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Essential Skills for Managing in Healthcare

Health professionals often take on managerial roles at short notice and with little or no
preparation. Although they may be highly clinically qualified and accomplished, the
practicalities and relationships involved in management – helping staff to feel motivated
and valued, building and leading teams, managing meetings and presentations, writing
reports and managing change, to name but a few – present new challenges and pitfalls
for which they are unprepared. 

This book is for managers and prospective managers who want to approach their new
responsibilities professionally from the very beginning. Based on the authors’
successful ‘Vital Signs’ education programme, it identifies the critical skills needed to
hit the ground running as a manager. It is an accessible, easily comprehensible guide to
gaining self-confidence and the respect of staff, and to creating a steady platform for
acquiring and mastering a wide range of skills in the future.     

‘This book is dedicated to helping leaders and managers prepare for people
responsibilities. It also addresses three areas that usually make leaders and managers
uncomfortable – running meetings successfully, making presentations and writing
reports. [It] gives accessible and practical examples and I have no hesitation in
commending it to a wide readership.’
From the Foreword by John Edmonstone
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Foreword

We live in an era in which it has become clearer and clearer what good leadership 
and managerial practice at work is. We know that if we are to attract and retain excel-
lent staff and get them to ‘go the extra mile’ then we have to treat them with respect, 
empathy and skill, and that the quality of our relationships with them is a major 
key to success. Yet report after report, survey after survey, show that many staff feel 
undervalued by their leaders and managers, whom they typically describe as ‘arro-
gant’, ‘insensitive’ and ‘clumsy’. As one employee told me in a focus group looking 
at employee engagement, ‘They regard us as human doings, not human beings!’

Clearly no one does this deliberately and many leaders and managers would be 
amazed and incredulous if they were able to hear what their staff really felt. Andrew 
Scowcroft and Andrew Price suggest that we should begin with an expectation that 
people will be led and managed well at work and that this should be the norm and 
not a lucky bonus. As they point out, no one would expect such professionals as 
doctors and lawyers to learn on the job, but that this is usually the case with leaders 
and managers. This book is dedicated to helping leaders and managers prepare for 
those responsibilities by focusing on working with individuals, teams and change. 
It also addresses three areas that usually make leaders and managers uncomfortable 
– running meetings successfully, making presentations and writing reports. Getting 
all these aspects right will go a long way towards ensuring that instead of negative 
reports, we will begin to hear staff say that they are ‘pleasantly surprised’ and even 
‘delighted’ by the way that they are treated.

Making (and mending) working relationships is the means of building up the 
social capital that our organisations increasingly rely on to succeed in this interde-
pendent world. This book gives accessible and practical examples of how this can be 
done and I have no hesitation in commending it to a wide readership.

John Edmonstone
Director, MTDS Consultancy

Senior Research Fellow 
School of Public Policy and Professional Practice 

University of Keele
August 2010
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Preface

Have you ever wondered what people talk about with their partners and families after 
a long day at work? Closer to home, what do you talk about when you drop the keys 
on the table and slump into a chair? Somewhere in those conversations, you will 
probably recognise the phrase: ‘You won’t believe what they did today!’

The way people are managed at work not only affects their work performance; 
it leaks out into the rest of their lives. It affects their evenings, their weekends, their 
holidays and even their career choices. The reputation of managers in organisations, 
particularly in terms of how their decisions impact on their staff, will travel far and 
wide. Bear in mind that management is not a popularity contest and occasionally 
managers will be required to make decisions and bring about changes that people 
feel uneasy about. However, these decisions can always be made with integrity and 
respect. Many of the ‘you won’t believe what they did today’ stories we hear about 
tend to focus on the sheer inexplicability of the management behaviour or its unfair-
ness, insensitivity or complete detachment from the people most affected.

Now for the really scary question if you are a manager: what do you think your 
staff will be saying tonight when they get home and regale their family with the edited 
highlights of your management actions? You may have a good idea, or you may be 
blissfully ignorant, but whatever your answer, it should give you food for thought.

This book is for managers who want to get ‘people management right’. It is written 
by two people who have had their share of good and indifferent people management, 
who have managed staff and who now make their living developing the people-
management skills of others. We have gone home and muttered about our treatment 
and we have been the patient listeners whilst others have done their muttering. As a 
result of these experiences, one simple question emerges.

What is it that we do to people at work that makes them so annoyed, so undervalued and 
so unwilling to give their best?
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Both of us have had successful careers in healthcare management, leadership and 
management development and, latterly, as independent development consultants. 
We have both obtained master’s degrees in management and change in complex 
organisations. These careers have brought us into regular contact with new manag-
ers, rising stars, world-weary managers, top executives and even those whose ‘escape 
tunnel’ has fi nally come up outside the perimeter fence and they have forged new 
careers.

We have also talked long into the night with the staff who work for and with 
these managers. Time after time we see that people management is absolutely vital 
to bottom-line performance and that routinely it is not done well. By this we do not 
mean that it is deliberately done badly, but that for many managers ignorance and 
the lack of meaningful feedback result in poor people management. The self-aware 
managers tell us that there are some skills they wish they had been given at the start. 
Their staff tell us that there are some skills that really would make the difference 
between them coming to work with a positive outlook and coming to work with a 
heavy heart. Unsurprisingly, the same topics come up again and again, and this book 
is designed to support the development of just those skills.

Andrew Scowcroft
Andrew Price

August 2010
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Introduction 

Picture the scene
You are waiting to see your new family doctor. Someone in the waiting area whispers in your 
ear: ‘You do know that they haven’t had any training yet? Apparently they did well at inter-
view and this is their fi rst week in the job. I hear that if they struggle, or if enough people 
complain, they might be sent on a course.’

Most people would head for the door and fi nd someone who did know what they 
were doing! It is simply incomprehensible, unacceptable and frankly dangerous for 
professionals to be let loose without some basic training followed by a demonstra-
tion of their minimum standard of competence. Why then is the management of 
people all too often seen as different? Do we think so little of the new manager, and 
the staff whose lives and work they are about to infl uence, that their training can 
wait, sometimes until years after their appointment, sometimes forever? Perhaps 
we do not see management as either important enough or even a profession. Our 
approach to preparing new managers certainly gives the clear impression that the 
work is unimportant and straightforward, with an expectation that the necessary 
skills can be picked up ‘on the job’.

We think new managers, and those they manage, deserve better. Therefore, this 
book is aimed directly at the person who, for whatever reason, fi nds themselves man-
aging, or about to manage, others. This might be due to a wished-for promotion, or 
it may simply be that looking after some staff comes with starting a new project. It 
may even be that an internal reorganisation has ‘bolted-on’ people management to 
an existing technical role.

This book does not set out to cover every management facet. There are several 
excellent and thoughtful manuals that address the increasingly complex world of 
management and leadership. Neither does it take just one topic and provide inten-
sive theoretical or step-by-step advice on mastering that single subject. Again, there 
are many fi rst-class single-issue books available.


