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These e-booklets offer clear, practical 
and vital guidance for those with 
responsibility for managing others 
in the NHS. Such good management 
is fundamental to our ability to offer 
high quality, continually improving and 
compassionate care for those in the 
communities we have the privilege  
to serve.

What should managers focus on to achieve 
this? The evidence from NHS data gathered 
over the last twenty years shows that staff 
engagement is the most important factor 
affecting the performance of our healthcare 
teams and organisations. This is closely 
followed by the quality of teamworking 
and cross-boundary working, the extent of 
fairness and inclusion (versus discrimination) 
and staff wellbeing (versus staff stress and 
work overload).

These e-booklets offer clear, simple, powerful 
and wise guidance supplemented with key 
practical takeaways for managers on how 
to ensure staff engagement, good team 
and inter-teamworking, and how to ensure 
every individual’s knowledge, skills, abilities 
and commitment are valued – climates of 
positive inclusion and psychological safety. 
The booklets present clear guidance on how 
managers can help staff to be brilliantly 
effective in their roles in every area of our 
healthcare services, regardless of profession 
or function or role. They describe how 
managers can create environments where 
their colleagues can thrive and succeed and 
deliver for the communities we serve. And 
they also encourage managers to recognise 
that taking care of themselves as human 
beings is at the heart of their ability to 
support the staff they manage.

We need all managers in the challenging 
context the NHS currently faces to have 
the courage and wisdom to implement 
this wise guidance to create the conditions 
where everyone who works in the NHS can 
effectively and joyfully contribute. This will 
ensure we preserve and enhance a national 
health service that provides high quality, 
continually improving and compassionate 
care for the people of our communities. 
Implementing this guidance will also enable 
managers to ensure that they are providing 
the high quality, continually improving and 
compassionate support for staff that enables 
our health service to continue to evolve for 
the benefit of all.  

Professor  
Michael West

Foreword: Managing in the NHS
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However, like many sectors, the NHS is 
operating in changing and challenging times. 
The way we deliver healthcare is evolving 
and new ways of working are developing 
all the time. Demand continues to rise for 
healthcare services, bringing workforce 
supply challenges. The future of NHS human 
resources and organisational development 
report highlights how, for the past decade, 
workforce growth has not kept up with the 
increasing demands on the NHS. Managers 
need to focus their attention on recruiting 

and retaining a diverse workforce and 
supporting them to deliver the highest quality 
of care for their patients. 

Good people management is an essential 
factor in both retention and wellbeing. 
Managers need to support individuals to stay 
in their roles, to stay well within those roles, 
and to contribute at work to the best of their 
abilities, giving people the best experience 
possible. 

Managing People in the NHS 

People are, quite simply, our most important resource in the NHS. There are over 1.3 
million people employed by the NHS. They come from all different backgrounds and 
walks of life and bring a huge range of skills and experience to the organisation. As 
outlined in the NHS People Promise, together, we achieve something extraordinary, 
through teamwork, resilience and innovation.

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/B0659_The-future-of-NHS-human-resources-and-organisational-development-report_22112021.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/B0659_The-future-of-NHS-human-resources-and-organisational-development-report_22112021.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/B0659_The-future-of-NHS-human-resources-and-organisational-development-report_22112021.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ournhspeople/online-version/lfaop/our-nhs-people-promise/the-promise/
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The best way to manage any individual is 
by truly getting to know them, supporting 
them and ensuring that they feel valued in 
the workplace. Michael West’s work outlines 
evidence to show that managing people with 
compassion results in colleagues feeling more 
engaged and motivated, with higher levels of 
wellbeing.

People who are managed compassionately 
deliver more compassionate and higher 
quality care to their patients. Managers need 
to listen to, understand and empathise with 
the individuals that they manage on a day-
to-day basis. This will help to make them feel 
valued and respected, and to enable them to 
fulfil their potential in the NHS. 

1. Managing individuals with compassion 

3 �Listening to understand, rather than to 
respond. 

People tend to think that they are much 
better at listening than they are in reality. 
Multiple studies of family doctors, who are 
specifically trained in listening skills, show that 
they dramatically overestimate the amount of 
time they spend listening to patients during 
consultations, by up to 700%. Really showing 
up, being present and listening takes some 
practice. However, it will have a huge impact 
on how people feel about conversations with 
their manager and bring immense rewards.  

3 �Focus on the individual and their 
experiences.

Empathy is a much more active process than 
simply feeling sorry for someone. If a manager 
can truly focus on the individual, they can 
begin to imagine what they are thinking 
and feeling. They can sense their emotions 
and really understand the situation from 
the other person’s point of view. This level 
of understanding is what is needed to truly 
manage someone with compassion. 

So what does compassionate management look like in practice

There is good evidence that a directive or brusque management style can significantly hinder 
performance. If people are not managed in a supportive way, they are less able to innovate. 
They will also be less productive and effective at work. In addition, this type of management 
style will affect their ability to care for their patients with compassion.

https://swirlingleafpress.com/compassionate-leadership/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/NHS-health-and-wellbeing-framework-implementation-guide.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/NHS-health-and-wellbeing-framework-implementation-guide.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-is-compassionate-leadership
https://hbr.org/2018/05/the-power-of-listening-in-helping-people-change
https://swirlingleafpress.com/compassionate-leadership/


How to manage people: 1. Managing individuals with compassion 

6 

Compassionate management supports the development of 
psychological safety within teams. If there is trust, respect and a sense 
of inclusivity in a team, then people will feel more able to speak up. 

Compassionate management in action 

Compassionate management requires managers to show some 
compassion towards themselves. Everyone makes mistakes; everyone is 
human. Self-compassion is not something that comes naturally to many 
people. However, there is good evidence that managers who are kind 
to themselves will be better managers as a result and more able to help 
individuals to fulfil their potential.

Managers need to take compassionate action to support all colleagues. 
Most healthcare employees want to do their job to the highest possible 
standard. Often, though, they will need some practical help from their 
manager to be able to achieve this. 

Managers can help teams to provide compassionate care by ensuring 
that they have the resources they need to do their jobs. This can involve 
escalating to senior leaders when appropriate. They can use their 
influence in other areas of the organisation to support their team to 
achieve their goals and work towards removing obstacles that get in 
the way of colleagues being able to deliver optimal patient care. 

5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON COMPASSIONATE 
MANAGEMENT 

1. �People who are managed in a compassionate way will be more 
engaged and motivated and have higher levels of wellbeing.

2. �Compassionate management enables compassionate  
patient care.  

3. �Listening to seek to understand is a key aspect of 
compassionate management and the only way to be truly 
empathetic.

4. �Managers are also practising compassion when they work 
towards removing obstacles that may be preventing their teams 
from working to the best of their ability.

5. �Self-compassion is an important skill for managers to learn; 
managers who are kind to themselves will be better able to 
support their teams to achieve their full potential.  After all, you 
cannot pour from an empty cup.

https://hbr.org/2020/11/self-compassion-will-make-you-a-better-leader
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Managers should set direction for individuals, 
as well as teams. People need to be clear 
about what’s expected of them and what 
their priorities should be. Setting a clear 
direction helps to enable people to deliver 
effectively and to be held accountable. This 
also supports individuals to manage their 
workload more effectively. 

People need to understand why the direction 
their manager sets for them matters and 
how it aligns with the wider aims of the 
organisation. When goals are agreed 
collaboratively, individuals are more likely to 
be motivated to achieve them.

It is an immense privilege to manage people 
and support them to do their jobs more 
effectively. Here are some practical tips on 
how to do this. 

2. Helping people to do their jobs effectively

3 �Regular meetings with direct reports help 
to foster open communication and trust. 
Managers should set a regular schedule and 
stick to it. This will ensure that people feel 
that they are a priority for their manager.

3 �A good one-to-one should be a 
conversation. It should not be about the 
manager telling the employee what to do. 
Rather, the discussion should be two-way 
and the manager should actively listen to 
any concerns raised by the employee.

3 �Managers need to focus on being 
present and to remove distractions where 
possible. Meetings should take place in an 
appropriate space away from patients. 

3 �Employee wellbeing should be a feature 
of all one-to-one meetings and should not 
only be discussed at the annual health and 
wellbeing discussion. 

3 �Flexible working arrangements should also 
be reviewed regularly and managers should 
be responsive to changing needs.

3 �One-to-one meetings can be a good 
opportunity to discuss an individual’s career 
plans, aspirations and development needs. 

How to lead a successful one-to-one meeting

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/flexible-working-toolkit-for-line-managers-v1.2.pdf
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Most people are familiar with the SMART 
acronym. There are various versions, but the 
most commonly used one is as follows:

3 �Specific – supported by a very clear 
statement of exactly what needs to be 
achieved. 

3 �Measurable – ideally with a numerical 
target attached, so progress can be 
measured clearly.

3 �Achievable – realistic and possible to 
achieve within the timeframe agreed, even 
if it is a stretch target.

3 �Relevant – objectives should mainly 
relate to patient outcomes and also be 
clearly linked to the strategic aims of the 
organisation.

3 �Time-bound – with a clearly defined 
timeframe for the objective to be achieved.

Objective-setting should form part of the 
annual appraisal that managers undertake 
with their direct reports, but objectives should 
be reviewed more regularly than once a year. 
Employees may need support and guidance 
to achieve their goals, and it’s important to 
ensure that they are still relevant as time 
passes.

Much of this material will be familiar to more 
experienced managers, who may have been 
undertaking appraisals and managing people 
for a long time. But there is always something 
to learn and approaching these conversations 
with an inquisitive nature may bring benefits 
in unexpected ways.  

It is also good practice for managers to obtain 
regular upward feedback and 360 feedback.

How to Set SMART Objectives 

Thomas Simons
Chief HR and OD Officer, NHS England

Dr. Tanzeen Raza OBE
Consultant Physician in Acute Medicine 
University Hospitals Dorset NHS Foundation Trust

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/qsir-developing-your-aims-statement.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/qsir-developing-your-aims-statement.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O7xmFmIiUHU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s5P_IW38BHQ
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5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON HELPING PEOPLE TO DO 
THEIR JOBS EFFECTIVELY

1. �Setting a clear direction for individuals 
helps them to understand what’s 
expected of them and how to prioritise 
their workload.

2. �Goals should be agreed collaboratively 
and in line with the overall strategic 
aims of the organisation.

3. �One-to-one meetings can help to 
build trusting relationships between 
colleagues and their managers. 
Managers should stick to a schedule, 
be present and ensure that the 
meeting is based on dialogue.

4. �SMART objectives are a useful tool to 
help employees focus their attention. 
They should form part of everyone’s 
annual appraisal and also be reviewed 
regularly throughout the year.

5. �Even the most experienced leaders 
always have something to learn. 
Approaching meetings with employees 
with an inquisitive nature can lead to 
positive and sometimes unexpected 
outcomes. 
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Most people will have experienced great and not-so great 
managers throughout their careers. The difference is mainly 
down to how managers treat individuals and how they make 
them feel. 

Inclusive management isn’t a new concept and most people 
will have had some experience of it within their career. Sitting 
at the very centre of managing inclusively is respect.  People 
want to be seen, listened to and respected for who they are 
and to know that their contribution at work is valued and 
appreciated.  However, these seemingly simple expectations 
can be easily forgotten due to work pressures and in the face 
of competing deadlines and tasks.  

A manager’s job is easier when every member of the team is 
able to contribute their best efforts at work. Managers can 
adopt the following approaches to motivate and encourage 
colleagues. 

3. Inclusive management of your people 

Get to know each team member individually

People generally connect with others who are willing to take the time to get 
to know them as individuals. Managers should challenge any assumptions they 
may have made and take the time to find out more about each team member. 
A good approach is to ask about their families and what they enjoy doing when 
they’re not at work. Some people will be more willing to share information about 
themselves than others. Respecting how much they are willing to share is critical. 
These conversations will help to create trust and foster a psychologically safe 
environment. Individuals will also have differing requirements in terms of flexible 
working and it is important to accommodate these wherever possible.  

Ask for feedback

Part of a manager’s role is to give constructive feedback to others, but managers 
should also actively seek feedback from colleagues about their management style 
and approach. This is a critical component of managing inclusively. One method 
to achieve this is for a manager to ask their colleagues the actions that they as 
a manager can take to get the best from them. Different members of the team 
may give varying responses, but open questions can help to clarify each person’s 
perspective. This can give a manager an effective insight into the actions they can 
take to manage each person well in the future.  
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5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON INCLUSIVE MANAGEMENT  

1. �It’s important to remember that it’s the small actions 
managers take every day that make a big difference to a 
colleague feeling seen, listened to and respected.  

2. �Getting to know people individually helps to build trust 
and develop an environment of psychological safety for all 
colleagues. 

3. �Managers should be open to feedback from colleagues on 
how they experience their management style. This is critical 
to help a manager gain insight on the impact their actions 
have on other people. 

4. �Communicating inclusively means ensuring that the message 
is expressed clearly. Managers should check people’s 
understanding of the message and make themselves available 
to answer questions as appropriate.

5. �Diverse voices bring fresh and different perspectives, which 
may well unlock new solutions to problems and challenges. 

Communicate inclusively 

Trust and respect can be easily 
damaged when information is 
not communicated well. Inclusive 
communication can be achieved by:

•	 sharing each message as clearly 
as possible

•	 giving people time to ask 
questions

•	 checking people’s level of 
understanding

•	 ensuring that people have the 
opportunity to discuss the issue 
further, should they have any 
questions at any stage.

Honour commitments 

Managers should do everything 
in their power to stick to 
agreements they have made 
and to deliver on promises, or 
be prepared to share why the 
promise cannot be fulfilled. 
When managers honour their 
commitments in this way, it helps 
to build trust and foster respect 
between colleagues. 

Managing people with very different views can be a challenge and 
it does take time and effort to do well. However, remaining open to 
different perspectives can open up the conversation and introduce new 
ways of thinking. 
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One of the most important roles of a 
manager is to help people to have access 
to the resources that they need to do their 
jobs properly and to the best of their ability. 
Managers need to help the people they 
manage to achieve their full potential and to 
provide the best possible care to patients. 

Barriers to compassion

Often there are significant barriers to 
compassionate care. These can include 
complex working environments, the demands 
of regulation and cultures of fear and blame.

A manager should make every effort to 
remove these barriers wherever possible. This 
can sometimes be achieved by seeking to 
simplify and reduce people’s workloads. This 
ensures that there is sufficient time available 
to deliver compassionate care. 

Building a Just Culture at every level of an 
organisation helps people to feel secure in 
speaking up and raising concerns. People 
involved in patient safety incidents must be 
treated fairly, constructively and consistently. 

Managers can use their contacts and influence 
within the organisation to remove barriers 
to success. Sometimes it will be as simple as 
making a couple of phone calls to solve a 
system or process problem. Other challenges 
will be harder to overcome. It’s important to 
be visible and accountable in this work. 

4. Helping people to unblock barriers to success 

Dusty Millar
Deputy Director of People,  
Lincolnshire Community Health Services NHS Trust

Susie MacPherson
Strategic Business Manager Strategic Development,
Lincolnshire Community Health Services NHS Trust

Dr Huzaifa Adamali
Consultant Respiratory Physician,  
North Bristol NHS Trust

https://swirlingleafpress.com/compassionate-leadership/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/patient-safety/a-just-culture-guide/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ccRs23dveI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-r83HNSASOg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pMCX9JAVyOs
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Signposting to resources 

Every organisation will have a range of 
resources available to help individuals facing 
various challenges. A manager’s job is not to 
reinvent the wheel, instead, managers should 
signpost colleagues towards other people and 
information that can help them. Some of these 
resources might include:

•	 Human Resources (HR) and Organisational 
Development (OD) colleagues, who can 
help with many process issues including 
understanding policies and processes. HR 
can also signpost towards training and 
development opportunities and employee 
support, including health and wellbeing.  

•	 Occupational Health (OH) services can help 
to manage risk in the workplace. They can 
also provide advice on short and long-
term health problems which may have an 
impact on an employee’s experience in the 
workplace.

•	 Staff Networks and Equality, Diversity 
and Inclusion Network leads can help 
to identify problems faced by under-
represented and disadvantaged groups 
and individuals, or people who need 
additional support. These networks 
give colleagues a space to share their 
experiences and to help the organisation 
to make improvements. 

•	 Trade Unions and Staff Side colleagues 
can provide support regarding terms and 
conditions of employment and employee 
relations issues. 

•	 Freedom to Speak Up Guardians support 
colleagues to speak up if they feel that 
they are unable to do so by other routes. 
They ensure that people’s concerns are 
acknowledged and that the person 
speaking up receives feedback on the 
actions taken.

•	 Most organisations have a Learning and 
Development department. This may 
include a library or education centre. There 
is a wealth of information and support 
available for continuing professional 
development at every level. 

Louise Pramas
Culture Transformation Lead, NHS England

https://youtu.be/SwJmOcWPjXM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R12ZbN50e3I
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5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON UNLOCKING BARRIERS TO SUCCESS  

1. �Simplifying and reducing people’s 
workloads wherever possible can free 
up capacity for more compassionate 
care. 

2. �Building a Just Culture enables 
people to feel safe to raise concerns. 
Managers should empower people to 
speak up and challenge without fear of 
repercussions.  

3. �Managers can use their contacts and 
influence across the organisation to 
remove obstacles and barriers that 
may be preventing employees from 
achieving their full potential.

4. �Helping individuals to resolve problems 
affecting their daily working lives is key 
to building a high trust environment.

5. �Managers can also support their 
team by signposting them to relevant 
resources and other people that can 
help them within the organisation.
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All managers have challenging conversations 
sometimes. These conversations can be 
daunting, whether the manager in question 
is at the beginning of their management 
career, or if they are an established manager 
with many years of experience. But while a 
manager has a duty to address performance 
actions that contravene organisational 
behaviours and values, these conversations 
should be carried out with compassion. 
Indeed, taking a compassionate approach 
is more likely to lead to a positive outcome 
for everyone concerned. The harder the 
conversation, the more important it is to 
approach the situation with kindness. 

5. Managing difficult conversations with compassion 

Conversations around absence can often 
be challenging and it is not uncommon 
for people to feel unfairly treated. While 
managers need to follow their own 
organisation’s policies and procedures, it is 
always a good idea to take a compassionate 
and inquisitive approach to these 
conversations. Managers need to ensure that 
all colleagues are treated fairly at all times. 

It’s valuable for managers to be open-minded 
and supportive about the reason for absence 
and focus on how they can help the individual 
return to work. This may involve making some 
reasonable adjustments and reviewing flexible 
working arrangements. 

Supporting attendance
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5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON MANAGING CHALLENGING 
CONVERSATIONS WITH COMPASSION 

1. �Some conversations, although necessary, can be daunting, 
even to experienced senior managers, but managers must 
show courage when challenging poor performance, in the 
interests of the patients we serve.

2. �Supporting attendance is not just about following a process, 
but about supporting people to return to work and to stay 
healthy in their roles.

3. �Attendance conversations should include consideration of 
any reasonable adjustments and reviewing flexible working 
arrangements. 

4. �The root cause of poor performance may be complex and it 
is a manager’s job to identify what is really going on and to 
support people in finding solutions collaboratively to resolve 
the issue.

5. �It is just as important to recognise and celebrate good 
performance, both through formal processes and informally 
on a regular basis. 

Managers often shy away from 
addressing performance issues, as 
they are afraid of causing upset 
or distress. But if managers are 
focused on providing the highest 
quality and most efficient care for 
patients, then they must not avoid 
these challenging conversations. 

Performance issues will often arise 
if an individual is not clear on what 
is expected of them at work, or 
if they feel overloaded with work 
or have too many competing 
priorities. Lack of co-operative 
working between teams can also 
cause problems, or it might be the 
case that the individual has not 
had the right training to undertake 
the tasks they are struggling 
with or does not have sufficient 
resources to do them efficiently.

A compassionate manager’s first 
task is to identify and explore 
the root causes of the problem, 
through active listening. Only 
then can the manager work 
collaboratively with the individual 
to find a solution. 

It is important to always draw 
attention to and recognise good 
performance and to celebrate 
individual and team achievements. 
Many organisations have formal 
staff awards, but informal 
recognition can be just as effective 
in motivating, rewarding and 
recognising the contribution of 
our colleagues and the excellent 
services they provide. Sometimes 
simply thanking someone for 
good work done makes all the 
difference.

Managing performance
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Managers work across all areas of healthcare 
settings. There are over 290 professions across 
the NHS, encapsulating clinical services as 
well as professional services such as estates, 
facilities, hospitality, human resources, finance, 
learning and development, and administration 
and clerical. They all play a vital role in running 
services efficiently for patients, whether those 
services are delivered in a clinical or hospital 
setting, or within the wider community, mental 
health or primary care setting.

Good managers enable their teams to flourish. 
They help set direction, ensure that safety 
is paramount and create a context where 
every person in that team has a valuable part 
to play. Patient care is a team activity. NHS 

managers support their colleagues to innovate 
and improve the services they provide. There 
is evidence that good management practice 
improves efficiency and clinical outcomes for 
patients. 

The NHS is facing exceptionally challenging 
times. Demand for NHS services has been 
increasing, alongside an ageing population 
with complex needs. Patients are often dealing 
with more than one diagnosis. Some services 
are facing backlogs following the COVID-19 
pandemic. But critically, the NHS is also 
facing a retention crisis, at a time when more 
people are needed to provide care and meet 
increasing demand. 

Research undertaken by the Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development (CIPD) shows 
that poor leadership is a factor for many job 
moves. When asked why they left their last 
organisation, 21% of people said that they 
were unhappy with the leadership of senior 
management. This rose to 30% for those who 
had changed jobs in the last twelve months.  
Alongside this, a major global workforce 
survey has also shown that low engagement is 
detrimental to employee wellbeing and leads 
to reduced productivityv.  

The challenge for NHS managers is clear. 
Teams need to be managed well and with 
compassion. This will support people to deliver 
the best possible care to patients. 

Team management in the NHS 
Managers in the NHS come from a wide range of backgrounds and professions, with varying ranges of experience. Many people 
in management roles may be supervisors or team leaders. Many will have clinical, technical, or administrative roles alongside their 
management responsibilities. 

https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/explore-roles
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/explore-roles
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/strengthening-nhs-management-and-leadership
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/projects/positions/nhs-workforce
https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/220622-cipd-workers-plan-to-quit
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx?campaignid=18945816141&adgroupid=143633586437&adid=635680356863&gclid=CjwKCAjwoIqhBhAGEiwArXT7K7jH9bqn8PtF13hFlNiW3nfsYvwhbwb82UuSjeKVAS1bE6zUL6aLsRoCipoQAvD_BwE
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace.aspx?campaignid=18945816141&adgroupid=143633586437&adid=635680356863&gclid=CjwKCAjwoIqhBhAGEiwArXT7K7jH9bqn8PtF13hFlNiW3nfsYvwhbwb82UuSjeKVAS1bE6zUL6aLsRoCipoQAvD_BwE
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For managers, being compassionate means 
having an awareness of the impact their actions 
and behaviours on the people around them. 

Compassion is an important competence 
for all managers at every level in healthcare. 
Compassionate management promotes open 
communication between colleagues and within 
teams. This enables people to work together 
to resolve any issues that may arise during their 
working day.   

There is good evidence that compassionate 
management makes people feel more 
engaged and motivated. This leads to higher 
levels of wellbeing, which results in high-
quality care.  

1. Compassionate management 

3 �When managers display compassion 
towards their employees, they show 
empathy and really seek to understand 
their experiences at work. This means that 
employees feel heard and valued.

3 �When managers actively listen to 
employees, without judgement, 
this promotes a culture of openness 
and honesty. A focus on developing 
relationships through careful listening 
means that people feel respected and 
cared for. This helps them to reach their full 
potential and to do their best at work. 

3 �Compassionate managers might not have 
the solution to every problem at their 
fingertips, but they go beyond simply 
giving out orders. Instead, they work 
collaboratively with their teams to find 
shared solutions to problems as they arise. 

3 �Compassionate management must also be 
inclusive, providing a safe environment for 
everyone, regardless of their background 
or beliefs. A team that is managed 
compassionately will consist of members 
who can all contribute equally to the 
performance of that team. Everyone can 
be enthusiastic, creative and have the 
opportunity to flourish.  

3 �Managers should also consider requests 
for flexible working with compassion 
and endeavour to facilitate individuals’ 
requirements wherever possible, while 
taking patient and team needs into 
account.

But what does compassionate management look like on a daily 
basis within a team

https://swirlingleafpress.com/compassionate-leadership/
https://swirlingleafpress.com/compassionate-leadership/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/NHS-health-and-wellbeing-framework-implementation-guide.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/NHS-health-and-wellbeing-framework-implementation-guide.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-is-compassionate-leadership
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-is-compassionate-leadership
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/flexible-working-toolkit-for-line-managers-v1.2.pdf
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An example of compassionate management 
in action is thinking about the best approach 
to take if a member of the team is having a 
tough time. Perhaps they seem distracted or 
upset. Maybe they’re struggling with their 
workload, or there’s an issue that they are 
facing in their personal life.

Hopefully, a manager will know their team 
well enough to support colleagues on an 
individual basis. Some people will want to talk 
about their problems. Others might prefer 
to be sign-posted towards practical solutions 
such as Occupational Health or employee 
assistance programmes. 

Taking a compassionate approach is not 
always about trying to fix the problem. 
The focus should be more about taking 
relevant and appropriate action, bearing in 
mind the individual and their own personal 
circumstances.  

5 KEY TAKEAWAYS 
ON COMPASSIONATE 
MANAGEMENT

1. �Active listening is key to really 
understanding people’s experiences 
at work.

2. �When managed with compassion, 
employees feel more valued and 
engaged in the workplace.

3. �Better engagement and higher levels 
of employee wellbeing result in 
improved quality of care for patients.

4. �Compassionate management means 
treating everyone as an individual.

5. �Inclusivity is a critical part of 
compassionate management. 
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A team can be defined as a group of people 
who are working through collective endeavour 
towards a common goal. This could also include 
matrix or multi-disciplinary teams. Teams work 
best when each member is aligned to work 
towards that shared goal. For this to happen, 
each member of the team needs to understand 
the overall objectives of the organisation and 
feel engaged and committed to the collective 
goals of the team. 

Every person in the team needs to know the role 
they play in achieving team success, delivering 
care to patients. This will lead to a sense of 
empowerment, when people can clearly see the 
positive outcome of their own efforts. 

One of the most critical elements of team 
development is the trust between individual 
team members. Without trust, people will not 
feel supported or able to challenge the status 
quo and there will be no room for innovation. 

2. Team direction, alignment and commitment 

3 �Ensure that communication between the 
manager and the team is clear, open and 
consistent.

3 �Support team members to get to know each 
other as individuals. This might be achieved 
through team-building activities or away 
days, but when this is not possible it can 
be as simple as having lunch together and 
ensuring that break times are protected. 

3 �Encourage people to collaborate on different 
tasks. This helps people to get used to 
each other’s way of working and can also 
foster innovation, as people can learn from 
different approaches to the same task. 

3 �Ensure that roles and responsibilities are 
clear. When people know what is expected 
of them, they are better able to fulfil their 
own roles and support others to do the 
same. 

Not all teams work together physically. Some 
colleagues work across the community, while 
some will work to a hybrid model or exclusively 
from home. However, bringing teams together 
supports alignment and managers need to 
consider the best way of doing this, taking 
team preferences into account. This might 
include days when everyone is at the same 
site working together, or moving the team 
meeting venue around so that more people are 
able to attend. Managers should also consider 
how information is shared and how teams are 
supported to develop and build trust across 
these different ways of working. 

When there is trust within teams, this also 
creates an environment where team meetings 
can be run in an inclusive and supportive 
way. People will feel more able to speak up, 
contribute, ask questions and raise concerns. 

How can managers help to build this trust within their teams

https://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/7428f23d7207f39da1eda97adbd7bf34.pdf
https://www.leadershipacademy.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/7428f23d7207f39da1eda97adbd7bf34.pdf
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•	 If possible, begin the meeting with a check-
in, so that each colleague can share how they 
are doing, both professionally and personally, 
if they wish.

•	 Consider rotating the Chair and share the 
responsibility for team meeting agendas.

•	 Make sure the objectives of the meeting are 
clear – what is the purpose and focus of the 
meeting?

•	 Have a clear agenda and try to stick to 
it, respecting that people will have other 
demands on their time during the course of 
their shift. 

•	 Share praise and positive feedback, for both 
individuals and the whole team, as well as 
discussing problems. 

•	 Share any relevant information about what is 
going on in other parts of the organisation, 
so that team members can see how their 
work and objectives fit in with the bigger 
picture and across systems.

•	 Allow time for discussion and questions.

How to run a successful team meeting 

5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON TEAM 
DIRECTION, ALIGNMENT 
AND COMMITMENT 

1. �Teams work best when everyone is 
aligned towards a common goal.

2. �Team objectives should support 
organisational objectives, and each 
team member should understand their 
individual responsibilities towards the 
achievement of team goals.

3. �Successes should be celebrated, both 
at a team and an individual level.

4. �Building trust within teams is critical 
part to ensure that colleagues feel 
safe, valued and able to speak up. 

5. �Team meetings that are effectively run 
will help to achieve team alignment 
and bring people together. 
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Inclusive management means being able to 
manage a group of people from many different 
backgrounds, respecting those differences 
and removing any bias or barriers. Working 
in an inclusive team increases the feelings of 
belonging, engagement and commitment. As a 
result, people want to perform better for their 
team members to collectively deliver better 
patient care.

It is a manager’s role to set the tone about 
how people are expected to work together. 
Managers should guide people in the right 
direction when they are not behaving in an 
appropriate way. 

Creating inclusive ways of working will enable 
teams to access that higher performance. 
Managers can adopt the following approaches 
to manage their teams inclusively. 

3. Inclusive management of your team 

Admit when you’re wrong

Everyone is human and everyone makes 
mistakes. Managers need to be open and 
honest, and to admit if they have got 
something wrong. This is a crucial element of 
creating an inclusive team. Being upfront and 
sharing examples of mistakes will encourage 
others to be more open and proactive when 
they have made mistakes. Sharing experiences 
encourages everyone to learn from it when 
things go wrong.  Don’t forget to apologise!

Enable everyone to speak up

People are more likely to speak up and share 
their views if they know that there is not a 
culture of blame within the team. Some team 
members will speak up more than others. 
Managers should continue to encourage 
them to share their ideas, but also ask those 
who don’t usually contribute what their 
thoughts are. It’s important that people who 
are naturally more reluctant to speak up also 
know that what they have to say is valuable.

Press pause

Often, trying to do things too quickly will mean 
that the task takes longer in the end. Dealing 
with the consequences of an important 
decision that is not well thought through can 
take longer than taking a little more time to 
make a more effective decision in the first 
place. Managers should take the opportunity 
to reflect and consider their options before 
making key decisions. Where possible, teams 
should be encouraged to share their views. 
The manager may be responsible for the final 
decision, but this doesn’t mean that they have 
to consider the different options alone. 

Tanya Carter
Chief People Officer, East London NHS Foundation Trust

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_AnCNnpRjtk
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Seek multiple points of view

At times, decisions have to be made quickly, 
sometimes with limited information. A 
manager does not have to know all the 
answers. It’s important to gain the views 
of other people, especially those who may 
have very different experiences or opinions. 
Managers should ask questions to ensure 
that they fully understand their perspective 
and discuss how the new information could 
influence and shape the outcome.

Having supportive conversations

There will be times when managers need to talk 
to individuals about their behaviour. Depending 
on the situation, this may be difficult. But 
negative behaviours must be challenged; if not, 
positive team culture can be eroded. 

When preparing to speak to a colleague about 
their behaviour, managers should outline the 
reason for the conversation and then focus 
on the facts – what has been seen and heard 
that has caused concern. Following this, it is 
helpful to outline the impact of the behaviour 

in question and explain what other more 
preferable approaches could be taken in future. 
Outlining expectations is critical at this point. 

It’s also important to give the individual the 
opportunity to share their perspective and 
ensure that the conversation ends with an 
agreement of next steps.

Creating an inclusive team culture and enabling 
every colleague to thrive is an important part 
of a manager’s role. It is also a privilege to 
encourage people to develop in their roles and 
progress throughout their careers. Megan Austin

Dementia and Delirium Nurse Specialist,  
University Hospitals Dorset NHS Foundation Trust

Jenny Lewis
Director of HR & OD, Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust

Lindsay Mutyavaviri
Head of Nursing for Urgent Care CSU, Leeds Teaching 
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w1X8HJaTVK8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pzoDkZtMy8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5vozeTcob3w


How to manage teams: 3. Inclusive management of your team 

25 management

5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON INCLUSIVE 
MANAGEMENT OF YOUR TEAM

1. �Inclusive management 
means recognising 
difference and removing 
any barriers and bias.

2. �Managers set the tone 
in a team. It is their role 
to guide people and 
help them to improve.

3. �Managers need to be 
willing to admit when 
they’re wrong; this 
fosters a culture of trust 
and openness.

4. �It’s also important to 
encourage everyone to 
speak up, even those 
team members who 
might not naturally 
be vocal with their 
opinions.

5. �Having the courage to 
step into challenging 
conversations is another 
key skill for managers.  
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Encouraging dialogue is key to team 
engagement. A sense of ownership in the 
workplace makes people more likely to take 
individual and collective responsibility for 
their work. This improves the quality, safety 
and efficiency of the care that is provided to 
patients.

Data from the NHS England National Staff 
Survey has shown that high levels of employee 
engagement in NHS organisations are linked 
to various important outcome measures. 
These include patient safety and satisfaction 
measures, mortality and infection rates, 
employee absenteeism and turnover.

Highly engaged colleagues are more likely to 
stay in work, and more likely to deliver excellent 
care to patients. 

4. Team engagement 

3 �Have a clear understanding of all the tools 
available within the organisation which 
enable employees’ voices to be heard. 
These will include the Staff Survey but also 
various employee networks and forums, as 
well as more informal platforms for gaining 
employee feedback.

3 �Ensure that feedback from staff is promptly 
followed up on, in a visible and tangible 
way.

3 �Understand the principles of a Just Culture. 
This means a culture of fairness, openness 
and learning, which enables colleagues to 
speak up when things go wrong, rather 
than fearing blame.  Colleagues involved in 
patient safety incidents should be treated 
in a constructive way, and with consistency, 
fairness and compassion. 

3 �Recognise and celebrate individual and team 
performance.

3 �Involve people in all decisions that have an 
impact on them and their place of work. 

3 �Everyone’s voice should be heard, especially 
from under-represented groups. Key decisions 
might benefit from an Equality and Health 
Inequalities Impact Assessment. 

So how can managers create the conditions for high levels of employee 
engagement and promote a culture of collective management

Louise Pramas
Culture Transformation Lead, NHS England

https://swirlingleafpress.com/compassionate-leadership/
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/employee-engagement-nhs-performance-west-dawson-leadership-review2012-paper.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/employee-engagement-nhs-performance-west-dawson-leadership-review2012-paper.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/patient-safety/a-just-culture-guide/
https://youtu.be/LPCqrITQUGA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HPFsxrkzaiM
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Many organisations undertake director and 
non-executive director walkabouts. These give 
colleagues regular opportunities to speak to 
senior leaders. These conversations can help 
to improve communication between board-
level leaders and people working on the 
wards and in other frontline areas. Frontline 
teams can share what is working well, what 
needs to improve and what the barriers are 
to improvement. These direct conversations 
have a measurable impact on employee 
engagement, as people feel that their voices 
are being heard and their opinions valued. 

Managers should lead by example and be 
prepared to address unacceptable behaviour. 
Managing underperformance of an individual 
or a team can sometimes be challenging, 
but if it is done confidently, kindly and with 
compassion, then often a positive outcome 
can be achieved. This promotes accountability 
within the whole team.

A coaching approach can support team 
development. This approach can help teams to 
become more aligned in their purpose, beliefs 
and values and also to identify collective team 
goals. Teams supported through a coaching 
approach also develop higher levels of 
psychological safety. This means that everyone 
feels safe to speak up, give robust feedback 
and show vulnerability. Team learning also 
enables people to share knowledge and best 
practice within their team, which can improve 
quality outcomes. 

Doris McMeel
Project Manager, East London NHS Foundation Trust

Ann Page
Lead Clinician for Pharmacy,  
Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust

Claire Gore
Director of The Future of NHS HR and OD 
Programme, NHS England

https://www.cqc.org.uk/guidance-providers/nhs-trusts/case-study-improving-communication-board-ward
https://assets.henley.ac.uk/v3/fileUploads/Coaching-in-Action-Guide-Team-Coaching.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p4vFWJVM5gk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lejtZpLSWfk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqIqliwaPGY
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5 KEY TAKEAWAYS ON COLLECTIVE MANAGEMENT 

1. �A collective management environment 
is achieved when people feel engaged, 
valued and empowered to take 
responsibility for their work.

2. �High levels of employee engagement 
results in positive outcomes for patients 
and colleagues alike.

3. �Feedback should be acted on promptly 
and visibly and managers must ensure 
that the voices of under-represented 
groups are heard and involved in all 
discussions.

4. �In an organisation where there is a Just 
Culture, employees involved in patient 
safety incidents are treated fairly and 
compassionately. This encourages 
people to have the courage to speak up 
and raise concerns. 

5. �A coaching approach can support team 
development and create an environment 
of psychological safety. 
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Working across organisational boundaries  is 
a key priority for leaders in health, social care 
and the voluntary sector. This is becoming more 
common as a result of the implementation of 
Integrated Care Boards (ICB) and Integrated 
Care Systems (ICS), which seek to make patient 
care more integrated and joined up. This is also 
important at an individual and a team level. 

There is a lot of evidence which shows that 
human beings have a natural instinct towards 
categorising others on the basis of difference. 
This can lead to challenging dynamics within and 
between organisations. People have a strong 
sense of belonging within their own team, but 
this often does not reach as far as the wider 
organisation, or the healthcare sector as a whole. 

When there are shared values across 
organisations, people work together to innovate 
and solve some of the most difficult challenges 
in healthcare. And within organisations, a shared 

5. Working across organisational boundaries 

identity can build pride and also improve 
efficiency when groups and teams work 
effectively together. 

How can managers support their 
teams to work well

3 �Ensure that all members of the team 
understand their contribution towards the 
wider goals of the organisation and how 
their work contributes to the organisational 
values.

3 �Help the team to understand the 
contribution of other staff groups; the 
whole multi-disciplinary team, including 
support staff, administrators and colleagues 
in estates, facilities and hospitality. Everyone 
working in healthcare contributes in some 
way towards patient care and the focus 
should always be on working together to 
improve the quality of care for patients. 

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2015/03/conflict-and-collectivism-challenges-working-across-boundaries-health-care
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3 �There should be no division between clinical and non-clinical 
colleagues. Referring to colleagues as non-clinical is problematic 
in itself, as it defines huge groups of people by what they don’t 
do, rather than what they do contribute. Often patients will see 
a receptionist before they see a nurse, doctor or colleague from 
the allied health professions. Everyone makes a contribution and 
everyone’s work makes a difference to the communities that we 
serve. 

3 �All professions should be equally valued. This is best achieved by 
ensuring that everyone understand the roles of other individuals and 
teams across the organisation. 

Promoting a shared vision is central to enabling teams to work 
across boundaries. This vision should always relate to improving the 
quality of care to patients and service users and ensuring that care is 
underpinned by compassion. 

Teams and groups need to connect, get to know each other and 
spend time together. This can help to build shared values and enable 
people to feel confident to raise issues, so that they can be resolved 
quickly and creatively. When people understand each other’s work and 
priorities, they are better able to behave authentically. 

5 TAKEAWAYS ON WORKING ACROSS 
BOUNDARIES 

1. �Each and every member of 
the organisation is valuable 
and contributes towards 
good patient care.

2. �Managers should help their 
teams to understand their 
role in the organisation and 
how their work contributes 
to the overall objectives and 
shared values.

3. �Shared vision should always 
be focused on improving 
the quality of care to 
patients and service users 
and ensuring that care 
is always provided with 
compassion.

4. �A positive, inclusive culture 
helps people to feel 
confident to speak up and 
raise concerns.

5. �When teams work together 
well, they are better able to 
solve problems and to be 
innovative and authentic.
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