 
difficult. Furthermore, relying upon 
influencing and collaborating with others 
is undoubtedly an altruistic, even risky, 
strategy for an organisation or individual 
to take. But, this does not alter the fact 
that the difficult things are the right 
things at which to be aiming. We should 

all be glad that some are willing to step up. We should applaud those that are successful, 
while consoling and encouraging those who are unsuccessful this time around. That is 
how leaders support their teams; they coach, nurture and collaborate.

So...

“these hard things are  
the right things to be 
aiming at now”
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The NHS national framework for action on improvement and leadership development 
expresses this general approach in more abstract, business-like terms. It calls for 
organisations to encourage and develop certain ‘critical business capabilities’, including 
(adapted from source):

Compassionate, inclusive leadership skills for leaders  
at all levels

Systems leadership skills for leaders improving  
public service systems

Championing why this is a priority

Leaders should be paying close attention to everyone they lead, understanding the 

situations they face, responding empathetically and taking thoughtful and appropriate 

actions to help them. Inclusive leadership means progressing equality, valuing diversity 

and challenging any power imbalances.

These skills help leaders build trusting relationships, agree shared system goals and 

collaborate effectively across organisational and professional boundaries (see our Insight 

Briefing 100 about business transformation with systems thinking in Wiltshire for an 

example of this in our community).

This approach may seem a curiously ‘soft’ and timeless leadership stance to prioritise 

when services face such unprecedented, urgent pressures. But compassionate and 

inclusive leadership is embedded in high-quality, high-performing systems. Evidence 

shows it is also the right way to unleash people’s full potential to improve system 

outcomes and improve value for money.
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Reviews repeatedly report that some 70-80 per cent of leaders’ transformation 
efforts fail. The reasons why failure rates are so high are commonly said to be:

• anticipated timeframes to achieve success are too short

• depth and scope of the changes involved are underestimated or, worse, willingly 
underplayed, in the beginning at least

• technophiles, in particular, tend to place too much faith in the transformational power 
of technology alone and do not pay enough attention to the leadership of people and 
the cultural, behavioural and business capability aspects of the whole.

In business, it is possible to be truly transformational within a small number of years. 
Often this is achieved by building an entirely new business, as much as it is by radically 
changing an existing one. The latter can be the harder and riskier course of action, as 
indicated by the high failure rate for leaders of transformation efforts.

A realistic expectation of transformation timeframes is critical. If leaders are not up for 
sustained effort measured in decades or career lifetimes, then the magnitude of the 
changes they will effect will be minor and/or unsustainable – in other words, not at all 
transformational.

Additionally, it is important to remember 
that public services under national and 
local political governance are not like 
commercial businesses, whose leaders 
have much freer hands. An entirely new 
organistion or arrangement is rarely a 
sensible ambition, never mind a practical 

one to advocate. Current and future circumstances will increasingly call for multi-party, 
adaptive and complexity management, offering potential for positive change and 
improvement. But, all this is still within the constraints of the local public service ‘box’, 
and that box has very firm and long-standing boundaries.

With these observations in mind, how do you become a successful leader?

And this is not a once and for all thing...

“A realistic expectation  
of transformation 
timeframes is critical”
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These are our recommended next steps and resources (adapted from the NHS national 
improvement and leadership development framework) that can help you:

Recommendations

1. Leaders equipped to develop high-quality public  
service systems in partnership

2. Compassionate, inclusive and effective leaders at all levels

Socitm is working with other organisations, such as Solace, to do more to recognise joint 

agendas and partnering, to meet the linked challenges facing leaders in their member 

constituencies.

Socitm Advisory can assist organisational leaderships in the ways and means of successful 

partnership working and strategic organisational development.

Socitm Leadership Academy programmes are aimed squarely at developing individual 

personal awareness and fostering compassionate, inclusive and effective leaders at all levels.

Socitm is advocating, with Solace and others, place-based, outcomes-focused and system-

wide approaches to public services re-design and digital transformation, health and social care 

integration and cyber security planning and incident response.

Socitm Advisory can facilitate organisational leaderships in developing their place-based 

approaches and plans.

What we’re doing

What we’re doing
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4. Support systems for learning at local, regional and national levels

5. Enabling supportive and aligned regulation and oversight

Members benefit from Socitm Events - regular regional, national and specialist meetings.

Members also benefit from the Knowledge Hub and other information resources,  

such as Socitm Insight briefings and reports.

As a professional membership representative body, Socitm’s Policy work engages with  

a diverse set of national and international stakeholders on its members’ behalf.

What we’re doing

What we’re doing

Furthermore, as the proverb goes, ‘Physician, heal thyself’. You must attend to yourself 
and close colleagues in your leadership group by staying up-to-date with the latest 
professional practice and new thinking.

3. Knowledge of improvement methods and how  
to use them at all levels

Socitm’s Insight research programme monitors, comments and helps to build a common 

body of knowledge based upon research and capturing experience, which underpins members’ 

professional good practice.

Socitm’s Improve service helps members gain a deeper understanding of how they are 

performing, and where to consider making improvements – which is part of raising leaders’ 

situational awareness in order to improve tactical and strategic decision-making.

What we’re doing
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Additionally, recognise and organise for the long game. While much of leadership 
concerns the predictable day-to-day, or even year-to-year, cycle of management activity, 
the big challenges and opportunities are not there. These do not have neat and tidy start 
and end points. Instead, they are about moving the organisation’s people and systems 
(data, processes and technology) into a fresh state, ready to go forward in new ways 
and continually learning, improving and adapting thereafter. Do not fall into the trap of 
expecting big things from short timeframes and narrow scopes of action. 

The fundamental constraints of the public service ‘box’ are real, significant and unlikely 
to change much any time soon. So, given the current climate, modern leaderships more 
than ever have to be clear about what is realistic, based on sound observation and 
deliberation.

Be active in Socitm

• Participate in regional group meetings and Socitm events

• Make use of the Socitm Insight programme, encourage others  
who could also benefit, and participate research activities when requested

• Enrol at the Socitm Leadership Academy; perhaps you are new  
to the leadership role or want to develop yourself or team members  
in that direction

• Take up Socitm Improve; raise your situational awareness and help  
us develop it to help you

• Engage with Socitm’s Policy work. Support and participate in collaborations with 
other organisations, such as Solace, and through Socitm’s Local CIO Council
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1. Anonymous. (2017). Views from the NHS frontline, ‘The NHS sets leaders up to fail  
– and then recruits more in the same mould’. Guardian newspaper. [Online].  
[9 June 2017]. Available from: bit.ly/2o5kCeI
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