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The real story of modern leadership, as recounted by the Socitm community, 
is one of evolution and growth. In this guide, we’ll hear and learn from leaders 
who applaud authenticity, who commend collaboration, who salute self-
reflection. Above all, we’ll discover individual tales of inspiration and innovation: 
experiences and aims that are leading the way for true transformation.

• You will learn how leadership is 
changing, and what that means for you.

• Discover insights from a diverse range 
of people who work in and with public 
sector organisations – and how they are  
developing their own leadership for the 
good of their teams, their organisations 
and the people they serve.

• You’ll see how others have fostered 
leadership in their colleagues, learning 
how you could do the same.

• You’ll find a sense of camaraderie in 
facing common challenges, with new 
ways to approach them.

Why you should read this

• The importance of authenticity and 
transparency: two key traits of leadership 
that emerge in all of our case studies.

• Trust and why it is crucial within the 
teams you lead: How to develop it, how 
to maintain it, and how to prosper from it.

• The journey to being a great leader: 
practical ways you can develop your own 
leadership qualities, along with the value 
of mentoring and coaching.

• Personal experiences and statistical 
findings about leadership – a useful mix 
of individual stories and thoughts, with 
our unique leadership survey data.

Issues addressed
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Leadership is experienced by individuals, 
either as a follower or as a leader and 
perhaps both in a career

In this part of the project, we invited individuals to tell their story or otherwise give us  
the benefit of their personal experience:

Dylan Roberts, Chief Digital and Information Officer, Leeds City Council, describes the 
importance of the process of enrollment of individuals in your cause, as well as  
the need to be authentic and act with integrity and openness. Dylan describes the role 
of self-reflection and coaching in his own leadership practice development, advocating 
the same for others. He describes the importance of subsidiarity – the delegation to, 
and empowerment of, individuals at the right levels in order for the whole to be most 
effective.

Phil Jackman, now director of his own consultancy business, Guerrilla Working,  
and at the time of writing, Head of ICT Services at Durham County Council, describes 
his journey from management to leadership and the liberation of innovative and 
entrepreneurial spirits in himself, as a leader, and of his staff and followers. Phil is a 
passionate advocate of authenticity and truly walking the talk in the digital era in all 
aspects of working life. He argues for “stripping away rules and regulations until we are 
left with the smallest number that allows our self-organising system to work”; hence the 
sobriquet ‘Guerilla Worker’.

Case Studies

Introduction
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Ross Baker, Sales Director (UK & Ireland) at Trend Micro – describes what it takes to be 
a leader in an always-on-culture in 2017. The challenges of modern leadership practice 
extend to private sector organisations wishing to engage with public sector partners and 
customers. With that in mind, how should we best cultivate the leaders of tomorrow? 
Emotional intelligence, empathy and understanding of others’ needs and aspirations 
feature strongly.

Jos Creese has, uniquely in our community, held leadership roles in a large regional  
local authority – as CIO then Chief Digital Officer at Hampshire County Council – and 
served terms as President of both Socitm (2010) and the British Computing Society 
(2015). Now working as an independent consultant, Jos was asked to describe what 
does a leader and leadership mean to him today and elaborate upon what kind of 
leader/leadership is appropriate in today’s circumstances. Jos addresses how we should 
be developing the right leaders/leadership skills, and gives a view about what this all 
means for the current cadre of leaders/leaderships and for Socitm as their professional 
association.

Kimberley Hose, currently Head of Transformation at Cordia Services, a trading joint 
venture vehicle of Glasgow City Council, talks about her path to leadership. She describes 
why it is important for organisations to invest in developing leaders, as her own employer 
did with her, bringing benefits that go beyond the concept of leadership. During this 
journey, Kimberley has discovered that earning the trust of colleagues is vital, while 
time to reflect is equally crucial. She also offers some advice for female leaders, with 
confidence and aspirations key to leadership success.

Nohaila Alavi, Head of Digital and ICT Change at the London Borough of Waltham 
Forest, explains why she has benefited as a leader from working in a diverse mix of roles, 
while always staying firmly rooted in public services. A graduate of our Empowering 
Women in a Digital World course, Nohaila places great value on continual learning and 
challenge, and here she discusses attentive collaboration, effective networking and the 
importance of the work-life balance.
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Reflections on Leadership Practice and Lessons Learned

In the 18 years since I got my first CIO role on 1st January 1999, I’ve learned a lot about how 
to get things done that has held me in good stead. Directive, top-down leadership does not 
work when you are trying to effect the change required. For example, just because you say 
something and suggest something is done, it doesn’t mean it is going to happen! It is way  
more complicated…

The importance of enrolling people and being authentic

I like to start with open conversations, ideally one-to-one but with a group if needs be.  
I arrive with a description of the outcome we hope to achieve or alternatively a definition 
of the problem to solve. I do not come pushing a solution through up front, even if I think 
I know what it is. No one knows everything and there’s often more to a circumstance 
than first meets the eye. Collective input and pulling a team around the issue is 
important in enrolling people into delivering effectively and, in most cases, coming up 
with solutions that are best or have more chance of success.  

One little technique that helps to formulate what needs to be done is asking people what 
are the issues or problems that may hamper delivery. In most cases, people will readily 
give you a big list of things back. Then we can say: “Well, ok, in order to deliver this task, 
what do we need to do to remove these problems?” And we work through them, each 
bringing our knowledge and experience to bear.

As time has passed, and the scope of my work has got higher and wider, so my role 
has changed. I believe that I am now, more than ever, a facilitator, a connector – 

Chief Digital and Information Officer, Leeds City Council
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someone who enrols people, rather than a directive leader who is involved in all 
projects. Enrolment starts with others’ needs and wants and what they feel they want 
to contribute to an outcome. People seem more willing to make tradeoffs through 
conversations that relate to their personal objectives or where there is mutual benefit.

I use the verb ‘enrol’ deliberately. Enrolment is a voluntary action although many  
people may inhibit themselves through lack of confidence or restricted values or beliefs.  
I sometimes find, therefore, that a coaching style to help people see how they can make 
their contribution, and enable them to do that, is sometimes more beneficial. This is 
important in that the people being enrolled now are often not within the ICT structure 
that’s closest to home. They are now likely to be from across the council, the city, 
different partners, citizens themselves, business people and academics – places where  
I have no hierarchical control anyway, so to have to ‘win their enrolment’ is a good way  
to put it.

It should be noted that, at this time, some of the outcomes we are looking to deliver will 
transform people’s lives, help meet some of the biggest challenges facing us today, and, I 
believe, help to make the UK the best place to live and work. Therefore, it is fairly easy to 
enrol people into becoming part of that.

Has there been a proactive change in my leadership style or have I simply adapted to the 
environment I am working in? I guess it is a bit of both. I have taken the time to educate 
myself over the years through experience (mistakes and failures!) and education. I do 
not believe that there is one size or method which fits all. It is important to listen, to 
appreciate where others are coming from, and adapt accordingly.

Self-reflection and coaching

An ability to reflect on yourself and how you are being is important. I sometimes fall off 
the wagon, react emotionally, get overly pressured, become impatient and directive. 
Being self-aware helps you stop yourself and get back to being the person you want 
to be. To help with that, I have benefited from coaching. But not a coach focused on a 
particular area of leadership; rather, someone who holds you to account for what you 
are hoping to achieve and, importantly, in terms of being true to the person and leader 
you want to be. 
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My four pillars are:

Acting with integrity and openness

When I use the term ‘integrity’ I mean sticking with what you say. ‘Openness’ is saying 
what needs to be said in an un-emotionally charged ‘just so’ fashion. Don’t leave unsaid 
that which you know should be brought out and dealt with. This could be about tackling 
poor performance or things that may seem small - but if not addressed can fester and 
turn into something bigger or disengage people.

The approaches I’ve described apply to all stakeholders, teams, partners, seniors, juniors, 
organisations and suppliers.

As an example, consider the current software supplier market and the open standards, 
open platform debate. I believe that people who develop more open systems that will 
interoperate with others in an open fashion (not necessarily open source) will provide 
the collaborative solutions to solve the more significant problems facing people and 
organisations today. On the other hand, software suppliers that focus on self-interest 
through locking customers in and do not open up their systems are, in my opinion, 
ultimately doing so at the expense of people living better lives.

Subsidiarity – a new model of delivering outcomes not services

Subsidiarity (meaning, a central authority should perform only those tasks which cannot 
be performed at a more local level) has proved very successful for us in Leeds. Why? 
Because subsidiarity means that everyone is part of the delivery process at the right level 
of responsibility and accountability (closer to the ‘consumer’).

01. Awareness of yourself and others

02. Authenticity in what you say and how you are being

03. Integrity

04. Commitment
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Everyone knows what the desired outcomes are in terms of the overall vision and 
direction, and what they can do to help the team win the summit. Therefore, people  
are empowered and given the accountability to make decisions at a local level – which 
could be at the frontline of services, people and partnerships in communities and 
localities, or groups of professionals from different organisations across a system.

These new models of delivery enable new social contracts, new relationships focused 
more on outcomes than services, as well as a pluralistic and inclusive approach that 
makes use of combined community assets. These, in my view, cannot be enabled 
through a top-down approach to leadership, and, similarly, the software and the rest of 
the IT marketplace needs to re-shape itself and its offer around this new ‘ecosystem’.

Summary

The right leadership style now is collective, as in; “This is the outcome we want.  
So, collectively, how do we best do that within our different community contexts?”  
We may only get to a temporary consensus position, and consensus isn’t necessarily 
where we all fully agree in all respects; but a good working consensus, in terms of 
effecting the right outcome, is “Well, we can all go with that”.

In a context like this, ‘leadership’ is an activity that many people do as opposed to a titled 
position that any one individual holds.

Looked at in terms of the leadership approaches surveyed in the ‘Me’ to ‘we’  
– from command-and-control to agree-to-collaborate review, we see elements  
of the ethical and authentic leadership approaches in particular in Dylan’s story. 
His emphasis on winning “willing enrollment” as a key starting point to an effective 
leader-follower relationship illustrates emotional intelligence at work.  
The particular circumstances in the Leeds City-region today are throwing  
up leadership challenges where coalitions of the willing and not-so-willing  
are needed, and a multi-level leadership co-ordination is also required. Dylan’s 
reference to “subsidiarity” is a reflection of these circumstances and is a coping 
strategy for such. These challenges fall plainly into the distributed leadership 
categories where day-to-day practice needs to be evolved and then maintained to 
keep the whole together and moving forward.
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People Liberation, Influences and the Importance of Trust

Director, Guerilla Working, and at the time of writing 
Head of ICT Services at Durham County Council

I have been at work for a long while. At times it seems like the blink of an eye since I took 
up my first job as a management trainee in Brown Brothers, an automotive parts and 
paint distributor. I hadn’t a clue what I wanted to do then and in some ways I still don’t, 
yet at least I now have some understanding of what I am good at and what I am not. 
Experience does count for something.

When I look back I see that work has changed, yet in many ways it has remained the 
same. Despite the so-called modern, flexible and agile ways of working, decades later we 
are still stuck with much of the rigid office format that we were supposed to leave behind. 
Most travel to the same place, sit at the same desk and perform the same kinds of tasks 
day in and day out. The cultural shift away from the rigid work structure has just not 
happened as promised or expected.

This is what gave me the idea for my first book: Guerrilla Working – making the most of your 
talent by breaking the link between where you work and what you do.

People liberation

Throughout my career, I have been fascinated by people, how they interact and how  
they operate. I studied zoology at college... don’t ask how I ended up in ICT. This led  
to me formulating ideas around the organisation as an organism, too often driven by  
its own needs and survival instincts and not those of the people it affected both inside 
and outside.
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During my career I have had many different jobs; in the private and public sectors; in 
the motor and office products trade; in distribution and technology. Sometimes I think, 
though, that I have had only one job in different locations, and that that job has been to 
get people to believe in themselves and get enjoyment from what they are doing. My job 
has been to liberate the talent that is lying dormant in all of us, myself included.

I was hungry to apply my thinking in the work environment. I wanted to release my ideas 
into the wild and learn how to become a better manager, to be able to lead people and 
to make organisations sing. I wanted to create.

Influences

I have been heavily influenced by Edward de Bono’s work, especially Six Thinking Hats, 
which made me realise that the greatest asset any of us has is our ability to think. I was 
particularly moved by the works of Primo Levi; he taught me everything I need to know 
about the human condition. It was Fluent in 3 Months, by Irish polyglot Benny Lewis, 
though, that really changed my approach to my job.

Lewis has a simple but powerful proposition. If you want to learn a foreign language, 
then stop speaking English. When you land in the country of your choice, do not revert 
to your mother tongue. You’re only allowed to use the language of the country you are 
in. Your head is going to ache for the first couple of weeks and you are going to end up 
eating some funny meals, but after a while it will click into place. 

So, how did this insight change me? How did it apply to my kind of work, where I wanted 
to change the paradigm? We learn from Lewis that the biggest issue we have when trying 
to change is that we hold onto the past. We know how it works. It is safe and comfortable. 
So, my problem in trying to transform my organisation to a digital world is that we keep 
talking in pre-digital analogue and not ‘in digital’. Lewis says that if you want to change, 
then Change!  If you want to become digital, then stop being analogue. Stop relying on 
those crutches and comfy chairs. Throw them away and go native in digital!

So, I did. I gave up my desk and I gave up my office. I don’t carry a pen and am losing the 
ability to write. It has been a completely liberating experience. I will not be going back.
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What did I want?

I’ve learned a lot from making this change – a lot about myself and my organisation.  
I’ve learned that I do three kinds of work. Most of you will be the same:

1. There is stuff I need to do with my team, whatever that means. If my work 
requires me to be with my team, then I go and work with them. I don’t have  
an office to sit in. I sit amongst them. I share their love, share their pain and  
get in with the gossip. It’s amazing what you learn and what you can contribute. 
This is where the real work takes place.

2. Sometimes I need to work with customers and so I work with them. I sit beside 
them and be part of them. Become embedded.

3. Then there is the stuff that I need to do by myself. Well, I can do that anywhere – 
at home, on a beach or at McDonalds. 

I came to realise that I wanted to work in a different kind of organisation. We needed 
a new paradigm that brings people together to work on issues, solutions and 
opportunities, only to disperse when the task is completed or another requirement is 
created. We needed to create a much more fluid and agile approach, one which requires 
managers and workers to let go, trust each other more and give things a go. The old 
(analogue) controlling and prescriptive working practices are just that, only relevant to 
a different time now past. In the future, they will be seen as quaint, anachronistic and 
perhaps even downright savage.

I sat down and described the kind of organisation I wanted to create:

• I want us to be customer-focused, demand-led, and self-organised – where work 
flows, where teams come together to resolve issues and create opportunities, only to 
dissolve once completed

• I want responsibility to be as close to the customer as possible and a service where 
leadership and management are about shaping and enabling rather than deciding 
and telling and where everyone is involved in defining the way our business develops

• I want it to be communicative, open, fluid, honest, ethical, visible, approachable, 
collaborative, agile, co-creative and sharing
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• Working relationships should be long-term, but work tasks may be short

• It is freedom I was seeking; freedom from location; freedom from hierarchy;  
and freedom from dogma

To start something new, an organisation needs lone voices. Someone has to raise their 
head above the parapet and make a noise about what needs to change. I felt that could 
be me. Working in ICT gave me a privileged position. People expect me to be different, 
and perhaps a little maverick.

People vs organisation

Organisation and being organised has become such an accepted part of the way in 
which we interact at work that we are incapable of recognising it for what it is. Whilst 
organisation started out as a way to improve the output of businesses and other groups, 
its main purpose has too often become self-aggrandisement for a few, and the exercise 
of strong control over others. The CEO of Sage, Steven Kelly, astutely observed: “Five 
thousand years ago the Egyptians buried people under pyramids. Businesses have been 
doing the same since.”

I believe that for future organisations to succeed better, this hierarchy-heavy approach 
needs to be put behind us and organisation used, as originally intended, to reflect 
purpose and improve the outputs and outcomes required. Organisation must flex 
around the needs of the business, its people and its customers, not the other way 
around.

So I have changed the way that we organise on my patch. I have changed the way 
the leadership team are working together. Rather than having direct operational 
responsibility for a part of the business, we work together to meet the needs of the 
service and its customers. The leadership team leads on direction and strategy, while the 
management team focuses on delivery. 

This is a significant change in the way that we work. We’re shedding dogma that shackles 
us to old ways of thinking and prevents us from realising the capabilities that exist within.

We’re stripping away rules and regulations, until we are left with the smallest number 
that allows our self-organising system to work. This is the total opposite of how we often 
used to see our roles, which were to pile on regulation and constraints on other people 
in order to make sure things happen correctly.
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I allow my team to work wherever they need to be. The only caveat is that they must 
consider whether where they are going is right for the customer, for Durham County 
Council, for the team and for themselves. In that order. Do some people abuse it? Yes, of 
course, but it is a very small minority.

Trust in people

A lot of this comes down to trust. Look at Nordstrom, a chain of department stores across 
the USA. It has a very simple approach to trusting its people. When new recruits join the 
team, they have their induction, as we do, and are given their employee handbook,  
as we do. But Nordstrom’s is different. It is a single card which says “Use good judgement  
in all situations”. It also adds “Please feel free to ask your department manager, store 
manager or Human Resources Manager any questions at any time”. This is how they build 
trust in their organisation from the start.

Nobody comes into work to be controlled. Our job as leaders is not to control but to enable:

• Work should be described and not prescribed

• Fulfilling purpose and achieving good outcomes are more important than method

• People are not uniform and uniformity of approach cannot be expected, so celebrate 
and utilise diversity of thinking

• Absolute clarity is often impossible to achieve, so learn how to live with ambiguity

• The future of all business lies in collaboration and co-creation, not superstar lone wolves

• Liberate yourself first

Phil’s story emphasises personal authenticity, along with personal and team 
empowerment: by ‘liberating’ individuals, the whole gains in the end. Some might 
see risk in such an apparently lightly-structured approach, but in detail it is not 
directionless or leader-less. Rather, in time, the shared vision and flexible practices 
mitigate the risk through a kind of Darwinian selection, preferentially for those who 
thrive in such an environment. In describing his ideal organisation, Phil relays his 
high concern for closeness to customers and “shaping and enabling” rather than 
“deciding and telling”. There’s emotional intelligence, too, in being communicative, 
open and approachable, promoting the leader-follower culture he wants to build.
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Emotional Intelligence in an Always-on Culture

Sales Director (UK & Ireland), Trend Micro

At Trend Micro, we recently changed the name of one of the teams I head up from 
the ‘Management Team’ to the ‘Leadership Team’. The thinking was that ‘management’ 
sounded a touch anachronistic: redolent of a bygone age when decision making was 
very much a top-down affair. In the end, we decided ‘leadership’ signalled both a 
more dynamic and decisive set-up but also pointed to an element of inclusivity and 
collaboration. The whole process got me thinking: just what does it take to be a leader in 
our industry in 2017, and how do we cultivate the leaders of tomorrow?

What’s right for today?

Today we live and work in an always-on, connected world. In the past, you’d book time 
in to speak face-to-face or by phone, and possibly expect that meeting to take place in 
a day or two. Now communication is instantaneous thanks to cloud-based comms, and 
your team expects instant access.

I also think people have become less tolerant of bad leadership these days. When I speak 
to candidates now, they always claim to be sat where they are because of their boss. So, 
although I’m interviewing them, in a way I am also being judged; I need to demonstrate 
my leadership qualities as part of the interview process.

Leaders today also need to be flexible and have the emotional intelligence to be able 
to manage individuals from a huge variety of backgrounds and cultures – especially if 
they’re working in a large urban centre like London. Empathy and understanding is key. 
If I’m hosting a meeting and I see some younger members of staff tapping away on their 
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laptops I don’t think “they must be checking their emails, how rude!” I think: “they may be 
taking notes, good for them”. Technology is accelerating society at such a pace that it’s 
important for leaders to understand the differences in how those of different ages and 
background approach tasks.

The power of role models

I first learned the importance of emotional intelligence from my mother, who was a 
nurse. She always told me to think about the repercussions of any decision I’d made 
the day after; and how it might affect different people. That’s a really important skill 
for leaders to learn. She was also a keen believer in spending as much time with your 
team each day as possible, which unfortunately for me is difficult given I have 22 people 
reporting into me. However, that just makes every minute I have with them count even 
more, and elevates the importance of giving clear instructions.

My dad couldn’t have been more different. He was a very senior police officer back in the 
day, and he ruled with an iron fist. In fact, I called him “sir” until the age of 15. He always 
said “you have to inspect what you expect”, a piece of advice that has stuck with me to 
this day. I always make sure I’ve followed up to check whether the task I ‘expected’ of my 
team has been completed to my satisfaction; it’s another priceless leadership skill.

That said, I certainly don’t rule by fear. Times have changed and today’s bosses must 
look to lead by example and be motivational in a positive way, rather than terrorise their 
subordinates. My current boss is a great example. He’s German and is based in Europe, 
which makes it vital to maximise the little time we spend together. He asks me plenty of 
questions which makes me feel a much bigger part of the decision-making process.

The leaders of tomorrow

To some extent I do believe there’s such a thing as a born leader. Those that are able to 
lead by example and get the best out of their colleagues clearly have an innate gift for 
leadership. As the technology revolution continues to drive changes in the way we live 
and work, the leaders of tomorrow will have to be ever more agile and adaptable – ready 
to respond with focus and determination to any new challenges thrown their way.
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It’s when faced with a particularly dire situation that you really find out whether your 
leadership qualities are up to par. That’s why we need to ensure our mentees are 
exposed to these scenarios as early on in their careers as possible.

In many ways, Socitm as an organisation is a leader in its own right. In fact, the work it 
does within the industry is making me a better leader all the time. However, one could 
argue that today’s fast-paced, high pressure, always-on business environment requires 
even organisations one step removed from the cut and thrust to be more decisive and 
urgent in how they work and the outcomes they work towards.

We often hear that we now live in an age of austerity, especially the public sector. But 
that doesn’t necessarily mean cutting back. Rather, I take it to mean spending your 
money more wisely. Being a good leader means knowing that to save money you 
sometimes need to invest it. A modest outlay on cybersecurity tools, for example, may 
help prevent your organisation suffering a data breach which could have incurred huge 
financial and reputational costs.

It’s heartening to see that Trend Micro’s public sector sales have actually gone up in 
recent years in spite of this so-called “austerity”. It shows there are already some smart 
leaders out there making the right decisions.

Ross describes a response to environmental pressures that put a premium on 
business leaderships being simultaneously flexible and adaptable and occasionally 
decisive, too – i.e. using situational awareness well. He notes the importance of 
leaderships drawing upon inclusivity and diversity in the workforce – something 
we also highlighted in the part Tools for leaders – designing the environment for 
leadership. While he does believe there’s such a thing as a born leader, he also 
recognises in “making me a better leader all the time” that his own experience 
is testament that leading is a role and skillset that can be learned and improved 
upon. Emotional intelligence is a key part of Ross’s modern leader toolkit.
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Four questions about leadership

Past CIO, CDO, President of Socitm and of BCS

Uniquely in our community, Jos Creese has held leadership roles in a large regional 
local authority – as CIO then Chief Digital Officer at Hampshire County Council – and 
served terms as President of both Socitm (2010) and the British Computing Society 
(2015). In 2011, he authored A... B... CIO: a personal view of IT leadership1, a companion 
piece to Planting the flag: Leadership2, the first of six pocket guides expanding on our 
ground-breaking Planting the Flag campaign3. In it, he emphasised the CIO’s ‘followership-
winning’ task of projecting the potential of technology to deliver compelling business 
benefit, in order for the CIO to be an effective advocate for the kinds of innovative and 
transformative changes sought.

Now working as an independent consultant, we asked Jos to give us an update based  
on his experience.

What do the words ‘leader’ and ‘leadership’ mean to me?

A leader is someone who:

• Sets an example – follows what they preach, shoulders responsibility, never blames 
others and is there alongside the team to solve problems. They don’t ask for more 
than they can give

• Knows they are a leader – in other words, they do not try to do everyone’s job, or 
interfere because they know best. They allow the team they lead to do things their 
way, encouraging and nurturing to avoid major problems or mistakes
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• Can describe a compelling vision – a vision others share because of the leader’s 
passion and belief, as well as their ability to describe it

• Has passion with emotional control, decisive but not dictatorial, not putting off 
uncomfortable business decisions, but doing so with regard to their effect on others

• Is someone you want to follow because you trust their judgement, experience and 
vision. They are excited by a challenge, but do not become fanatical about it and lose 
a sense of reality and true purpose

• Looks to the future but learns from the past – they want to learn, challenge and 
question, using experience creatively, and always with honesty

• Is ready to act, aiming high, but starting with necessary caution. Can always see  
the lines of least resistance and is amazing in a crisis for a calm sense of urgency  
and confidence

What kind of leader/leadership do I think is appropriate now?

Today’s leader, especially in the public sector, needs to have a very different style  
from the past:

• They do not get absorbed in being a ‘manager’ or ‘supervisor’, but are rather a ‘coach 
and a mentor’ and a ‘change manager’. They understand team dynamics and ‘people’, 
and can build effective teams with ease

• They empower and trust staff, so they understand how to contain risk through 
support and vision, whilst encouraging entrepreneurship and creative thinking

• They do not lose sight of the bottom line (cost, results, measurable outcomes) but 
they take a longer-term view of how to get there

• They are nonetheless tough and decisive, without creating a blame culture or being 
vindictive, avoiding ‘cliques’ of favourites and ‘yes-men’ and always with a degree of 
humility (letting others take credit, for example)

• They also need to be ‘digitally equipped’ – I see too many leaders that still think ‘digital’ 
is about ‘more or better IT’. Digital is transforming business and the public sector and 
a failure of modern leaders to ‘get’ this is, today, a failure of leadership.



20

How we should be developing the right leaders/leadership skills?

This is not easy!

It comes from the top – the CEO is the key player in setting the style, culture and 
leadership behaviours. Transparency and honesty help – it’s ok for leaders to 
admit they were wrong or do not know something (if it is not fundamental to their 
leadership position). So, we need to review the leadership characteristics of the 
top team.

Reverse mentoring and 360 reviews can help in the right climate, providing honest 
and objective feedback from those around.

HR has a key role, too. Often HR is very traditional in its views of leadership, 
especially in the public sector, where the measures of leadership best practice 
in the past are not the same as those needed today – especially because of 
technology’s impact on business operating models.

What does all this mean for the current cadre of leaders/leaderships and for 
Socitm as their professional association?

 Socitm should stick with its core members in terms of defining style of leadership, but  
in an outward looking fashion:

• It is a problem, especially for IT leaders. IT professionals can sometimes be controlling 
(after all, they are managing complex, risky and expensive infrastructure on which 
many people depend). A new breed of IT leaders needs to be able to understand the 
issues associated with operational IT (deep and broad) but primarily be focused on 
connecting with the board much more than has always been the case in the past

• This means that IT leaders need to be consummate advocates, be able to produce 
compelling business cases and focus outwardly on the problems and opportunities of 
the sector and the organisation1 (see my A,B,..CIO report for Socitm Insight)
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• Leaders in general need to adapt – they need an attitude of ditching the skills  
they have honed over many years and genuinely challenge themselves to think 
differently. Some need to question their ability in the current climate and maybe  
seek other options

• In all cases, objective self-evaluation is essential. Some leaders resist this because they 
fear it will lead to self-doubt

In having “purpose” and being “alongside the team”, Jos’s descriptions 
resonate particularly with elements of the servant and authentic leadership 
approaches. And similarly so, with the addition of emotional intelligence, in 
the references to showing “passion with emotional control” and displaying 
“a calm sense of urgency and confidence” when it is necessary to do so. 
Emotional intelligence is also apparent in Jos’s emphasis on leaders coaching 
and mentoring others, and the need for leaders to understand team dynamics 
and people’s behaviours, including their own. His comment “objective self-
evaluation is essential. Some leaders resist this because they fear it will lead 
to self-doubt,” is perceptive in revealing the relevance of competently handling 
deep emotional needs/responses in executing leadership. In terms of setting 
the environment for good leadership and good team/individual performance, 
Jos picks out the importance of good leadership practice being seen and 
promulgated from CEO level outwards if the whole is to be optimal. He also 
picks up on the importance of HR departments being on the ball with the 
needs for, and of, modern leadership and leaders they recruit and develop.
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The following two contributions have been produced by Socitm in association with Ruby 
Dixon, a leading authority in the fields of digital leadership, gender equality, local public 
services redesign and digital transformation.

Female leadership, Authenticity and Aspirations

Head of Transformation, Cordia Services  
(a trading, joint venture vehicle of Glasgow City Council)

My path to a leadership role at Glasgow City Council has been somewhat opportunistic. 
I joined in 2008 and have seen the council’s focus change dramatically, with the 
entire local government sector having to make significant budget savings – which has 
demanded the need for new ways of working. This led to the council embarking on a 
corporate transformation programme, onto which I was seconded.

Clarity of purpose

A part of my role of Head of Change and Development in Glasgow City Council involved 
client intelligence that defines business requirements. That role was a commercial 
position, working with our joint venture partner (a major company), where I led on big 
IT-enabled strategic projects. My current role at Cordia builds on this experience and 
expertise gleaned from these previous positions. In these roles, leadership is about 
identifying and corralling data, resources, assets and vehicles in the most appropriate, 
effective and imaginative ways possible, so that we can deliver services that make a 
positive difference to our citizens. As the council can’t do this on its own, we must 
develop trust and influence other parties to take a stake in what we’re trying to deliver.
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Invest to Lead

It is important to invest in the development of leadership within your organisation,  
not only for resilience but also for succession planning. My manager recommended 
that I participated in the Scotland-wide Top Talent programme for middle and aspiring 
managers in public services. He put me in touch with someone who’d been on the 
course who was able to fill me in, tell me how much time was needed and how I could 
apply its lessons to real-life work situations. 

As a concept, leadership can be a bit confusing. Initially, though enthusiastic, I was 
apprehensive about starting a leadership programme. However, my tutors were 
phenomenal, the sessions were fantastic and all the participants felt part of  
a cohesive group.

We aren’t born as perfect leaders, and the process of learning that helps us become 
better never stops. Even at a time of budget pressures, my organisation was willing to 
invest in my training and development. As a result, I feel that I’m a better leader, a better 
colleague and possibly even a better parent.

Trust is all you need

The valuable lesson I learnt was that leadership is about trust. If you don’t earn the 
trust of those around you, you don’t have the legitimacy to act on their behalf, or the 
organisation when you are negotiating and influencing providers, partners or residents. 

A trusting relationship can leverage data and intelligence, ideas and skills, resources, 
assets and funding, tacit knowledge and experience across different agencies and 
sectors. Most stakeholders want to achieve the same outcomes, so leaders are often 
asked to navigate difficult terrain and different interests to arrive at a common purpose.

Time to reflect

Though leadership requires a can-do attitude and someone who is a self-starter, for 
me it also demands reflection. Reflection gives you the opportunity to step away from 
the frenetic pressure of the job; furthermore, if a leader takes the time to reflect on 
successes and failures, he or she will understand the key factors that lead to one 
outcome over another. 
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After a period of conscious self-reflection, I’m more able to identify opportunities 
through my change of style and approach. I’ve become more interested in organisational 
psychology, the way the brain works; the way we make decisions and support 
mechanisms (such as coaching), which can help individuals and teams to perform better 
and be more productive. I’ve found that small groups and task forces work well, as they 
are small enough to manage and for people to build bonds, which means everyone 
invests.

Be authentic

Hand in hand with having time to reflect comes improved self-awareness. It is so 
important to be present in the moment, to listen attentively and to hear the things that 
matter over the white noise. Leadership is about being authentic: having conversations 
that count; connecting with people and having the ability to inspire and motivate them 
every day to do something that is different, or something out of their comfort zone. 

The principle applies to me, too: I can challenge myself to learn and grow as a leader; 
after all, the greatest challenge for the public sector is overcoming people’s fear of 
uncertainty and change. If we’re faking it, why shouldn’t they? If the person leading you 
isn’t authentic, you won’t take that leap of faith.

Aspire!

My tip for female leaders is to aspire and be confident. I’ve moved into corporate 
transformation from an IT client-side role. Now I am more on the business side, which 
is where I’d like to stay and consolidate my role – maybe as a lead commissioner or in 
a leadership role. Despite its complexity, accountabilities and public ownership, local 
government is fundamentally like a business and should be run like one.

Kimberley makes the valuable and telling observation that leadership 
can be a ‘confusing’ concept but has discovered that leadership skills 
can be honed, while a leadership mindset can be greatly enhanced by 
learning – and learning that never stops. She also makes the important 
conclusion that, in many respects, we are all moving towards the same 
goal; a true leader can identify and plot the route to that goal.
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Attentive Collaboration, Networking and Mentoring

Head of Digital and ICT Change,  
London Borough of Waltham Forest

My role encompasses the delivery of transformation across projects and business centres, 
including digital transformation, and I’m accountable to the corporate management  
team. Though always rooted in public services, my career path has been varied and  
I’ve filled a diversity of roles, including specialist areas such as environmental health and 
regulatory services. 

I’m motivated by learning and challenge, so I’ve tended to move around the council, 
sourcing new opportunities every three years or so. I’ve gained a much fuller 
appreciation of IT and digitally-enabled business from frontline administration  
and systems roles in specialist teams. 

Attentive collaboration

Looking back, I always questioned my own credentials in leading digital. However, 
leadership doesn’t necessarily mean acquiring the same technical skills or expertise that 
your organisation already has. I believe in an empowered workforce, so, for me, a leader 
should trust in the technical skills and expertise of their teams – which in turn will help 
them to trust you to give clear direction. 

The most valuable characteristic a leader can demonstrate is attentiveness – being aware 
of context, challenges and the networks of stakeholders, staff, partners and customers 
who can be mobilised to achieve the best solutions and outcomes. This must be backed 
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by agreed actions, collaboration and teamwork. My natural style is to have an open 
approach to leadership, where decision-making is shared and the team’s views are 
valued and contribute to the end goal and vision of the organisation. For me, success 
is built around collaboration and teamwork; so, I’d describe my own leadership style as 
‘attentive collaboration’.

To lead effectively, one must be networked effectively

The traditional command and control hierarchy model is increasingly irrelevant in public 
service, where partnerships, influence and accountabilities drive shared outcomes. I’ve 
learned that to lead effectively, one must be networked effectively. It is important to 
network both internally and externally. Now that I am in a leadership role, I am much 
more visible to the corporate directors than I was before, and I am well networked 
across the organisation. Also, being well networked externally allows me to influence 
others, to pull in resources and assets and achieve so much more for our citizens. I am 
very interested in the role that the private sector can play, and want to develop deeper 
commercial networks.

Develop yourself and others

The challenges facing the public sector mean that leaders carry a lot of pressures and 
expectations, so it’s important that they can access support. My first ever leadership 
programme was Empowering Women in a Digital World. I was nominated by my manager, 
which signalled his strong commitment to succession planning, workforce investment 
and talent management. It was a real eye-opener. 

Throughout the programme, I was fully understood and supported by my tutors and 
peers. The things I learned have really changed my working world, my approach and the 
way I feel about myself. It’s become a crucial part of my life, and has had an incredible 
impact: I’ve benefitted professionally through rapid career acceleration and promotion, 
and I’ve learnt that leaders seek out challenges, they keep learning and they support 
others to learn.
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Mentoring helps

Colleagues often experience the same challenges and blockers but don’t get a chance to 
share it. I’ve found that mentoring is more effective than coaching, and it has enabled me 
to cascade this approach within my team. Every leader should be required to mentor a 
member of staff; it doesn’t demand great expenditure or resources, just a commitment 
to a colleague.

Work-life balance

Leading at a time of public sector uncertainty can impact on one’s work-life balance. 
Sometimes it’s completely non-existent, with evenings and weekends as the norm. 
For a female leader this can be challenging, as cultural, matters of faith and family 
responsibilities must still be met. Self-directed work-life balance can be supported with 
fully flexible working arrangements – and, so far, I’m happy with my progress as a leader.

Nohaila offers an inspiring and unique analysis of leadership – describing 
her own style as “attentive collaboration” is certainly a useful intepretation 
for all leaders and aspiring leaders. She also conveys the benefits of 
“sharing is caring” culture – one where learning and development can only 
succeed if the learning is passed on, particularly through mentoring. With 
admirable humility, Nohaila also makes a nod to the struggles of maintaining 
a work-life balance, recognising that the right professional environment 
and working arrangements have helped her progress as a leader.
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Socitm Leadership Development Programme  
Alumni Survey Results

In February to March 2017, 118 alumni of the Socitm leadership development 
programme were invited to respond to a short questionnaire (Annex 1) about their 
experience of the programme. We received 26 replies (22% response rate).

Note: The percentages above are found for each question by first summing the rating 
points awarded, dividing the result by the maximum possible points that could have 
been awarded, before expressing as a percentage. The points scale ranged from seven 
points for “strongly agree” down to one point for “strongly disagree” in six equal steps.

Survey results summary points

I have become a more confident, effective leader 77%

I have become more successful  
in realising my leadership ambitions 76%

My focus has become more  
on leading people, not progress 77%

It has helped me/us improve behaviours  
and culture in the organisation 68%

It has helped me/us speed up delivery  
of change and transformation projects 71%

I have maintained my network of contacts  
amongst programme participants 61%

I have built upon and maintained my leadership 
network beyond just the programme participants 69%
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How would you describe the programme  
to someone else who knew nothing about it?

Survey results on a question-by-question basis

“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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on the attendees
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How was the programme different from other management 
or leadership training you have undertaken before?

“…focus on you as a leader”

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

“…focus on self and others while  
[other courses] have been about 
processes and management”

“…is 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”

“…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 us as 
individuals”

“…a catalyst for change”
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What behaviours or practices have you  
managed to change as a result of the programme  
(whether in or out of the workplace)?

 “…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] 
set 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”

Alumni comments on introspection and reflection:
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“…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 or 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”

Alumni comments on listening and benefiting others as well as themselves:
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Is there anything else that you think needs  
to be said about the programme?

“…participants should be prepared to 
leave their inhibitions at the door. I 
found there were some uncomfortable 
scenarios as part of the course but by the 
end of the three sessions I was able to 
deal with these with much more ease and 
confidence”

“…it has improved me as a person within 
my work place and I focus more on my 
strengths and how I can help others 
achieve their goals by encouraging them 
and working with them to identify their 
strengths and work on this to everyone’s 
benefit”

“… it was a great learning experience 
which enables me to look at how I do 
things and what needs to change to make 
me a better leader”

“…the opportunity for coaching and 
mentoring is invaluable”

“…I think there are a lot of old school 
managers in government that don’t and 
will never really understand or appreciate 
a course such as this”

“…[it] is imperative…to allow people 
like me to come out of themselves and 
progress through training, mentoring and 
coaching”

“…[it] granted me access to a wider 
network of professional contacts, whom I 
am still in touch with today”

“…highly recommended to all aspiring 
women leaders out there”

“…it was a fantastic confidence booster”

Alumni said:
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Alumni survey questionnaire

The survey cohort comprised 118 alumni of the Top Talent and Engaging Women  
in a Digital World programmes.

Each received an email invitation containing their unique URL pointing to the  
online survey.

The survey questions were:

In a nutshell, how would you describe the programme to another who knew 
nothing about it?

• Please rate on a 7 step scale from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree:

1. I have become a more confident, effective leader.

2. I have become more successful in realising my leadership ambitions.

3. My focus has become more on leading people, not It has helped me/us change 
behaviours and culture in the organisation in beneficial ways.

4. It has helped me/us speed up delivery of change and transformation projects.

5. I have maintained my network of contacts amongst programme participants.

6. I have built upon and maintained my leadership network beyond just the 
programme participants.

7. How was the programme different from other management/leadership training 
you have undertaken before?

• What behaviours or practices have you managed to change as a result of the 
programme (in/out of workplace)?

• Anything else you think needs to be said about the programme?
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