Editorial

Sir David Dalton
I remember watching my mum baking
flapjacks and being intrigued by the label
on the golden syrup tin: a picture of bees
flying out of a lion with the caption: ‘Out
of the strong came forth sweetness’. This
memory was prompted when I was reading
a book review last weekend on Machiavelli and the philosophy of leadership—the
exercise of strength and power—which is
attributed to him. The rather odd juxtaposition has played on my mind at a time
when I know colleagues are facing one of
the biggest challenges of leadership in the
National Health Service (NHS).
Some of my earlier management
experiences were shaped by a culture
of performance management when the
centre made demands down the organisational chain. Career progression in
part was based on the extent to which
you acceded to the demands and supplied
what was requested. I am simplifying,
but the phrase ‘just get a grip’ was widely
used and ‘having a grip’ was admired.
Many NHS leaders learnt how to
survive, and some learnt how to thrive,
using the levers of power and control
to achieve their ends. Machiavelli might
have smiled when some CEOs began
mark’ their
to pay attention and ‘man-
CEO colleagues, because they were
concerned that the success of a colleague
organisation might diminish their own
power base. There were times when it
seemed that in some places the NHS was
becoming gridlocked—where change
was being resisted even though that
change would have been for the greater
good of the population.
Of course, there were the non-
conformists—people who were prepared
to think and act differently. Spurred by
a belief in people and in their inherent
goodness, they were encouraged by the
messaging from people like Kanter,1
Berwick2 and West.3 A new understanding
was being formed by the experience of
the improvement and behavioural scientists. Some CEOs began to engage their
workforce differently—handing power
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back into their organisations, aware that
the ideas for change would be found deep
inside them. Collaborative and compassionate leadership was seen to work, it was
getting results that were being sustained in
a way that a command and control culture
was never able to do.
It is my observation and belief that
leaders of organisations have preferred
styles: to either hold on to the power
which their position gives them, or to
share this power with others. These are
not binary choices, but we all have a
tendency to lean more in one direction
than another. The former preference
relies on a strong belief in oneself, and
the capability to determine solutions
to problems which you get people to
adhere to. The latter preference comes
from a genuine belief that sharing positional power with others is more likely
to generate better ideas and get greater
commitment to change.
The
COVID-19
pandemic
has
required the establishment of effective chains of command—rightly so.
As Gold and Silver command centres
are established, staff are being required
to comply with multiple top-
down
instructions. Managers are attempting
to minimise ambiguity and ensure that
policy is adhered to. The public is also
consenting to strong national leadership
in this crisis. The media, quick to spot
gaps and inconsistencies, is prompting
the need for authoritative statements and
positions.
Yet I hope that the need for strong
leadership is not misunderstood, by
leaders, as a requirement to assert themselves on those whom they lead. Kind,
compassionate leadership is the sweetness that needs to come from strength. It
is sometimes too easy for leaders to rely
on positional power, and become disconnected from their people, and not see the
distance between them increasing—until
it is too late.
Visibility of leadership has always
been essential—no more so than now.
The pandemic is challenging leaders to
find new ways to ‘do visibility’ without
always being physically present. This is
so important, as being situationally aware
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is vital: leaders must be aware of the
extraordinary pressure and suboptimal
circumstances that staff are working in.
Providing empathy and understanding is
crucial when staff need to know, more
than ever, that their leaders care about
them. This means resisting the temptation to explain why things have to be
the way they are, and instead finding
the time first to listen to the frustrations
people experience.
Encouraging
kindness
by
role-
modelling it yourself is the true strength
of leadership—recognising that the
power that you have is only really given
to you by the consent of the people
you lead. In exchange, it is possible to
receive the one thing which cannot be
commanded—the discretionary effort,
the extra contribution that could otherwise be withheld.
Our good leaders are comfortable with
‘power and control’; our best leaders are
the ones who know how to share this
appropriately with their staff. I hope very
much that during the unprecedented pressures that our leaders will face, they will
always show respect, compassion and
kindness towards their staff.
As I reflect on my own understanding of
leadership philosophy, I see two divergent
paths based on these quotes: ‘power is the
pivot on which everything hinges. He who
has power is always right; the weaker is
always wrong’;4 and ‘out of the strong
came forth sweetness’.5 The possession
of power brings with it both opportunities and temptations—let us hope that the
choice and desire of leaders in, and after,
the pandemic is to reach for another flapjack, and not for the jackboot!
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