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Collective Leadership for Scotland (hereafter, CLfS) 
launched in January 2018.  The team is located 
within Scottish Government and is an outward 
facing collaborative network which brings 
colleagues from across public services to support 
collective action to tackle complex, systemic issues 
in service of wider public service transformation. 
We design and deliver learning and development 
activity with partners to help to equip colleagues to 
take up collective, system leadership roles.  We 
directly facilitate work with leaders from across 
public services in the places they work and with the 
real issues they are seeking to address. The aim is 
to bring learning and practice as close together as 
possible. We also develop widespread 
interventions to stimulate new and creative ways of 

working, focussed development programmes to 
develop facilitation capacity, learning events 
around key themes and bespoke learning offers for 
sectors and partners.  

Our emphasis is on learning and building capacity 
for leadership which appreciates and engages with 
the whole system, including the behavioural and 
relational aspects, and where openness, learning 
and willingness to take collective action are at the 
core.  

Central to this work is a belief that change does not 
happen in siloes but requires working across 
organisations and communities to deal with 
intractable problems, varying from joining up 
children’s services, to place based work, to tackling 
violence against women.  

One Thing at a Time 

Summary 

| Introduction 

Approach to Human Learning Systems: 

 Human: supports public service leadership 
which puts people and relationships at its 
heart. 

 Learning: seeks to bring learning and 
practice as close together as possible 
drawing on theories and models to inform 
and help collective sense-making and action. 

 Systems: driven by an approach that 
considers the health of the whole system 
and believes that organisations, professions 
and communities work best when they work 
together. 
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The impetus for joined up ways of working had 
been around for a number of years with the 
introduction of the 5 Strategic Objectives for 
Scotland in 2007 which introduced the notion of 
outcomes nationally, the Christie Commission 
(2011), a Scottish Government report on the future 
delivery of public services, highlighting to need to 
work collectively, and the new revised National 
Performance Framework (NPF). The purpose of the 
framework is: 

“To focus on creating a more successful country 
with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish 
through increased wellbeing, and sustainable and 
inclusive economic growth” 

The values central to the approach are: 

“We are a society which treats all our people with 
kindness, dignity and compassion, respects the rule 
of law and acts in an open and transparent way.” 

The work of CLfS arose from this context with a 
focus on working directly with leaders in whatever 
guise, those whose decisions and ways of working 
have a direct impact on people and communities.  
 
Areas of work for CLfS: 

 Direct facilitation of groups working to 
tackle systemic issues – this work can be of 
many months’ duration  

 Providing a programme to develop the 
facilitation capacity within public services 
to work and take action in complexity   

 Workshop events  
 Providing practice spaces and resources 

which support both self and group 
reflection  

 Modelling a culture of collaboration and 
building strong networks across the public 
service system 

 Producing and hosting learning festivals 
across Scotland with a focus on innovation; 
including events in Wales and Ireland 
 

The Human Learning System features of CLfS 
work: 

 

Human 

CLfS aims to support public service leadership 
which puts people and relationships at its heart. 
This approach stands in contrast to views of 
leadership as invested in the individual or as a 
single, hierarchical structure, focusing instead upon 
co-creating and enacting leadership in response to 
systemic social issues which require a collective 
response. CLfS provides leaders with the skills, 
through bespoke work, encouraging action inquiry 
to reflect on ways of working (as individuals 
through 1st person inquiry, and as groups of leaders 
through 2nd person inquiry and with the wider 
system through 3rd person inquiry).  

Learning  

CLfS seeks to bring learning and practice as close 
together as possible drawing on theories and 
models to inform and help collective sense-making 
about highly complex issues. There is a focus on 
listening and surfacing diversity to gain greater 
perspective and collectively search for new 
possibilities for action.  We embed research within 
these ways of working, evaluating the impact of 
learning, gathering stories through in-depth 
individual and group conversations to gain insight 
into people’s experiences, shaping future 
approaches to working. Drawing from extensive 
research in collective leadership and action inquiry, 
we review publications to systematically consider 
what can be learnt from wider studies and 
academic literature, as well as what CLfS 
approaches might contribute. We are also 
developing with a group of global academics and 
practitioners, a community around Collective 
Leadership and Leadership as Practice.  

Systems 

CLfS is driven by an approach that considers the 
health of the whole system and believes that 
organisations, professions and communities work 
best when they work together, rather than in 
siloes, around intractable problems.  

| Story of Change 
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On the 23rd March 2020, Scotland moved into 
lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Work 
across public services shifted and intensified in 
response to the new challenges that this 
unprecedented time presented. The key priority of 
work became continuing to keep essential services 
going, responding to crises. For those in leadership 
positions, this meant an increase in workloads, 
working hours and an intensified pace of working. 
Through conversations with public service partners, 
it became clear that feelings of exhaustion and 
overwhelm were rife. Our challenge became how 
we might best support people.  

Using our established links with partners, we 
designed a programme called ‘One Thing at a Time’. 
The intention of this was to provide a gentle 
framework that would cover four themes of 
collective leadership but provided spaces for 
individual reflection and stillness. The programme 
was accessed online, offering participants the 
opportunity to drop in and out at times that suited 
them and to participate to the extent that they 
were able. It ran over eight weeks, spending two 
weeks on each of the four themes, and with 
supportive practices like guided journaling and 
mindfulness running alongside.  

Themed 
week 

Structure 

Three 
Horizons 

Sessions and resources on the 
Three Horizons framework- a 
practical framework for thinking 
about the future. It sees time as 
a landscape and offers a way of 
considering where things are 
currently, and where we might 
envision a different future 
particularly beyond Covid-19 

Action 
Inquiry 

An invitation to co-inquiry so 
people could inquire individually 
and collectively into the 
questions that were most 
pressing for them during this 
time and find the support of a 
small group of fellow travellers 
in this journey 

Mindfulness 
and “Stable 
Mind”  

Using the work of Margaret 
Wheatley, and principles of 
mindfulness to explore and hold 
space for reflection in 
organisations (collectively, and 
individually). And to create what 
Meg calls “islands of sanity” 

Leading in 
the Unknown 

Working with Martin Kalunga-
Banda to make space for 
discussions and reflections about 
what it takes to lead in times like 
these. 

Supportive 
practices 

Including;  

Thirty-minute guided journaling 
sessions, offered twice a week  

Mindful photography  

Dialogue walks  

 

Over 900 people signed up for a total of 26 sessions 
over the eight weeks. Some were familiar faces, but 
others were new. The space created time and some 
practices for self-reflection, and for reflection on 
roles and priorities within organisations, based 
upon what people needed. As one participant 
(public service leader) explained;  

“When things are full on, and you’re focusing on 
keeping things running, and ensuring that 
colleagues are well, and dealing with crisis, and 
that’s before all the things outside of work, it’s easy 
to forget yourself. I’d been feeling really burnt out, 
but at the same time, that there wasn’t time to be 
burnt out so it was a vicious cycle. I nearly didn’t 
come to the session, but I’m so glad I did. It gave 
me the space to reflect, and to re-align and re-
envision what I needed to do to get to where I 
needed to be. I came away feeling more positive 
and just lighter. It was this that made me pay 
attention to looking after myself, and that I matter 
too, and that me having this sort of space and 
reflection isn’t a waste of time but it’s fundamental 
to continuing to deliver good services”. 
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The focus upon empathy and trust might not have 
been new to many in their leadership practice, but 
it offered a space for leaders to be supported, to 
receive care and the opportunity to slow down 
from frenetic activity. Whilst it is difficult to 
measure the impact, we know from qualitative 
feedback that it offered people ways of re-aligning 
focus, self-care and that the conversations were 
experienced as being part of a supportive 
community that they took back into their own lives, 
leadership and communities.  

Working with leaders across systems and 
organisations is aided by having strong partnership 
support. CLfS includes partners in steering groups, 
and our ongoing work has a wider reputation of 
working successfully to bring key people into the 
same room. This means that we benefit from a 
wider collective leadership community who can 
offer contributions to our work.  

CLfS’s position in the Scottish Government, through 
the recognition that creative approaches are 
needed, also provides an environment to develop 
and design responses. 

Whilst all CLfS work had previously been face to 
face, moving conversations online enabled a far 
wider reach into communities, increasing diversity, 
connectivity, and opening up possibilities for new 
partnerships. Implementing qualitative approaches 
to accompany the measure of key statistics offers 

the possibility of understanding the success and 
experiences of the programme and wider work 
from participants. It enables a way of seeing impact 
in ways that are not captured using numerical data 
alone. 

Having well-established relationships and being 
cognisant of demands also allowed the shift to offer 
focused opportunities that were short, create 
spaces to meaningfully connect with one another, 
have the potential to shift perspectives and lead to 
deeper levels of awareness.  

Developing a rapid response of an offer also 
brought with it challenges. Recognising that CLfS is 
also part of the system, this depended on the 
different perspectives of staff, and experiences of 
the team working together, particularly in the early 
stages of the pandemic. This meant combining 
work and home responsibilities, as well as 
redeployment of some team members. There were 
also initial uncertainties about whether we would 
be able to continue with our work, or whether the 
team in its entirety would be redeployed to work 
on other priority areas in the government. 
Delivering the programme meant recognising 
where those working for CLfS were modelling 
collective approaches within teams, and working 
flexibly to fill in roles and tasks to reduce other’s 
workloads.  

The shift from working face-to-face also meant 
developing entirely new ways of organising and 
engaging. This meant honestly and openly 
acknowledging what was known, and what was 
not.  

Another uncertainty was an initial hesitation about 
whether there was an appetite to engage and 
participate in learning activities during crisis 
responses. One Thing at a Time therefore worked 
much as an experiment, to assert and assess 

| Barriers and Tensions 

| What taking an HLS 
Approach Requires 

The focus upon 
empathy and trust… offered 

a space for leaders to be 
supported, to receive care 

and the opportunity to slow 
down from frenetic activity... 
 

| Enablers and Successes 
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whether there was a desire for this kind of offer. 
Therefore evaluating, working closely with 
partners, and gathering responses became 
particularly important, and our already established 
emergent ways of working meant that we could 
adapt and respond to these accordingly.  

Human  
 Recognising demands on those working 

across public services  
 Listening and responding to needs  
 Creating flexible & adaptable space to 

engage that participants could use in their 
own ways. 

 Creating empathy, trust, and safe spaces 
for deeper reflection  

Learning  
 Seeking out the best ways to evaluate 

programme (qualitative & quantitative)  
 Collaborating with partners to explore what 

went well for those running and attending 
sessions, what support would help, and 
what could be better improved next time.  

 Increasing our skills in virtual events and in 
particular creating welcoming and safe 
spaces in an online environment 

 Self-reflection 
 Our comfort with emergence and rapid 

innovation 
 That online working can transcend the 

limitations of geography and be more 
inclusive 

Systems 
 Acknowledging changing systems  
 Working flexibly  
 Being accountable to partners 
 Noticing what was happening in the system 

for people – overwhelm, frenetic activity. 
Finding ways to respond in order to provide 
what the system may require in order to 
bring some equilibrium 
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Based upon the initial findings from this work we have developed further programmes 
and developed more systematic work, repeating parts of the sessions which added the 
greatest value for people and experimenting with new offers. CLfS now has an 
established online presence, developing, and growing the global community, 
collaborating to hold two online festivals of learning and innovation and continuing to 
seek and develop a variety of resources, particularly around learning, reflection and 
connection. 

www.humanlearning.systems 


