
 

 
Speaking of Values 

 

 

 

In conversation with Emma Fossey, Neil McLennan and 
Gary Walsh 



 

 
Speaking of Values 

In conversation with Emma Fossey, Neil 
McLennan and Gary Walsh 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

First published in 2016 by lulu.com 
 

 
Each paper is the intellectual property of the contributor and the authors. 

 
Copyright © Fossey, McLennan & Walsh (2016) – The rights of Fossey, McLennan and 
Walsh to be identified as the authors have been asserted by them in accordance with the 

relevant acts. 
 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or introduced 
into a retrieval system without the prior written consent of the authors and contributors.  





v 
 

Contents 

  Page 

  Foreword – Norman Drummond vii 

  Preface – Gary Walsh ix 

  Introduction – Neil McLennan 1 

   

1. Ewan Aitken, in support of Cyrenians 4 

2. Sue Bruce, in support of Leith’s Citadel Youth Centre 13 

3. Eileen Cummings, in support of Kibble 22 

4. Neva Haites, in support of Macmillan Cancer Support 29 

5. Gillian Hamilton, in support of the NSPCC 37 

6. Gurjit Singh Lalli, in support of Young Enterprise Scotland 44 

7. Su-a Lee, in support of the Euan MacDonald Centre for Motor Neurone Research 52 

8. Jordan Linden, in support of the Scottish Association of Mental Health 63 

9. Ryan Longmuir, in support of the Prince’s Trust 71 

10. Amanda McMillan, in support of the Prince and Princess of Wales Hospice 80 

11. Jim Milne, in support of Friends of Anchor 87 

12. Audrey Mooney, in support of Friends of Anchor 95 

13. Peter Russian, in support of the Euan MacDonald Centre for Motor Neurone  
Research 
 

102 

14. Tony Singh, in support of Sikh Sanjog 110 

15. Stewart Spence, in support of Maggie’s Centres 118 

16. Mike Stevenson, in support of Alzheimer’s Research UK 126 

  Reflections 135 

   
  APPENDIXES 

 Diagrams of S.H. Schwartz’s Value Structure 

138 



vi 
 

 

  



vii 
 

Foreword 

 

 

Values-based leadership has often been bandied about as ‘a nice to have’ rather 

than ‘a must to practise’. 

In this volume significant leaders of our times, from different backgrounds and 

positions, have courageously offered their time and their reflections on what makes 

them tick according to their values base. 

Yet these are not mere reflections. They are helpful indicators of the view that, 

as we often say at Columba 1400, “leadership, like life, is a lifelong process of 

refinement.”   

For those who enjoy leadership stories and accounts of improving or best 

practice, or for those who wish to check in and review their own practice of values-

based leadership, this collection of contemporary interviews provides plenty of food 

for thought, encouragement and, in many cases, inspiration as well. 

 
 
 
Norman Drummond CBE FRSE 

Founder President 

Columba 1400 
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Preface 

We are all explorers 

We journey through life, we struggle, we evaluate, we re-evaluate, we deviate, we 

stay the course, we learn and we discover. Through our explorations we develop a 

sense of Self, we develop a sense of Others and we develop a sense of the World. 

Among that ‘sense’ of things are values – often difficult to articulate, often in 

conflict, but always there. 

Values are essentially motivations: sets of beliefs and principles that guide how 

we live our lives. They are complex and multi-dimensional. They can be personal, 

familial, communal, social, cultural, political, organisational, local, global, moral, 

spiritual and material. Some values are ‘owned’ by us (e.g. our personal values), and 

some are ‘given’ to us (e.g. organisational values). As explorers it is all too easy to 

think of values simply as a compass, helping us to navigate our way through life. But 

this only tells part of the story. 

Values are the compass, wind, sails, maps and seas 

In truth, our values do not exist in isolation. We do not just apply our own 

values to our environment or circumstances: our environment is itself a product of 

values and frames on a bigger scale. Values therefore exist as relational devices, 

inextricably bound to our sense of Self and to our interactions with Others and the 

wider World. Our values shape all these interactions, which in turn shape our values 

in a fluid and reciprocal cycle. 

Research suggests that our personal values tend to cluster together in broad 

categories. This tells us that if someone is mainly motivated by ‘intrinsic’ values such 

as broadmindedness, equality, social justice, forgiveness, loyalty and friendship, they 

are less likely to be motivated by ‘extrinsic’ values such as wealth, authority, social 

recognition, influence and success, and vice versa (Schwartz 1992).  

As such, values are keenly felt. They represent our most deep-seated and 

fundamental views on life. It can be disorientating, even upsetting, when our values 

are challenged by those of another person or the broader system – we can 
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experience a kind of cognitive dissonance. And so, values inevitably come into 

conflict. This conflict can feel disconcerting and sometimes alienating. It can reveal 

to us that we essentially experience the world as a series of contradictions and that 

our job is to ‘get on’ as best we can (Bowden, 2013). Living by our values can turn 

out to be a continual process of sense-making, negotiation, reflection, discovery and 

sometimes even trade-offs. 

The wind and waves can endeavour to take you off course 

Other research suggests that most people in the UK, irrespective of gender, age, 

region or political persuasion, tend to adopt compassionate values such as 

helpfulness, equality and protection of nature. It also suggests, however, that we 

think the majority of other people adopt mainly selfish values. Part of the reason for 

this inaccurate perception is that our institutions, our schools included, inadvertently 

encourage us to adopt selfish or extrinsic values (Common Cause Foundation, 

2016). 

We are encouraged to pursue wealth, authority, influence, recognition and 

success. We are told that the economy will reward us but only if we think along the 

lines of ‘value’ and not ‘values’. We are convinced that Others will try to stop us 

along the way or get there ahead of us. At times the World can even appear as a 

savage sorting of winners and losers: a dangerous place where we are collectively 

contributing to social and environmental outcomes that nobody wants. It can 

sometimes be difficult to see the positive values we all share. 

Who is in that ship on the horizon, and what do they want? 

The reality, more often than not, is that ‘they’ – the Others – are living the same 

series of conflicts and contradictions as we are. They are navigating the same seas 

and may even be in the same boat, as our global challenges of climate change, 

security and social justice become increasingly interconnected. It is during the 

‘teachable’ moments when we engage with the values of Self, Others and the World, 

that we can learn the most valuable lessons. 

This steers us towards the need to promote and share stories of compassionate 

values, providing more of a visible presence of the positive values that so many 
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people share, and to challenge the narrative suggesting that our values are somehow 

in decline. It may be instead that they are dormant and need to be activated through 

concerted efforts aimed at change, development and empowerment.  

This book, in the main, is about just that – “Speaking of Values”. It charts the 

stories of a diverse group of people and their journeys. In contributing to the book 

they have been challenged to reflect on the role of values – a role that may have 

been implicit and can be difficult to define or capture. The chapters focus mainly on 

personal values and are therefore grounded in the daily interactions and moments 

between people. They reveal a number of shared themes, principal among them 

being a concern for fellow human beings, an openness to explore the values of Self 

and Other, and a determination to make things better.   

Perhaps this endeavour tells us a little about the human spirit and how it can be 

energised. After all, it is not the seas we conquer but ourselves. 

To explore is to be alive.
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Introduction  

In 2008 Neil McLennan and Kevin Murphy embarked on a publication to 

explore the key skills required for success in the 21st century. The idea came about 

after long discussions between the two on the need for learners to have more 

information on skills and how to develop them. Both Neil and Kevin are university 

graduates who have worked in the public sector and management consultancy. Their 

reflections led them to conclude that education had done little to prepare them with 

work-ready skills. Their resulting publication, “Determined to Succeed”, was 

published in 2013 in an effort to support others in this area and influence future 

education policy. Primarily aimed at students, teachers and career changers it 

presented a series of case studies compiled from interviews with a cross-section of 

people who had achieved success across a range of employment sectors. 

Commended by the chair of a Government Commission into youth 

employment, Sir Ian Wood, the book was greeted with great interest by the 

education sector and subsequently purchased by a public-private economic 

development partnership for use in schools. Following its successful launch, 

accompanied by photo calls at Edinburgh Castle, enquiries flooded in about a 

follow-up publication. Within a year McLennan and Murphy were ready to publish 

their second book on the topic, “The Art of Achievement”, as part of a wider 

movement to shift the focus of education towards a better balance of traditional 

knowledge and skills development.  

In the meantime, another front was opening up within the education sphere. 

Discussions around character and values education were now being promoted, 

thanks in particular to the work and provocative insights of Gary Walsh. As Gary 

and Neil began to exchange initial thoughts via that other, highly popular, medium 

for sharing ideas – Twitter – a couple of other events that would prove significant 

were taking place. First, a review of “Determined to Succeed” in Holyrood magazine 

by respected former headteacher Alex Wood noted the need to give further 

consideration to what constitutes success today. Looking back over the case studies 

in both books it is clear that skills are only part of the story. Second, a conversation 
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between Neil and “Art of Achievement” contributor chef Craig Wilson about his 

charity work confirmed that the latter’s success, and that of others, is as much about 

the desire to ‘give back’ as it is being able to ‘put in’ through their skills.   

These moments led to Neil and Gary’s decision to craft a third publication, this 

time examining the values underpinning success. An additional linchpin in the 

writing team would be Emma Fossey. Emma, who had supported earlier 

publications with her insightful critique and keen proofreading eye, would not only 

bring to the project an additional bank of experiences from public and private sector 

research but would also support the process by joining Neil and Gary in sourcing, 

interviewing and writing a new set of case studies. 

Once formed, the authoring team set about discussing the place of values in 

peoples’ lives and in their work. This in itself sparked much interest outside the 

team, confirming that the publication would be welcome as much for provoking 

wider conversations on the subject.  

Using the values framework of Shalom Schwartz (1992) as a guide, the trio was 

keen to explore the role of values and frames such as benevolence, universalism, 

power, achievement and self-direction. And so from there, building upon the 

reviews and analysis already conducted by Gary, they began to consider potential 

case studies. As they started to approach possible contributors it became clear that 

everyone had a view on values, a story to tell, a role model to point to and a firm 

belief in what constituted their values set. Names emerged that were quickly 

endorsed by others and these became the book’s starting point. The aim was to 

ensure a wide range of perspectives from as diverse a group as possible. Originally 

the intention was to include an international element, but the scale and logistics of 

doing so meant that Scotland had to become the main focus. Nevertheless, it is the 

authors’ hope that this local ‘pebble’ will send out ripples strong enough to reach an 

international audience and stir up others around the globe. Certainly the 

conversation so far has been stimulating, engaging and thought-provoking. Best of 

all, it already has people "Speaking of Values." 

To continue to engage in this conversation please do look up look up the blog 

at www.bit.ly/SpeakingOfValues or on social media track and enagage in the 

conversation using the hashtag #SpeakingOfValues . 
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Join us in “Speaking of Values” 
With the chapters now complete it is evident that one of the dominant themes 

to emerge is that of charity, as an anchor in people’s life, beliefs and sense of 

meaning. With this in mind, we have pledged to donate the sales from the book to 

charities chosen by our contributors who have been so willing to share their values 

and values journey with us. To that end the e-book is available via the JustGiving 

website, with all contributions going to the various charities listed against each case 

study on the Contents page.   

We have put no price on the e-book, but we would ask that you give generously 

in return for what we trust you will find a uniquely thought-provoking, challenging 

and heartening read. Profits from sales of paperback and hardback copies will also 

be distributed to the charities chosen.  To be able to support fourteen charities as 

part of the project keeps to the spirit in which the book is intended. As you leave 

your contribution we invite you to submit your own views on values and perhaps 

share with us the name of those who inspire you by theirs, and thereby keep this 

fascinating and important conversation going.  The conversation will continue on 

social media at the hashtag #SpeakingOfValues .  
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1.  Ewan Aitken  

Ewan Aitken heads up Cyrenians, a charity that supports people 
excluded from family, home, work or community, and especially those facing 
homelessness. Both the organisation’s creative, consensual approach to 
helping others, and its philosophy – of journeying together on the road to 
change – could just as accurately be used to describe its leader.   

From Paisley to Nairobi, Buffalo to New Zealand and countless places in 
between, Ewan’s own journey has been a profoundly experiential and 
rewarding one. By turns youth worker, minister, politician and activist, he is 
driven by the belief that personal fulfilment comes through the service of 
others – in serving others’ needs so our own needs are met – which is why he 
has dedicated his life to helping others in the pursuit of peace and social 
justice.   

Ewan Aitken is Chief Executive of Cyrenians 

 
Born in Paisley, I was just six months old when my family upped sticks to live in 

Nairobi. It was there that I first encountered the business of power and colour, 

although I was not aware of it in such terms. At school most of my friends were 

black, which made me the ethnic minority. The crucial difference was that in Nairobi, 

my ethnic minority held a disproportionate amount of power and influence. 

Coming back to Dunfermline when I was just seven, I experienced a different 

kind of being in the minority. I wasn’t from Fife. I had a posh accent and, most 

unforgivable of all, an utter ignorance of football. I found the transition very difficult 

and spent several challenging years trying to make sense of who I was. Thankfully 

high school introduced me to two sporting activities that got me through: rugby and 

athletics. I wasn’t particularly talented but I had an inspirational teacher, the late 

John Forster, who had the capacity to draw out of us strengths we didn’t know we 

had. Thanks to him, my finest sporting hour was winning the 1979, under-17s, Fife 

Schools’ 800 metres championship. I can still remember every step of that race. 

Even today, when I’m digging deep for strength and resilience to face tough 
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challenges I still return to the emotions I felt as I turned the final bend, saw the 

winning line and realised I could win. 

Inspired by the principles of the Iona Community, whose members I met when 

I was eighteen, I left school and worked as a Community Service Volunteer in 

Ruchill in Glasgow doing detached youth work. There I met young people who 

believed they had no voice. When I encouraged them to join the march against 

unemployment they refused, saying, “No-one listens to the like of us.” I then moved 

to Brighton to study Social Anthropology at Sussex University. There I worked part-

time in Intermediate Treatment, an alternative to custody for teenagers. Those young 

boys regularly told me, “No-one cares for us so why should we care for anyone 

else?” Both sets of experiences taught me that if I was to make a meaningful 

difference to people’s lives I needed to better understand what those who are 

excluded live through every day, emotionally as well as materially, and to become 

more politically active.   

Coming back to Scotland to train for Ministry in the Church of Scotland, I 

joined the Iona Community. I co-founded and lived for three years in a Columban 

Community in Edinburgh’s Muirhouse, supporting a local youth club and other 

community projects. I then spent a year in Buffalo, New York, helping to turn 

around a declining church, before returning to Edinburgh and making the best move 

of my life by marrying Hilary.  

In the years that followed I learned about love, life and story from the 

communities I served. As assistant minister from 1991-93 in South Leith church in 

Edinburgh I set up a credit union, an experience which later helped me in founding 

one of the largest credit unions in the UK. Then for two years, Hilary and I back-

packed around the world. We nearly stayed in New Zealand as we found its way of 

life very appealing, but from afar it seemed that politics in Scotland was changing 

and I wanted to be part of it. I returned in 1995 to St Margaret’s Parish in Edinburgh 

to be parish minister. There I established the Ripple Project, a community 

organisation set up to help local people help themselves through twenty different 

projects. 

In 1999 I was elected to City of Edinburgh Council. After a brief time on the 

backbenches I become Education Convenor in 2001. I initially continued in the 
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parish by creating the first parish minister job-share in Scotland, but eventually the 

workload became too much and in 2002 I left it to became a full-time councillor. In 

2003 I was appointed Education Spokesperson for CoSLA (Convention of Scottish 

Local Authorities) and in 2006 was elected Leader of Edinburgh City Council. 

Despite Labour losing power in 2007 I was re-elected Labour Group Leader. The 

new administration, for its own reasons, chose not to work with other parties on the 

Council and I didn’t want to spend my time just opposing things. So in 2008 I 

resigned as leader, took a job away from the Council and went to the backbenches. I 

made a brief return to frontline politics in 2011, standing for the Scottish Parliament. 

Despite increasing the Scottish Labour vote I lost, and I stood down from the 

Council in 2012. 

In 2013 I was appointed Chief Executive of Cyrenians. The job captures my 

journey and, I believe, makes the most sense of my experiences. Cyrenians is an 

organisation that is led by values. I am surrounded by extraordinary, committed 

people. I have the opportunity to lead them and those we serve on a journey of 

change. The issues are the same ones of exclusion and hope that have driven me all 

my life. I’ve never been happier.  

 
In meeting the needs of your neighbour, a stranger and especially your 
enemy, so your own human needs will be met 

I am not driven by the rigidity of religious creed or rules in the name of faith. 

Organised religion often gets in the way of what those who are part of it want to 

achieve. I do, though, connect to the communities created by faith. I joined the Iona 

Community because its philosophy appealed to my beliefs about what is important: 

justice, peace and community; a focus on others as opposed to the self; a shared and 

accountable life; and, a truth found in service and hope.   

Living by the principles of the Iona Community means being accountable to 

and sharing with others your time, money and skills. That is the vow we take. By 

working on behalf of each other we increase our capacity to contribute to a wider 

range of things, thus achieving a sum of parts far greater than anything we could 

achieve on our own. In the Columban Community there were eight of us, each with 

different daily lives but committed to saving money together, doing one thing in the 
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local community (in my case, working in a local youth club), and to meeting once a 

week to eat and share what we were doing, holding each other and ourselves to 

account, and supporting and challenging one another. In those shared lives we 

achieved more than we could have on our own. It was in this community that I 

understood how I could live out my belief that the fundamental task of life is to 

serve others, if necessary sacrificially. Achieving this is much more possible when 

shared in community.  

Throughout my life I have sought to bring about change to meet the needs of 

others. For me, the power to bring about that change lies in the quality of our 

human relationships and the will to act politically. In amongst this is the significance 

of forgiveness and what it takes to forgive others and ourselves. It is in those places 

that we find true peace, fulfilment and justice.  

 
The power of human relationships 

I believe that the human condition is predicated on relationships, and that how 

we see ourselves is a reflection of our relationships with others. That is why, for 

example, for me the deepest significance of teaching lies in not the act of imparting 

knowledge but the quality of the teacher–pupil relationship. I mentioned earlier how 

the confidence my sports teacher instilled in me helped me through a difficult phase 

in my childhood. Conversely, when I was doing youth work in Glasgow I met a 

young man who as a child had been told by his schoolteacher that he was rubbish 

(though in far less polite terms!), and it had stayed with him ever since. It stayed with 

me too, so that when I became a councillor I funded an initiative to train teachers 

about how the words they use and the way they relate to young people can affect 

those young people’s self-confidence. 

 
Supporting others to find their own answers 

I was just eighteen when I realised that however well-meaning our intentions we 

do not help others simply by imposing on them our idea of what they need. Working 

as a community service volunteer in Ruchill I saw first-hand how the journey from 

tough reality to human flourishing is a slow one. We had managed to find a flat for a 

man we’d been working with, but in just six months he lost it because he was 
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fiddling the electricity meter. When I asked the social worker what we should do his 

reply was: “Listen, it’s taken him twenty-one years to get into this mess. It might take 

him another twenty-one to get out of it.” That experience taught me that our task is 

to journey with people for as long as it takes, and that there may be much stumbling 

before someone can say they are in a better place. Nor can we assume that we know 

what that place should be – it is for them to make that decision.  

During my year in Buffalo, New York I worked with a group of people who 

were trying to decide what to do about their local church. They had been without a 

minister for several years and were unsure whether to carry on or close down. 

Spending time getting to know each other and then beginning to look outwards we 

discovered together that their survival lay in understanding and responding to the 

real challenges that the local community faced and the crucial role the church could 

play in overcoming them. Working together we were able to secure enough funding 

to turn the church around and run much-needed community programmes for the 

next five years. That the church continued to run for a further twenty-five years was 

testament to the group’s new-found ability to find its own answers.  

A year or so later, through my job as an Edinburgh parish minister, I regularly 

found myself sitting in people’s front rooms trying to work out what to say at 

somebody’s funeral as they told the story of their life with their loved one. Through 

those occasions I came to understand that when religion says it has all the answers, it 

doesn’t even understand the question. The task is not to tell or even to talk, but just 

to listen deeply and reflect back; to journey with them; and by doing so to help them 

hold on to how their pain is a love story and to understand what their love might 

mean for them for the next week, month and beyond. It is about recognising that 

their lives will be changed forever but helping them, through that journey, to 

discover some healing and some hope.  

Some years later I set up the National Prison Visitor Centre Steering group to 

support families visiting a loved one in prison. We know that prisoners visited 

regularly by whoever they call family are up to six times less likely to reoffend. Each 

family is different, each relationship is different, but if we support the nurturing of 

those relationships, lives can be healing and hope can be discovered. The point is 

not for us to have the answer, but to be with people in such a way that they can find 
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the answers themselves. How well we can do that depends on the nature of our 

human relationships.  
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Sharing power  
The moment you have power, your primary task should be to give it up. When I 

worked as a parish minister it got to the stage where I would turn up on a Sunday 

and do the welcome and the benediction while the rest of the service was taken by 

others – worship by the people for the people. Powerful people make a fundamental 

error when they try to use their power to control others. Sharing power to enable 

others to lead themselves brings far more influence and the ability to bring about 

more change. Yes, we have a role; yes, we have decisions to make; and yes, 

sometimes we might have the authority to go with it. But first and foremost, we are 

humans in a relationship. If you can focus on that then any decisions you do have to 

take – even, or perhaps especially, if they are difficult ones – will be better ones.  

As Leader of City of Edinburgh Council I made many decisions. One of them 

was to build a number of new schools, which meant having to close some existing 

ones. Unsurprisingly this met with angry opposition in certain communities. On one 

occasion, against the advice of my colleagues I invited the protestors from one of 

those areas into my office to tell me how they felt. It was a tough and emotional 

meeting but we had a conversation which, the protestors told me, they had never 

had with a politician. They subsequently invited me to visit them, which I did on 

around twenty-five occasions, because to make sure my decisions were the right 

ones I had to know what it was like to be where they were. Not only did I really get 

to know them, but they came to understand why I thought my plan was still the best. 

They even campaigned for me at the next election because, I believe, we had treated 

each other like human beings.  

I wasn’t able to do the same for every decision the Council made, but whenever 

I could I spent time with those communities affected by our decisions, simply to 

listen. Sometimes we did change our decisions. Even when we didn’t, I believe 

respectful listening meant that even those who were angry with us saw us as people 

they disagreed with rather than their enemy. Power must be rooted in the lives 

affected by its use, for decisions to be authentic. 

Now, at Cyrenians, I spend as much time as I can with staff, volunteers and 

those we journey with. Their experiences, their stories, their aspirations and their 

challenges are the building blocks of the decisions I am charged with taking.  
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Finding common humanity in difference 
I believe that it is through acknowledging and reflecting upon differences that 

we grow, and thus that the best place to learn about ourselves is with others who are 

not like us. For that reason we should actively seek out difference. Even, or perhaps 

especially, in deeply uncomfortable places I still know that I'm learning about who I 

am better than if I were in some cosy echo chamber. 

During a trip to Sikkim, in India, Hilary and I were invited to eat with a local 

family. We were uncomfortable because they were poor, had little to spare and their 

rules of etiquette required us to eat before they did. Those with us told us that not to 

respect their wishes would have been to impose our idea of what is appropriate, 

insulting our hosts and their notion of hospitality. We don’t always have to like or 

accept the differences we see, and it’s okay to question and challenge, but unless we 

start from a place of understanding we will miss the mark. That means sometimes 

being willing to experience things in ways we find uncomfortable.  

When Terry McCormack, a local man who’d boxed for Scotland, asked for my 

support as local councillor to set up a boxing club for local young people, I struggled 

with supporting a violent sport whilst not wanting to reject his commitment to the 

community. Local residents were very much against it because they thought it would 

attract trouble. At a public meeting we set up to hear everyone’s views, however, 

Terry won over his sceptics by explaining that he was simply “trying to be a good 

neighbour”. His words resonated with his audience because, despite their 

differences, he understood where they were coming from and that actually everyone 

wanted the same outcome. Eight years later, Lochend Boxing Club boasts a silver 

and gold Commonwealth medallist among the 160 kids who regularly make use of its 

facilities. Local people are proud of how the club has brought about significant 

positive change in many young lives. I still struggle with boxing as an idea, but I’m a 

big fan of Lochend Boxing Club.  

 
Conclusion 

My fundamental belief is that if we journey with others in service, so their needs 

are met and they can flourish as human beings; and so our needs will be met as well 
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and we can be the people we want to be. We may all be individual but we are not, at 

our core, autonomous beings. Our search for fulfilment is relational not individual. 

I no longer hold to the creeds of the church, but I do believe that our deepest 

contentment as human beings is to be found in the call to risk loving not just our 

neighbour or even a stranger, but our enemy. We are called to risk forgiving others, 

even when it seems impossible, and to know when we need forgiveness; and we are 

called to be there when those we journey with stumble and to know that our own 

stumbling on the way is also all part of learning to be human. 
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2.  Sue Bruce 

It is Sue Bruce’s contention that if you believe you can achieve what you 
set out to, anything is possible. Her award-winning (the Prince’s Business 
Ambassador Award, Scottish Public Sector Leader of the Year, Damehood) 
career is certainly testament to that belief. From youth worker to three times 
chief executive, she has actively sought out and overcome challenges 
considered by others to be unfixable or too risky.  

Since stepping down in 2015 she continues to help others – ‘rewired not 
retired’ as she describes herself – working with organisations such as Young 
Scot, the RSNO and the SCDI, still guided by the values she has benefited 
from since childhood.    

Sue Bruce DBE, is former Chief Executive of Edinburgh City Council 

 

I think that values travel with you all your life, although you might refine, add to 

or possibly even delete one or two of them along the way. The things that were 

drilled into me as a child were respect, honesty, integrity and humility, and I believe 

they have served me well throughout my life.   

My childhood was very happy-go-lucky but there were always clear boundaries 

about things like values. Respect, for example, didn’t automatically come with a job 

title but had to be earned. Sharing too, was important. I can remember when my 

younger brother was born, at home. My elder brother and I were being looked after 

by a neighbour and had been sent out to play. When we came back in, there he was. 

To help us over the shock our parents gave us each a gift from him. It was a smart 

thing to do and an early demonstration of the value of inclusiveness and thinking 

about other people’s feelings.    

Growing up we moved around a lot. My father’s work took him all over the UK 

so that by the time I was fourteen I’d been to about nine schools in five different 

education authorities. With each fresh start I would be arriving with the wrong 

curriculum, the wrong uniform and the wrong accent. My mum recalls that wherever 

we went I would adopt the local accent. Whether it was because I thought blending 



14 
 

in was the safest thing to do, I don’t know. I was also young for my year group so I 

spent a lot of time catching up.  

We eventually settled in Aberdeenshire, but those years of upheaval 

undoubtedly had an impact on me. One of the upshots is that I have no long-term 

friends from before I was twenty. As a result I can maintain relationships but pick 

up and drop off communications very easily, something others might find difficult to 

understand. Another, and I didn’t reflect on this until the last ten years or so, is that 

it has made me completely comfortable with change to the point that I feel I can 

pretty much manage anything that’s thrown at me. I’m very resilient and self-

sufficient, not terribly dependent on others and have a great appetite for risk. The 

latter in particular can be unsettling for people around me. All the moving around is 

probably also why I find it hard to stay in a job for more than four or five years. 

Sorting out mess and implementing change I relish, but when things are running 

smoothly it’s time for me to move on. 

During my schooldays we went away on several occasions to an outdoor centre. 

I loved all the exercise and being out and about, and decided that being an outdoor 

education instructor was the job for me. I was told that a diploma in Youth and 

Community would get me there, so at seventeen I left home for Glasgow’s 

Jordanhill College of Education. It didn’t, of course. What it initially got me was 

three months of unemployment, which was hard to take. 

My career began in 1976 – a time of recession and high unemployment – 

courtesy of a job creation scheme run by Strathclyde Region as it was then. It was in 

education services, social economic regeneration specifically. After a year I was made 

permanent and for the next twenty years I stayed with Strathclyde, moving jobs 

within. At first I was based locally, always in quite seriously deprived areas. Then, at 

the time of the big council reorganisation, I was asked to fill in at the centre and 

thereafter secured an acting principal’s job. My next move, into the directorate of 

education, came despite being just thirty-five years of age, having no degree and 

never having been a teacher! I appreciate the lucky breaks I’ve had, although I also 

believe in a maxim my brothers and I have always held: the harder you work, the 

luckier you are. 
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Whilst working I went on to do a degree – an M.Phil. in Politics. When I 

finished I swore blind I’d never study while working again but by that October I was 

back, studying for my LLB. In 1995/6 I was appointed deputy director of education 

in East Ayrshire. I stayed until 2000 then moved to East Dunbartonshire Council as 

Director of Education, Social Work, Housing and Cultural Services, my job being to 

unite the four services under one directorate. In 2004 I became chief executive, 

followed by roles as chief executive in Aberdeen in 2008 and then Edinburgh in 

2011. I’ve tried to stay grounded in reality throughout my career, and I believe that 

my early days in local communities gave me a great foundation as a chief executive.  

When I retired from local government in 2015 it was the right thing to do. I was 

exhausted and my health was suffering. It’s been a weird transition though, and for 

the first few days I thought, “Well, who am I now?” because I’d been a public 

servant for almost forty years. With the hiatus following the EU referendum I’ve 

also found no longer being directly involved in institutional solution-finding a bit 

unsettling, but on reflection I think that has been part of the adjustment process. 

Over time I have reflected upon my principles and values, and I’ve realised that none 

of them has fundamentally changed and I’ll take them wherever I go next. I’m doing 

some pro bono work – I always think that giving back is important – but I balance that 

with some remunerated work and some time off. A year later I can honestly say that 

I’ve settled into my new life. I’ve recovered my health and fitness, and importantly 

am spending time with family and friends – something I’ve not been able to do 

enough of over the years. 

 
MY VALUES 

It’s difficult to separate out my values because they are inter-related. My early 

experiences in outdoor education illustrate this. You were there to learn and discover 

your own weaknesses so there’s humility in that, but there was also a respect for 

what you could bring. There was the isolation of being out in the hills that called for 

resilience, and in the water the knowledge that if you fell out of your canoe it was 

largely up to you whether or not you drowned! For me, integrity and personal 

accountability – what you do to yourself and to others – is a big deal. Sometimes I 

was there in a team, sometimes as an individual; sometimes following, sometimes 
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leading. If you don’t play your part, honestly and with integrity, then you can put 

others in danger. The same goes for life itself.  

Respect 
When I arrived at Aberdeen Council as the new chief executive it was in a poor 

state: there had been a public inquiry and Government was considering sending in a 

taskforce. Despite the incredible strength of the economy, the city seemed in some 

ways to reflect the malaise. I’d never seen so many people jump the traffic lights, so 

many ‘keep left’ signs kicked into the bushes and so many men urinating in the 

streets. Although I knew the city reasonably well I couldn’t believe some of what this 

new insight was showing me. When I took up post, on 1st December, I told 

colleagues I would take a couple of months to assess the situation and come back to 

them with ideas and recommendations. By Christmas Eve I could see that it was too 

risky to leave things that long.    

What the Council needed was rapid, wholesale change. This was really tough for 

its officers because for them, whether architects, unwitting accomplices or victims of 

circumstance, change brought uncertainty. Nevertheless, they understood that the 

Council’s reputation was damaged and that the city was suffering. After a frank but 

respectful discussion during which I explained my reasoning, even some most at risk 

of losing their jobs were keen to contribute positively right to the last. We all 

understood that if they were to move on, whether to redundancy, retirement, 

another job or back to the Council, they needed to shed their ‘baggage’. So I hired an 

excellent facilitator who could support them individually through that journey. In the 

end we didn’t have a single tribunal or grievance. Some of them even said that 

perversely, despite the difficult circumstances, it was in some ways a good experience 

because they re-discovered themselves along the way.  

Jimmy Reid, in his speech during the Upper Clyde ship workers’ dispute in the 

1970s, questioned why we refer to life as a rat race. “A rat race is for rats,” he said. 

“We’re not rats. We’re human beings.” In essence his message was that whatever 

we’re doing, and however difficult it is, we should respect people and not “blunt 

[our] critical faculties”. I’ve reflected on these words many times in my life and 

they’ve been a real reference point for me: if, in dealing with a difficult matter you 

treat people with respect and courtesy, hopefully they won’t be too damaged but can 



17 
 

instead grow from it and go on to lead successful lives. That’s what I was aiming for. 

If I was in that position that’s how I would like to be treated. In fact I have been in 

that position and my experience wasn’t always positive. And that, I suppose, goes to 

the heart of where my values are.   

 
Integrity 

From Aberdeen I went to Edinburgh, straight into the trams controversy. Of 

course that was a big part of the reason I took the job. I’d been sitting in the foyer of 

the Royal Society of Edinburgh when someone I knew came up to me and said, 

“You’re not thinking of applying for Edinburgh are you? It’s in such a mess you’d 

need to be mad to do it.” And I thought: definitely! 

One of my biggest challenges there was getting people to trust me. “We trust 

you,” they would say. “We just don’t trust officers,” some would follow. “But I am 

an officer,” I would reply. This went on and on. It took years for me to convince 

some that I was probably trustworthy. Although I appreciate that like respect, trust 

has to be earned, I found it the hardest thing to swallow because I always endeavour 

to keep my integrity intact, I’ve always been earnest about what I do and I’ve always 

genuinely worked to put my best foot forward. I am who I am, I do what I do and I 

will account for that. On the whole I think that others are like-minded. 

Edinburgh was also the job that came closest to breaking me. The Mortonhall 

infant cremation issue was probably the most difficult thing I have ever dealt with. It 

was heartbreaking to see the effect on people’s lives. Former Lord Advocate, Elish 

Angiolini, was appointed to lead the investigation; the subsequent action group I 

chose to lead personally. I did so because as chief executive I felt strongly in the kind 

of leadership model that says that when there’s s*** hitting the fan at a million miles 

an hour, you should be the one who stands up and catches it. I worked with some 

amazing people through it – bereaved parents, colleagues from other agencies and 

some incredibly sensitive and talented colleagues in our own organisation. Some 

bonds were forged through that experience that could never have been foreseen. But 

it was so unbelievably tough emotionally, on top of several wearing years, that 

afterwards I simply ran out of energy.  
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Humility and generosity of spirit 
I was in a meeting the other day when someone I was talking to asked me why I 

hadn’t travelled first class. “It never occurred to me,” was my reply. The train wasn’t 

crowded. Had it been, or had I needed peace and quiet, I reflected, then I might 

have. This person was amazed and advised that I should always go first class. It 

seemed to me that he thought me a naïve sort of person and I wondered if it 

affected his perception of me in the round. I suppose it’s about seeing yourself as 

others see you, and managing humility in a way that doesn’t diminish your attributes 

in the eyes of others.   

It’s good to see humility in commercial business too. One of the core values of 

the energy company SSE, for whom I am a non-executive director, is the absence of 

hubris. It’s rare to see that written down, but it really comes through in the way the 

company operates and I feel comfortable working in that kind of environment.   

At the other end of the spectrum is the humility I feel when I see how hard 

other people’s lives are. Several years ago I became involved with the Citadel Youth 

Centre in Leith, run by fellow youth worker Willy Barr. It was the middle of the 

latest recession and we were travelling back from a conference at which we’d both 

been speaking. He was saying that in his twenty-five years in Leith he’d never seen 

such poverty. One Friday they’d been clearing up the café and found one of his 

young mothers retrieving an unused baked potato from the bin. Her giro had run 

out and she had no money to buy food. So Willy had made her up a food parcel to 

tide her over.  

I was absolutely horrified by his story. As soon as I got home I ordered food 

and nappies and sent them to him. We had to laugh because Willy couldn’t move for 

boxes – you know what Amazon’s packaging is like!! It was December, so Willy and 

his team divided everything up into parcels to help the young mothers through 

Christmas.  

The Citadel is one of my favourite charities. The work it does for the local 

community is essential and generates a lot of inclusive, inter-generational work. I get 

a real buzz from being charitable and have supported several charities over the years. 

I do it because it feels right. Maybe one day I might feel impoverished and regret it, 

but I won’t. I’ve never really been driven by money, although I have earned well 
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relatively speaking. I really enjoyed what I was doing: it was worthwhile and I had 

something to contribute.    

  
Honesty 

As is true for most people, my words and actions have always been underpinned 

by honesty. In my recent jobs in particular, it has made for some hard conversations. 

For example, I was honest and forthright about what I saw as the problems and 

solutions for Aberdeen Council. As a result, in around eighteen months we were able 

to turn a failing organisation with a 20% budget deficit into a sustainably improving 

one with better services and a £9 million operating surplus. These were hard 

successes to come by and many people played a crucial part in achieving them, 

including the teams around me, other key players and our service users.  

When I joined City of Edinburgh Council in 2011 it was statistically the worst 

performing local authority area in Scotland for positive destinations for young 

people – that is, for young people going into work, training or further education. So 

when in my first week I was invited to a business breakfast talk for the Chamber of 

Commerce, I duly stood up and told them frankly that the city should be ashamed of 

the situation. I suggested that it was not my problem, but ours, and if they were 

willing then together we could fix it.  

That forthrightness worked, and out of it emerged the Edinburgh Guarantee – a 

scheme to help Edinburgh’s young people into employment. The Council was 100% 

behind the initiative and our teams worked collaboratively with others to make it 

happen. Apprenticeships across as many occupational groups as possible, Inspiring 

Young People for those furthest away from the labour market and Project Search 

for young people on the autistic spectrum soon followed. By spring 2014 we had 

become the fastest improving local authority area in the UK. The scheme is still 

going strong, with approximately 500 business partners, including the Council, 

creating around 2,000 posts and boosting the city’s economy in 2015 to the tune of 

around £4.2 million.  

The City’s response to this challenge was brilliant. Once the problem was 

understood, people and businesses across the spectrum rallied round and made a real 

commitment to making a difference. The values that are part of me are clearly also 
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part of many others. The reason why I was so strong on this was that my first break 

into employment was through a job creation scheme. Some bureaucrat somewhere 

thought we’ve got to do something for these young people, one of whom was me. 

Perhaps that’s also why I couldn’t resist informally helping other young people I 

would meet at bus stops, in taxis, wherever, by bringing them into the office and 

giving them unpaid shadowing or work experience. Not only did they gain invaluable 

experience, it was also good for our team because they wanted to play their part - it 

made us all think about what we were doing and we felt good to be helping others. 

Some of them keep in touch and have since made good careers. 

 
Conclusion 

I came from humble beginnings and worked my way up, so the first thing I’d 

say is never underestimate your potential. To a large extent you are limited only by 

your own lack of ambition or determination. If you develop a core set of values that 

mean something to you and you’re comfortable with, they will travel with you 

through life. When you’re in a hard place and you’re wondering where to go next, 

fall back on those values and they’ll help you to take the next step forward. Do your 

best, be honest and be charitable of spirit, and things will probably work out for you.  
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3.  Eileen Cummings 

Eileen qualified as a Modern Studies and Economics teacher in 1982, and 
went on to teach in a variety of mainstream state secondary schools. 
Enthused by her participation in an Education Scotland study visit to Ontario 
looking at effective leadership, she opted to study for a postgraduate Head 
Teacher’s qualification which she gained in 2012.  

During her career Eileen has also worked as an associate assessor with 
HM Inspectorate of Education and served on several Education Scotland and 
General Teaching Council pilots. It is this wide variety of educational and 
leadership experiences that she says prepared her for the innovative scope of 
her present post as Executive Director of Young Workforce Development at 
Kibble. 

Eileen Cummings is Executive Director of Young Workforce at Kibble 

 
I worked for over thirty years in mainstream education, initially training as a 

teacher of Modern Studies and Economics. When I first made the transition from 

leafy suburban school to big city secondary I was surprised by the view publicly 

expressed, both in and outside of education, that I was de-skilling myself. The 

implication was that by choosing to teach classes of pupils less disposed to learning I 

was wasting my talents. I encountered a similar attitude when I left mainstream 

education to work in the specialist environment of Kibble. Far from dampening my 

enthusiasm, that tendency to dismiss the potential of young people who are less 

motivated to learn ignited a fire within me. 
 

Introducing Kibble 
Spinster of the parish and heiress to a textile fortune, Miss Elizabeth Kibble of 

Paisley died in 1840 leaving a portion of her wealth to establish a home for ‘youthful 

offenders’. The nineteenth century establishment that was subsequently erected 

trained boys as tailors and cobblers so that they could earn a living and make their 

own way in life. Moving on 155 years, the reorganisation of local authority 
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boundaries in 1996 led to a withdrawal of public sector funding for Kibble, which 

was now faced with the prospect of having to close its doors or find a radically 

different financial operating model. 

With just £10,000 in the bank Kibble decided to go its own way, under the 

leadership of Graham Bell who became its CEO. Twenty years later it has an annual 

turnover of £25 million, employs over 650 people and honours Elizabeth Kibble’s 

legacy by continuing to help young people at risk. It has moved from being a purely 

residential and educational centre to become a thriving social enterprise with a 

vocational college, a primary school and a wide variety of outreach services. Its latest 

venture – The Experience – is Kibble’s foray into developing the young workforce 

in the leisure and hospitality industries. 

In 2014 the Scottish Government introduced its strategy, Developing Scotland’s 

Young Workforce, building on the foundations laid by the Curriculum for 

Excellence. In that same year I moved from being Head Teacher of Education at 

Kibble to its Head Teacher of Young Workforce Development. The role involves 

me leading two innovative colleges that have been set up as commercial businesses. 

These college/training centres provide real work experience, vocational training, 

literacy and numeracy classes, as well as transition support for vulnerable and 

marginalised young people aged between fifteen and twenty-five years of age, with 

the aim of helping them to reach ‘sustained positive destinations’, i.e. further or 

higher education, or employment.   

It’s a win-win situation. As the youngsters benefit socially and economically so 

too do society and the economy: the self-confidence and employability of vulnerable 

and marginalised young people improve as they work towards sustained job and 

training opportunities; communities improve as these young people are given 

structure to their lives and become integrated into the community; and the economy 

benefits, because those same young people are now contributing by paying taxes 

while at the same time placing fewer demands on state-provided benefits, health care 

and in some cases the criminal justice system. 

I am honoured to continue the Kibble legacy of supporting people into 

sustained jobs and thus supporting them to sustain their lives. 
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Valuing high expectations  
The phrase ‘soft bigotry of low expectations’ encapsulates what Kibble is up 

against as it strives to exert its influence on the children and young people in its care. 

I first heard the phrase, coined by educational consultant and public speaker David 

Cameron (the REAL David Cameron!), at a Celcis Conference. I thereafter stalked 

him, rather embarrassingly, in order to invite him to visit Kibble. He now serves on 

our education sub-committee, to our continuing gain. 

Society too often confuses little motivation to learn with little potential to learn. 

Such short-sighted ‘bigotry’ ignores the economic and social potential latent in the 

untapped skills and knowledge of vulnerable and marginalised youngsters. 

Educational programmes should be challenging and set high expectations of their 

participants if they are to have the desired impact. The temptation to offer someone 

an easy path because of his or her traumatic past or exceptional personal 

circumstances may be understandable but is liable to be self-defeating, as educational 

programmes that fail to establish high expectations in and of their participants have 

shown.  

When I was on holiday in Australia recently I took time out to visit some youth 

training facilities. It was one of the best pieces of learning I’ve experienced. Two 

examples from those visits illustrate perfectly the soft bigotry of low expectations 

when it is in action and when it is not.  

My first visit was to a beauty salon. When I arrived there were no customers. 

The atmosphere was much too relaxed, and far from emulating a real commercial 

enterprise it was more like a training centre. It did provide training, but instilled no 

sense of challenge or drive and had adopted, what felt like, a rather patronising 

towards its young staff. Expectations of the youngsters were minimal and as a result 

the work experience they were given was of little value. I was therefore not surprised 

to be told that many of the young offender trainees dropped out of the programme. 

By sharp contrast, I could see before I got out of my taxi that the panel beater shop 

of my second visit was a professional enterprise. Outside it had commercial branding 

and livery with corporate colours and logos. Inside, young people were working 

hard, being trained and mentored. Not surprisingly, the young offenders who were 

fortunate to get on this programme flourished.   
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Those experiences in Australia, together with the research evidence I had read, 

convinced me that there are four fundamental requirements to be met if our efforts 

to help marginalised and vulnerable young people are to be successful. First, young 

people need to be given work experience of the highest standard in real, commercial 

settings. If training centres cannot offer this they will struggle to prepare young 

people fully for the workplace. Second, it is vital that students and employers alike 

regard the vocational training as meaningful and that the qualifications that courses 

lead to have currency as, for example, do City & Guilds and TechBac. Third, time 

should be spent on raising young people’s literacy and numeracy standards. There is 

copious evidence to indicate that with high levels of literacy and numeracy come 

longer life expectancy, better physical and social health, and greater inclusion in 

society. Finally, young people should be given help to meet the standards expected 

by HR departments. That doesn’t mean that employer expectations should be set 

lower, but that the quality of support and mentoring available to young people 

should be raised so that they are well-prepared when they come to apply for jobs, 

attend interviews or begin working.  

Even when our young people have entered employment our work with them 

doesn’t stop there. I see what positives having a job gives them – a peer group, social 

relationships, a structure to their day, self-esteem and, of course, an income. But 

sometimes getting to that point can take time. So to help them when things go a 

little awry we monitor their progress and provide additional support in the 

background where necessary.  

Being able to follow them and intervene when they need our help has proved 

key to helping vulnerable and marginalised young people maintain their jobs. It’s not 

unusual, for example, for kind-hearted employers to take on youngsters who are a 

long way from being ready for the labour market. In such cases it is inevitable that 

support and mentoring will be needed. When young people are unfamiliar with the 

working environment and the behaviours expected of them within it, they can 

struggle to deal with problems that might seem trivial to the rest of us. And it is 

precisely those kinds of minor difficulties – like being unable to resolve problems 

appropriately, or struggling to maintain high attendance rates or good time-keeping – 

rather than anything more serious, that are likely to lose them their job.   
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Commitment to social pedagogy 

Often when visitors first come to Kibble they comment on how physically 

unlike an ‘institution’ it is. At Kibble we look after some of the most vulnerable and 

at risk children and young people, from the most challenging of circumstances in 

Scotland. Yet the campus has the look and feel of a community or village that 

wouldn’t be out of place in the Home Counties. We have a village green and a range 

of signposts directing visitors to our various resources, while the buildings 

themselves are all different with their own unique character. That’s because Kibble 

has been designed, according to the holistic ethos underpinning social pedagogy, to 

represent both the idea that ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ and the notion that care 

and education systems that have an impact go beyond residential units and a school 

curriculum.  

I remember taking some visitors on a tour around our primary school-age 

residential unit in Largs. From the outside it looked just like any other large house; 

there was no big sign saying ‘Kibble Residential Centre’. The door was opened by 

staff wearing slippers and while homely touches such as fresh flowers, bowls of fruit 

and boxes of tissues were visible, all institutional signage had been creatively 

disguised. This deliberate attention to detail to create an environment that nurtures 

young people’s holistic development is social pedagogy in action. It is our ethos and 

it permeates everything we do: from our training (all our staff are trained in social 

pedagogy), work experience and qualifications (Kibble takes a strong lead in the 

social pedagogy degree qualification for Child & Youth Care staff in Scotland), to 

the commercial decisions we make; and from our dress code, livery and branding, to 

our HR policies and procedures. Our commitment to social pedagogy is also 

reflected in our recruitment ethos, of ‘hiring for attitude and training for skill’. 

Commitment to our values is key; the skills can be taught later.   

 
Valuing learning 

With all the evidence-based research carried out at Kibble, I often joke that I’m 

one of the least academically qualified people on campus. Many of my colleagues are 

developing their knowledge and skills by studying for a Master’s degree or doctorate. 
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At the macro level, being an ‘evidence-based’ learning and development facility helps 

Kibble to be ahead of the curve. If we weren’t, we’d still be teaching young people 

to become tailors and cobblers. We make sure that we can continue to fulfil our 

mission of helping marginalised and vulnerable young people, by endeavouring to 

keep our learning ‘future-focused’ and staying up-to-date with developments and 

trends.  

At the micro level, however, a ‘learning culture’ is trickier to cultivate, operate 

and sustain. When I took a temporary post as Depute Head in a different secondary 

school some time prior to joining Kibble, the Head Teacher there made it clear to 

me that she trusted me completely. She was keen for me to make decisions in my 

own way but also to take responsibility for fixing situations that didn’t go the way I 

expected. I learned much about leadership, professional trust and what a real 

learning culture looks like from my time in her school. I never felt as though she was 

waiting to blame me if things didn’t go well, but I did feel accountable. I did things 

in a way she might not have chosen to do, but I felt trusted and therefore 

empowered, confident and therefore effective – a way of leading that I have always 

tried to emulate. Where a ‘blame culture’ can stymie learning and development, an 

accountable and challenging one that encourages staff not just to learn together and 

from each other but also to actively contribute ideas and opposing viewpoints is 

healthier and more productive.  

All of that requires professional trust to be developed and supported. To that 

end, I also noticed that this Head Teacher rarely stayed behind her desk doing 

paperwork. Being visible, getting out and speaking to people – whether to serve as a 

role model, challenge, empathise or just share a joke – can be emotionally exhausting 

but promulgates a consistency of approach, a tangible ethos, strong leadership and 

productivity. She often talked about ‘queen-less’ bee hives being less productive 

when the queen bee was missing. The same can be said of a learning culture: the 

‘queen bee’ must be present as much as possible to promote learning and 

improvement, but should also create an environment that can support a learning 

community when she (or he) is absent. 

My natural disposition is to operate like this, but it is also professionally and 

economically sound to do so in order to get the best out of me and those around 
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me. Labour is our most expensive resource, after all. Since arriving at Kibble I have 

taken steps to foster a learning community, by merging our various staff rooms into 

one and by incorporating managerial office space into open plan and communal 

areas. Doing so has made it easier for everyone to communicate, reduces the 

likelihood of cliques forming and helps to promote the ethos we want to encourage 

by enabling role modelling and open discussion. I also gave up my own office (a 

decision that I sometimes truly regret!) in order to ‘walk the walk and talk the talk’ of 

the learning community in practice as well as theory. 
 

Conclusion  

Values play a fundamental role in everything we do at Kibble. Even a recent 

Education Scotland Report noted of us that we have a “clear, well informed strategic 

direction in keeping with Kibble’s core values [of respecting young people].” 

Those values are always there in the background. That subtle approach means 

we don’t have a specific list of values that we display everywhere in the expectation 

that staff and young people will be able to recite them word for word. Instead, we 

focus on living our values through the ethos we create and the everyday actions we 

undertake, whether that’s the way we greet each other in the corridors or how we 

work together on specific tasks. Where they are ‘on the walls’ is in the form of the 

actual work that the young people achieve here. To use another metaphor, our 

values are like the seasoning in a great big bowl of soup in which we strive to get the 

balance just right. Even then we don’t ‘shove it down people’s throats’ but at the 

same time it would be so obvious if our values weren’t there.  

Kibble is not unlike the ‘swan’ analogy – things can appear serene and easy, but 

underneath what maintains that calm appearance is an incredibly busy, hard-working 

and highly trained staff with a strong values base. Our approach ensures that we 

value and honour the legacy of Kibble, that we value the high expectations we have 

for ourselves and for the young people in our care, that we value our commitment to 

‘social pedagogy’ and ultimately that we value the learning experienced achieved 

here.  
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4.  Neva Haites 

Born in Brisbane, Neva Haites studied biochemistry at the University of 
Queensland before moving to Aberdeen where she did her medical degree 
and training. During that time she assisted at the Genetics Clinic, her interest 
in which led eventually to her becoming a lecturer in Medical Genetics. She is 
currently Professor of Medical Genetics in the Departments of Medicine & 
Therapeutics and Molecular & Cell Biology, Head of Service in Medical 
Genetics for the Aberdeen Royal Hospitals NHS Trust and an Honorary 
Consultant Clinical Geneticist.  

She is also a Vice President of the Royal Society of Edinburgh and a 
strong supporter of Project SEARCH – a one year internship programme that 
helps young people with additional needs to gain skills and experience for 
employment. 

Professor Neva Haites OBE, is Vice Principal (Development) at Aberdeen 
University 

  
I was born in Brisbane, Australia, to a father who was a high-school teacher and 

a mother whose background was nursing. I was educated first at one of the state 

schools on the outskirts of Brisbane, and then at a private school for girls. University 

followed, where I studied science and went on to do a PhD in biochemistry.  

It was around this time that I met my husband and, through his job in the oil 

industry, we moved to Aberdeen. There I took a job as a research assistant at the 

university and shortly thereafter was accepted to study medicine. I was pregnant by 

this time, having my first daughter at the end of my first year and my second when I 

was a house officer.  

I went on to specialise in clinical genetics, doing some of my training in 

Glasgow, some in Cardiff and then coming back to Aberdeen to take up a part-time 

job as lecturer in medical genetics. After taking over the running of the university’s 

DNA diagnostic laboratories as Head of Service, I worked my way up to become 

Senior Lecturer, Reader and then a Professor of Medical Genetics. In doing so my 
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career took on research, clinical, teaching and administrative elements until gradually, 

as I moved through the system, my job became much more about management. 

Sometime later I became a Vice-Principal, initially as Head of the College of Life 

Sciences and Medicine for nine years and then as Vice-Principal for Development 

and Champion for Equality & Diversity. This year I gave up my clinical work. I miss 

it – it’s what I trained to do – but I’m trying gradually to reduce my hours.  

I’ve performed many other roles at national and UK level. I was President of 

the British Society of Human Genetics for four years and I’ve worked for a number 

of non-governmental bodies and Scottish Government at various times. I guess one 

of my most enjoyable roles was as a Board member of the Human Fertilisation & 

Embryology Authority. It allowed me to apply the science I knew in what was a 

completely different area for me: fertility. It also allowed me to be in London fairly 

regularly where I met some very inspirational people, including Dame Suzi Leather, 

Professor Lisa Jardine, Bishop Richard Harries and Professor Emily Jackson, a 

Professor of Law, to mention just a few. I am now Vice-President for Life Sciences 

at the Royal Society of Edinburgh, which again has allowed me to meet some 

fascinating people, I guess most particularly Dame Jocelyn Bell Burnell who is 

currently President of the Royal Society of Edinburgh and one of the most respected 

scientists in the UK. 

 
Intelligent ambitions 

Since I was a small child my parents encouraged me to be ambitious 

academically. I cannot remember much else from those early days but I can 

remember that it was one of the most important qualities they thought I should 

have. That, and being hard working.   

Whether or not I was intelligent enough I certainly followed their desires and 

soon found that I had to work hard to achieve those goals. As a result, I think, I 

continue to have an ambitious streak but one that has gone beyond the purely 

academic. As I went through life I realised there were other goals whose 

achievement could give me satisfaction, such as having a family – a happy and 

extended family – as well as good friends whom I could support and who could 

support me.   
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For me, achievement and security go hand in hand. Indeed what I consider to 

be one of my greatest achievements is having a happy family unit within which to 

work and be stress free. I could not have achieved what I have in my working life 

without it. For many women, take away the role of the family and you are left with 

only part of the story. Certainly for me, trying to study aged twenty-eight and with 

two young children would have been impossible had it not been for the support of 

my husband and that of my mother-in-law who stayed with us for a year. 

Interestingly the Royal Society of London has just updated a booklet looking at the 

life pattern of women in senior jobs, plotting out when significant events, such as 

having a family, getting promoted and other important milestones happen in their 

life. It demonstrated that women can have a good career and a family life. The Royal 

Society recognises the value of the family unit and its part in supporting success, and 

it is something that we should all acknowledge and value. 

As one grows older one’s individual ambitions gradually broaden to encompass 

ambitions for other groups of people. They might be the people you interact with at 

your golf club, your social clubs, your workforce or the people with whom you work 

on a day-to-day basis; from there it might extend further, to your community, your 

region, your country and I guess the entire world. (Although on that last example, 

with time and the plethora of communications we have now it can all become a bit 

much. My ambitions are in fact now shrinking to the point where my goal is not to 

hear the news so many times a day and not to hear reports of the latest catastrophe 

and attendant graphic details because they diminish my ability to lead a happy life.) 

Thus while ambition to achieve may at first seem an individual pursuit, it can in fact 

be broadened to embrace much more benevolent motivations and outcomes.    

 
Responsibility and honesty 

Following on from the above are the values of being responsible and of being 

honest. For me my natural first responsibility is to family: to bringing up my family 

well, being a good friend and colleague to my husband and supporting my children 

in good times and bad. I guess responsibility also extends out from one’s nuclear 

family to the extended one, and with time one begins increasingly to value the links 

one has with them too.  



32 
 

Inevitably though, through time and with each new job I developed other 

responsibilities. As a manager and senior academic at the university I have always felt 

a strong need or responsibility to support my colleagues, not just academically but 

also in their lives outside the university.  

I have always been keen to see a team approach to work, and at times when I 

was a senior manager I would hold regular meetings with team of individuals one 

and two grades below me to make sure that they all understood and could contribute 

to decisions. This is where being honest comes in too. For example, you need to be 

honest if you don’t agree with what is being said otherwise wrong decisions might be 

made. So you need to share what you know and do it by setting out the facts 

honestly and politely. I would always communicate good and bad news honestly and 

as compassionately as I could to everyone I was in contact with, whether they were 

my own line-managers who wanted to know about my successes and failures or the 

people who worked for me. 

In any senior management role in any organisation you will hear different 

versions of the same story. The ability to identify when the wool is being pulled over 

your eyes is important. Equally it reminds us not to be paternalistic, treat people as 

dummies or use fancy words and metaphors, but always to communicate effectively, 

professionally and clearly. This too is part of being honest.   

I had lots of role models in this area when I worked in medicine, as well as a 

few non-role models. Some doctors would speak down to patients, and use fancy 

words and lots of medical jargon. The patients might think he or she was clever but 

they wouldn’t have a clue what was being said. Thankfully there were many heroes 

like Dr Audrey Thomson, a consultant haematologist, who was one of my first 

mentors. She was very good at communicating and demonstrated the value of 

talking honestly whether it was to give good news or bad.  

As my own medical career has taught me, being honest when giving information 

is critical if you are a doctor. Talking about life-changing situations can be incredibly 

hard. As well as being caring and compassionate you must make sure that people 

have understood what you are telling them, particularly when it’s bad news. In our 

profession we sometimes give bad or complex news over a couple of episodes or 

clinic meetings; many times patients don’t immediately understand so you may have 
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to tell them again and/or give them a letter so that they have something to which 

they can refer back. The same is true for more complex messages where, say, the 

prognosis is uncertain, a new treatment is available or the patient has to decide 

whether to undergo genetic screening. In all these situations it is crucial that people 

have all the facts, and that means communicating clearly and honestly.  

What it doesn’t necessarily mean is that the resulting outcome is one that 

everyone agrees on. In many cases it is the classic, ‘damned if you do, damned if you 

don’t’ scenario where there is no right or wrong answer. For example, we would 

always try to protect a developing foetus if we thought it had a good chance of life 

whereas others might opt for a termination; and while in certain parts of the UK it is 

common to offer women a prophylactic mastectomy (having a breast removed) if 

their screening shows a high risk of breast cancer, in France for example the number 

of women who have a breast removed is very much lower.  

Interestingly, working for non-governmental organisations has raised another 

perspective on this subject. When I was asked what I would do if the decisions made 

by a committee were in opposition to my views, I had to think hard about it. All 

members bring different knowledge and experiences to a committee, but I do 

believe that once the discussion has been had and a decision made then that is that. 

Committees have to reach a consensus collectively, after which there is no place for 

grudges or sabotage. Politics operates in a similar way, as my involvement with the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh has shown me. We are often asked to give advice to 

government and politicians. Although we may want them to act on our advice they 

may end up making a decision that runs counter to it. In those situations we need to 

appreciate that they may have a bigger picture of the situation, and be content that 

we all see things from a different point of view.  

 
Equality 

My last value is equality. I have already received a little training in unconscious 

bias and am about to do more. Even though I believe that throughout my life I try 

to treat everyone equally, I’m very supportive of male and female colleagues and I’m 

very aware of the way some women are treated and of the burdens placed upon 
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them, I know that like all of us I can suffer from unconscious bias. Hopefully, with 

training we can all try to understand it better and overcome it. 

Equality and equity are of course two very different things – something we must 

bear in mind. We cannot, for example, simply say to someone, “You are autistic so 

you cannot have this job opportunity.” What we must do is offer the support 

necessary to give them the opportunity. Of course there can be limitations and 

where they arise they should be acknowledged, but they shouldn’t stop us doing the 

best we can for everyone. A wheelchair user, for example, might not be able to 

compete in the Olympic sprints but he or she can achieve sporting greatness in the 

Paralympics. I am very keen to ensure that disability does not compromise an 

individual’s life, that everything that can sensibly be done to support individuals is 

done and that personal differences are valued and celebrated, not used as a tool with 

which to discriminate. I am also delighted to see the impetus now being given to 

equality for children; although when you look at how children have been treated 

through the ages you can see that there is still a fair way to go before they all have an 

equal opportunity in life.  

Of course the way in which the issue of equality is treated is very different 

between countries. When I was an external examiner I was lucky enough on a 

number of occasions to go to Malaysia where I witnessed some great examples of 

equitable practice. One of these was having a holiday for each religion, be it Muslim, 

Buddhist and so on, which everyone regardless of their own religion took off: what’s 

more, people actively enjoyed taking part in each other’s celebrations. I also saw 

good leadership opportunities for women in both Malaysia and Indonesia. In other 

places my experience has been quite different. In South Africa for example inequality 

still exists, particularly along racial lines. When we were out on safari it was the white 

guides inside the jeep and the black Africans sitting outside up front. Yes it made it 

easier to perform their role as animal ‘spotter’, but it also meant that they were the 

most exposed to the threat of attack.  
 

Conclusion 

Having been brought up in Australia and visited the country regularly, I can 

honestly say that the range of values there is remarkably similar to that in the UK. As 
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you go through countries that are perhaps less privileged or have a different religious 

profile you see different values.  

Just as different countries have different approaches, so I see differences in the 

values that contribute to my clinical pursuits and those that support my academic 

side. While in my view both are enhanced through teamwork, there is no doubt that 

in the clinical world your goal is directed towards one person (the patient), one 

family or one group of conditions and very little can get in the way of the desire to 

do your clinical, intellectual and perhaps even psychological best for them. To do 

that you must strive to communicate effectively and sympathetically, using language 

that people understand. You must also be committed to keeping up to date with the 

latest evidence in your clinical area so that you can give the best clinical service. With 

academic pursuits you are more likely to share information with students and 

colleagues using academic language in an optimistic, lively and hopefully truthful way 

to describe your research findings. What they both, the clinical and the academic 

side, share is the need for all communication to be honest and effective.  

I said at the start that from my early childhood my parents wanted me to do 

well academically. As a people and a society we value knowledge. We also need to 

understand it and appreciate that it can mean different things to different people. 

Mathematics is a great example of this. Pure mathematics is concerned with the 

study of essentially abstract concepts and equations whose immediate value to 

society, other than the furthering of knowledge itself, is often unclear. When you 

study applied mathematics, as with medicine you are gaining knowledge that has 

immediate and practical applications for us all. In both cases, the knowledge itself is 

the critical thing. It is the difference between just thinking something is a good idea 

and knowing, for instance, that fresh air and exercise are good for us. It’s what makes 

society a more joyous place.  

Valuing honesty, knowledge, and equity has made me who I am today. We can 

have ambitions, but they must be for more than just ourselves individually and they 

must be harnessed intelligently. One organisation that I am involved in encapsulates 

these values very well. I speak of the work of Project SEARCH, a one-year 

internship programme that helps young people with learning difficulties to gain the 

skills and experience to move into employment. Each year twelve interns are given 
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work experience in three different areas of the university, be it the gardens, catering, 

porterage, finance or the development trust, while studying for a vocational 

qualification. It is a hugely positive experience – not just for the students but also the 

staff involved who, come graduation time are equally proud of the former’s 

achievements – and creates opportunities for a lifetime. 
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5. Gillian Hamilton   

Gillian Hamilton has held a number of senior roles in Scottish education, 
including head of Educational Services for the General Teaching Council for 
Scotland and, more recently, first Chief Executive of the Scottish College for 
Educational Leadership. Yet in her own words she remains first and foremost 
a teacher, driven by the desire to make the best possible difference to young 
people in Scotland – a desire that is strongly rooted in her values and her 
belief that education should be a right for everyone.  

Gillian Hamilton is Chief Executive of the Scottish College for Educational 
Leadership 

 
My mother had a huge influence on my values as I was growing up. It was she 

who taught me about social justice and the value of education, determined as she 

was to give my sister and me the opportunities in life she hadn’t had. Thanks to her I 

always knew that education was important and a privilege.  

Perhaps then, it is of little surprise that it was in education that my career would 

lie. Nevertheless it wasn’t until my first teaching job – as a primary-school teacher in 

Glasgow’s Priesthill – that I began to appreciate fully the power of education to 

make a difference. The school was in an area that would now be rated as very 

deprived – 1 or 2 on the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) – but at 

that time I didn’t know about data systems that ranked areas according to various 

measures of deprivation. I was just trying to do my best, because I firmly believe that 

students in every location in Scotland are deserving of an excellent education. That’s 

what education is about. 

That was some time ago now, and I've since worked in Scottish education for 

many years. In all that time I have remained passionate about wanting to make a 

difference to young people. Making a difference is, I feel, what motivates you as a 

teacher. From that very first teaching job, to my current post as Chief Executive of 

the Scottish College for Educational Leadership (SCEL), I've been driven by my 
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belief in: one, the value and importance of education for every young person; and 

two, the need for that education to be the best we can possibly provide.   

I have also come to believe that if we as education leaders are to be successful in 

our endeavours, we cannot underestimate the importance of values. Values and 

leadership must be closely aligned. Where we see leadership going wrong, and not 

just in education, it is often because there is no solid values base underpinning or 

directing decisions.  

Throughout my own career my values haven’t changed – by living and 

experiencing them they have become part of me. My commitment to them has 

though, grown stronger. For as you develop so you become more reflective, upon 

your values, the difference you are making and the impact you are having. Some of 

those reflections I would like to share with you in this chapter.  

 
Relationships and reciprocity 

When people ask me what I do, I still say that I’m a teacher even though it’s 

many years since I taught a class of young people. I continue to empathise with 

teachers and head teachers. Too often those who leave the classroom quickly forget 

the challenges, as well as the opportunities, that those still working in them face. I try 

very hard to stay connected with teachers who perform that rewarding yet 

challenging role day in, day out. I do so because I think that we all have something 

to learn; we all have something to share. Above that there's a satisfaction to be had 

in helping others to succeed, in breaking down the barriers you yourself faced in 

order to pave the way for those who follow.  

The more we give and the more we learn to take with a common goal in mind, 

the better the outcome for everyone concerned. A great way of achieving that is 

through mentoring. During my career I have valued the support of mentors. 

Sometimes the mentoring was very informal. At other times it took on a more 

formal aspect where I worked with aspirational role models who would support and 

challenge me in equal measure. Even though there are rarely enough hours in the 

day, I try hard to reciprocate that kind of support whenever I can – a coffee with an 

aspiring head teacher looking for some interview advice, or working with other new 

chief executives to help them over their steep learning curves as I continue on mine. 
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I also seek out aspirational role models who can continue to challenge and support 

my own learning. Besides my mother, other great role models who have inspired me 

include Professor Christine Forde with her lifelong commitment to leadership 

development. I love the way she has consistently challenged my thinking but also 

builds up my confidence around how I can contribute to leadership. She is a very 

different character from me but has the same strongly rooted values.  

It is from colleagues like Christine that I learned some important lessons that 

I've carried with me and built upon ever since. One of those lessons is that 

becoming a great leader can never be a solo activity. It takes a team to make a team, 

and we thrive as leaders partly on our own skill, strength and insight, and partly on 

the kindness, generosity and acceptance of others. Consequently another valuable 

lesson I’ve learned is that when we work hard to establish strong, supportive and 

mutually beneficial relationships, we are much more likely to succeed. 

 
Achievement 

As a woman, and a woman from the west of Scotland at that, perhaps my most 

important career achievement to date has been to become comfortable enough to 

recognise and talk up my own strengths and successes. As I approach fifty I’m not 

sure that I have mastered this even yet, but I continue to work at it!  

When I took up my current post with SCEL I began to be invited to speak at 

increasingly bigger conferences. Before I took to the stage the event organisers 

would give me a big build up, describing my career from teacher to head teacher, 

senior education officer to chief executive. It felt like an awfully big introduction so I 

would say, “That’s an awfully big introduction for a wee woman” – which would get 

a laugh and help to settle me. But another leadership mentor, Don Ledingham, 

advised me not to say that because, he said, by doing so I was belittling both myself 

and my role. At first I found it hard to follow his advice because it was where I came 

from and because it did still sound “awfully big” to me. Eventually though, I learned 

just to say “thank you” after such introductions. I told this story to a panel of female 

leaders and found that it resonated with many of them. It has since become a story – 

The wee woman story – in its own right. 
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Who was to know then that the “thank you” I would give, or at least one of 

them, would be when I stood up to speak after the Deputy First Minister at an 

education summit. I was really nervous, my stomach churning. And it’s okay to 

admit that. Sometimes when I go to bed I think, “This job might be too big for me, 

too hard; what am I going to do?” In such moments I just consider what it is I need 

to take forward the next day, and the day after that, and focus on that for a bit. We 

can’t always do it all, but by doing a bit at a time we make progress. It can be really 

difficult, especially when, inside, we are questioning our abilities and instincts, but it 

is important to be as confident in our own abilities and instincts and to recognise 

and celebrate our own successes, as we are and do for those around us. 

My first venture into being a primary head teacher was an interesting one 

because it was at the very same primary school I had attended in plimsolls and 

ponytail less than two decades previously. It could have been a huge challenge. A 

few of the teachers working there had taught me as a pupil and I worried that they 

would have difficulty seeing me as a leader and perhaps think that I had ‘got above 

myself’ – as in that Scottish tradition of, ‘Ah kent yer faither!’ I needn’t have worried. 

I have many happy memories of my time there. Yes, being a head teacher is a 

challenging job, but it’s also a rewarding one and the opportunity to lead a school in 

the community in which I had grown up was a real privilege.  

Yet just as brands and businesses fall behind when they become complacent and 

fail to innovate, so people can falter on the learning curve when they take their status 

and success for granted. If you believe you are doing the right things for the right 

reasons, then you shouldn’t fear failure. But it’s so important not to set yourself up 

for it by ignoring the people and activity around you either. Recognising what’s 

going on around you and understanding how people view you will help you ‘sense 

check’ your approach, so that you can defend difficult decisions or change course 

when it’s appropriate to do so. I think it’s really important to take pride in your 

successes but also to accept the learning when you make mistakes. I’m a firm 

believer in the fact that the best leaders not only have a clear vision and commitment 

to a set of core goals and objectives, but they are also great listeners and nimble 

enough to celebrate the past while setting a new direction for the future. 
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My whole working life has been dedicated to enabling each new generation of 

pupils and teachers to be smarter, more successful and more ambitious than the last. 

Why on earth would I not wish these values and traits for myself too? Confidence 

and ambition is vital in any leadership role, and I've come to know that people who 

succeed again and again do so because they have developed specific strengths, 

knowledge, skills and experience. I strongly believe that if you understand and focus 

on what you do best, you’ll get your best results. It’s equally important to recognise 

where you are less strong and, as you work to build a team, to ensure that every 

member brings a different range of strengths, knowledge, skills and experience.  

 
Power and influence for the common good 

Power and influence are so important. When I walk around Glasgow I 

sometimes see children in the streets and think to myself: my team and I have a 

responsibility to help give them the best chance in life we can. Over time I have had 

more and more opportunity to work and live my values. As I’ve moved from teacher 

to CEO those values haven’t changed. I still want the same things I wanted twenty-

six years ago when I worked as a primary-school teacher; it’s just that now, as chief 

executive of SCEL, my influence extends much further.   

I don’t like the word power because it has negative connotations. It’s that 

Scottish psyche again – forgetting that you have power or not wanting to be seen to 

have it. But if you do have power, you have a responsibility to recognise the fact and 

to use it responsibly. Perhaps then, the better word is influence; influence for the 

common good. I sit on various committees and working groups and I don’t see it as 

having power but as having positive influence. I am, after all, first and foremost a 

teacher. In all roles we sometimes have less or more influence than we think. What is 

important is how we use it. In my case it is not for personal gain or for the 

organisation’s gain, but for children’s gain.  

I recently read the book Talk Like Ted, which talks about, among other things, 

finding your passion. For me, my passion lies not in leadership but in the young folk 

of Scotland. Although education is a global concern – and I’m always keen to share 

good practice more widely – my priority is what we can do for young people here. I 

could never see myself working outside Scotland. My values base is here. As leaders, 
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when we get power we need to stay focused on what we want that power to achieve. 

At SCEL many of our promotional materials have children on them. That is because 

although SCEL works to support education leaders, those leaders, and thus we too, 

are ultimately about supporting young people. Power and leadership are levers I can 

use to do that.  

I have already mentioned some of the people who have mentored and guided 

me. There are other women whose power or strength has also inspired me, such as 

Dame Judy Dench, a strong, moral figure and ardent advocate of the arts, and Mo 

Mowlam, for her work in Northern Ireland. It’s important to realise though, that 

having power does not always in itself equate to being a good role model for values.   

The best leaders, I believe, ‘pay it forward’. That is, they pass on the benefits 

they have received to others. It’s part of their moral makeup. I believe too, that in 

order to achieve success, great leaders know that sometimes they need to pass on or 

share their power. One of my best role models was someone who I thought at first 

was a poor leader. I eventually realised that this person was in fact one of the best 

leaders I ever worked with, because he didn’t keep all the power to himself but 

empowered me and gave me the confidence to get on with my job.  

Great leaders help themselves and others to do the right things by building a 

vision, setting a clear direction, protecting what's good and innovating when 

something new is needed. They also consider the impact of their actions on others 

and put themselves in the shoes of those around them. What’s more, they take care 

to explain where they want to go and inspire others to get there with them. That 

sometimes means moving out of our personal comfort zone to involve other people, 

trusting them and recognising their different strengths and experiences, and being 

open to new ideas, possibilities and collaborations. Besides, shared celebrations are 

so much more enjoyable!   

 
Authenticity 

Diversity is a strength. Often when I’m asked about what advice I’d give my 

younger self, I say: to have the confidence to lead as yourself.  

Earlier in my career, when I moved to new roles I would tell myself that this 

time I was going to be quieter/less sociable/more organised and so on. But each 
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time my resolve would fall by the wayside because it was easier just to be me. I often 

tell the story about when I was first appointed to my current role and I looked 

around at other, much more experienced, chief executives and wondered how I 

could become more like them. Yet after the first few months I realised that it was 

much more important, and easier, just to be me. In fact, reflecting on my career I've 

found that actually I don’t know how to be anyone else but me, and I finally reckon 

that has to be a good thing. As Brené Brown, the author and motivational speaker, 

writes: “Authenticity is a collection of choices that we have to make every day. It’s 

about the choice to show up and be real. The choice to be honest. The choice to let 

our true selves be seen.” 

Never forget that 'people buy people' and that will, passion and honesty shine 

through. Authentic leaders ‘walk the talk’, they care about other people's experiences 

and they work hard to improve them. No leader is perfect but whatever your goal, 

authenticity will ensure that you gain the support of the people around you in good 

times and bad. 

 
Conclusion 

So what about the future? Well, ‘Folk don’t value education anymore’ is a 

phrase that you often hear. And yes, sadly there are still some young people whom 

the system fails. But having worked in many different communities I know that all 

parents want the best for their children. And while education cannot overcome all 

their difficulties and challenges, it can significantly improve their chances of doing 

so. 

So I know that people do still value education and wish for it to be the best it 

can be. For my part, I want to provide fabulous education for all young people in 

Scotland through a system that maintains our ‘Scottishness’ while at the same time 

raises aspirations. In order to achieve that kind of social justice we may need to 

change some of what we do, but we must never loosen our commitment to the 

values that guide us. For if we know why we are doing something, we are far more 

likely to succeed.  
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6.  Gurjit Singh Lalli 

Gurjit is Founder-Chairman and chief mentor of several global 
companies operating in real estate, clean technology and equity investment. 
With a particular interest in developing social venture capital funds and 
philanthrocapitalism he is also co-founder of Power of Youth, an international 
social enterprise that works with young entrepreneurs throughout the world, 
and founding curator of TEDxGlasgow.  

An active scholar, Gurjit is currently learning his fourth foreign language 
– perhaps not surprising given that his professional and personal experience 
spans the Americas, Europe, Africa, the Middle East and Asia. When he’s not 
speaking at events, supporting various community initiatives or racing sail 
boats, he enjoys spending time with his sons.  

Gurjit Singh Lalli is Founding Curator of TEDxGlasgow 

 
Do we have a core set of values – that is, one, two or three values that we take 

into many different situations? Or do we ‘extract’ our values from those situations 

and the knowledge we gain from them?  

I believe that we develop values in a mixture of ways: they come organically 

from experience, but they might also be taught through family, religion, culture and 

other influences around us. For people from challenging backgrounds of 

disadvantage and poverty like me – in my case, the East End of Glasgow – values 

aren’t taught, they are ingrained in you. Hence, I think our environment plays a huge 

part. For me to identify what my values were I had to reflect on what I was doing in 

my life, my key milestones and the major decisions I made.  

‘You are your friends’ is a motto that I have in my head a lot of the time. It’s 

about who you surround yourself with and the influence your friends, as well as your 

family, your culture and other factors like your religion, have on you. In my culture 

we spend a lot of time with our families. We live and grow up together, older 

generations too, which has had a huge influence on me. My family is Indian but I 

was brought up in Scotland, so there is a real mix there. I would say that the values I 
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take from Scotland are about being fair, honest and hard-working, whereas those I 

take from India are about treating people equally, defending people’s rights and 

being philanthropic to everyone, not just those of your own ‘tribe’ or religion.  

My religion gives me certain values too, probably more as I grow older. The 

basics of Sikhism are that everyone is equal and should be treated equally, regardless 

of religion, social status, gender or country of origin. That everybody has a right to 

his or her opinion and religion is a part I particularly love and has given me a lot of 

strength.  

So all these factors – our peer group, religion, friends and family as well as how 

we interact with society – are triggers for values. It is these same influences that also 

test our values and define who we are, as we live to learn and learn to live.   

The year 2000 was pivotal for me. That was when I went to Mexico and 

founded a start-up business in a whole new environment, culture and language. On 

various occasions there I was faced with the dilemma of whether or not to stick to 

my values. For example, an electricity official once approached me for a bribe in 

order for me to continue constructing the apartments I was building. On the back of 

that one decision I risked losing everything – my business, my team, my funding, my 

reputation and my family’s investment. So I asked myself, what would happen if I 

bribed this official? Was there another way I could go? I also had to consider the 

others who would be affected by my decision – my employees, whose salaries 

depended on me, and the customers who had already purchased the apartments. 

It is in situations like that that your values are tested. I considered many options 

but in the end it is a case of weighing up everything and being honest about why I 

am making a decision. Sometimes I made the wrong one and was punished for it. In 

this instance I had to take a long-term perspective and in order to do that my values 

had to be like bamboo – very strong but flexible when necessary – rather than 

concrete.  

One of the tools that has helped me in all my fundamental, life-changing 

decisions is my values journal. It contains truthful reflections on my daily 

experiences and is written from multiple perspectives – economic, emotional, first-

person and so on. It is amazing because after six or seven years I would look back at 

the diary and remember, “Wow, this is what I was thinking at that point and this is 
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what I did about it.” It allows me to see a thread of instances and consistencies in 

my values that I might not have seen otherwise and know that I can apply them to 

achieve good things.  

When I look back to my time in Mexico, what is transparent from my journal is 

how huge a part values played in the decisions I made then. I think that if you 

document what you do honestly and bluntly, you will be able to identify your values 

and the actions you take consistently far more truthfully and objectively than you can 

by memory alone. 

 
Philanthropy and giving back 

When I work with other people, especially young people, they will sometimes 

tell me that they want a Ferrari, a big house, a private jet and so on. When I ask 

them, “Ok, and then what?” – their answer is often, “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll 

become a philanthropist.” My reply to this is, “Why wait? Why not use business as a 

force for good now?” Most people say they would love to, while some say they 

haven’t because other people have convinced them not to.  

For many, the expectation is that business owners should be making money first 

and foremost. This can distract people from their original purpose, of building 

something beautiful, helping to solve a problem or building a great team for 

example. The message we are given is that only material wealth can achieve things. 

It’s great to sit with my peer group and those I work with and hear them saying, 

“No. There are other ways of doing this.” 

A fundamental part of Sikhism is to give back. That is my belief so I must live 

that belief. I am a people person. I built a company with about 250 employees but 

for me they were my team and we were all part of a kind of brotherhood or 

sisterhood and equals in every way. It is my natural disposition to want to see them 

better themselves, for them to have a good salary, home, education and 

opportunities just as I was given. Yet there is only so much you can do as an 

individual running one company. To ‘scale up’ your influence you need to think 

about who your target market is. I began working with other people who run 

companies in order to be able to extend my influence and give back more. If I can 
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influence ten people each running a company of 100 employees, in effect I’m 

influencing 1,000.  

When it comes to values, we can all be influencers. When I was growing up I 

was fortunate to have a very strong sister who told me I could do whatever I put my 

mind to. I believed her, and I try to instil that same belief in my friends to this day. I 

do a lot of mentoring and spend a lot of time talking to people about the bigger 

picture, the world outside Glasgow and what it is possible to achieve. Being an 

influencer comes down to strength of character. It isn’t about being the loudest 

person in the room. It’s about being able to reflect, being brave enough to make the 

wrong decision and not being afraid of losing your peer group if necessary. It’s about 

having faith and trusting that there is a community of people out there to whom you 

can reach out and to whom you can give your time and energy. 

 
Being practical about what is important to me 

I feel as though I am at a certain period in life – a kind of enlightenment – 

where I realise what is important. Money is a necessity but it is also a tool. It can 

allow certain things to happen, and if you look at it that way you can control it. But 

if you are always chasing it, then it controls you. I sometimes ask people this: “Do 

you want your business to be your prison or do you want to build something that 

will give you fulfilment?” A business can give you many things – a nice house, a nice 

car – but in my experience it is about much more than just the accumulation of 

wealth.  

When I share that perspective with others they understand what I mean. Among 

the younger generation in particular I see many looking for experiences – travel, 

skydiving, scuba diving and so on – rather than material wealth or assets. I’m not 

sure what triggers their motivations but it is good that we are regaining the 

momentum to look beyond money. I think we lost it for a while. 

For me assets are just more things to manage, maintain, watch depreciate or 

whatever, and I would rather not have lots of things gathering dust and getting in my 

way! So I look at the opportunities before me and weigh them up on a pragmatic 

basis. For me it is a case of time equals pleasure. I could, for example, spend one 

thousand hours getting that nice car or private jet, or I could spend it with my family 
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and friends, earning less money but having other types of experience. So for any 

major decision I have to make I will ask myself the following: “How much pleasure 

would this bring me and how much time do I have to sacrifice? How much 

knowledge will I gain? How will this affect my surroundings or my family, my 

friends, my community?” 

 
Fulfilment and pleasure 

I get fulfilment and pleasure from the simple things, from the things that are 

freely available but perhaps not noticed. On Sundays I go to the community soup 

kitchen. Washing dishes gives me a huge amount of pleasure: because I can’t answer 

my mobile phone or search the internet I can completely zone out, meditate and 

relax my mind while feeding 2,000 people in one day. Washing someone else’s dish, 

making it clean and then serving food to the next person – it is so simple but so 

basic that we tend not to value it. Family is another example: changing my son’s 

nappy, giving him a bath, feeding him, laughing with him. Riding a bicycle or having 

a Monday where I don’t actually have to work but I choose to volunteer instead also 

gives me pleasure, as does having the freedom of choice and the ability to make such 

decisions.  

That freedom has come from having made certain choices, like choosing to 

reduce my overheads. For example, I live with my parents. I pay my way but I don’t 

have a mortgage and I have a car that is fifteen years old and worth less than £1,000. 

I don’t do much international travel but we save up to visit family in Hong Kong 

every three years. As I said, I tend to find my pleasures in the small things. 

 
Tenacity and achievement 

Tenacity for me is about persistence. That doesn’t mean doing the same thing 

over and over again; it means learning from trying different approaches. I can give 

many examples because in business I am always tenacious. When trying to contact 

somebody who doesn’t respond it would be easy to become embarrassed and stop 

trying. The reality is that the person is probably interested, but just busy or forgetful. 

I have learned how to assess people and how to remind them politely that I’m still 
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here, still interested in what they are doing and still keen to work with them. Using 

tenacity in a polite and humble way has helped me a great deal.  

Allied to tenacity is achievement. A great achievement for me is starting a 

project and finishing it. That might sound quite simple but the particular project I 

have in mind – a construction project in Mexico – was huge and took me five years 

to complete. I realised very early on that what I thought was the project was just the 

tip of the iceberg, but having invested my family’s life savings I had to make it work. 

It was very tough because I was in a foreign country with a different climate, culture 

and language, plus construction was an industry about which I knew nothing! 

Nevertheless, with each of the many walls I hit – be it corruption, hurricanes, lack of 

knowledge, theft, whatever – I found a way to climb over and carry on. My attitude 

is that if there is no solution there is no problem! At each problem I could have 

either laughed or cried, but I remained positive and focused on finding a solution. 

 
Empathy 

We can all find our community or our ‘tribe’: that is, those with whom we feel 

comfortable. Being conscious of people’s needs and feelings whether or not they are 

a member of my tribe has helped me hugely. You have to treat the world the way 

you want the world to treat you, not how you sometimes feel it treats you. That 

means fine-tuning your empathy radar to be sensitive to others, to what they 

consciously and unconsciously tell you. I’ve had mentors who, despite being 

extremely busy, have made time for me, advising me and helping me with major 

decisions. Obviously they get something out of it too, but what I have learned is that 

people normally turn out to be very generous with their time and help if you take the 

time to understand them.  

You can’t just steamroll people all the time: the people you meet on the way up 

are probably the same people you’ll meet on the way down. I try to acknowledge 

individuals who have worked with me, whether that contact has been positive or 

negative. I like to stay in contact and let them know how things are going. If they 

have been critical I pay attention and reflect on what they’ve said. I have had 

meetings where people have left feeling upset because they believed their argument 

wasn’t heard or given the right amount of time, or because they didn’t agree with a 
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decision. In those situations I like to go back to them, even if it is just by email or 

phone, to say that I understand and hope they can continue to support the venture. 

Making that small gesture has helped me on a number of occasions, as has putting a 

note in my diary to thank people. 

 
Conclusion 

In business, values are constantly being tested. My view is that the bigger picture 

is important and that as long as my ultimate goal is good, an element of flexibility 

can help to justify decisions. Hence I believe that values have to be evaluated in the 

wider context in which they are applied.  

I have gone from being an East End boy – with the majority of my school 

friends being either dead, on drugs, in jail, having had to deal with an early 

pregnancy, or a combination of those things – to running a large business in Mexico. 

It took a lot of tenacity to come through that experience. It has helped that my 

overall objective has always been for the greater good rather than being a completely 

selfish one. It’s about understanding what that person on the other end of the line 

cares about, and not just because it makes them more likely to help you when you 

need them.  

I regularly work with groups of people, including young people, preferring to 

engage them in discussion instead of talking at them. The first thing I try to do is 

define what the concept of ‘values’ means to them. They might not understand the 

term, so I’ll ask them to tell me about an experience they’ve had. I think that relating 

things back to real-life experiences helps people to get comfortable with the concept 

of values and, by extracting values from those experiences and reflecting upon them 

they can begin to understand what values they might hold. 

If I were to offer any advice it would be to sit in front of the mirror one day and 

give yourself time to really reflect on your values. Try to plan the next one hundred 

years. Raise your aspirations through a process of personal introspection and 

document your thoughts along the way. If you were to break it down into three 

small steps, it would be something like this: 

1. Write. Make a note of your experiences, thoughts and aspirations. Use your 

writing to try to achieve clarity of mind. 
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2. Think. Think to yourself: “Who do I already know that could help to make 

my aspirations a reality? Who do I need to know? How could I make this 

happen?” 

3. Do it. Go out and make your aspiration a reality. While you are doing it, write. 

And now you’re back at stage 1 again.  

This is how I learn about my values, and I hope that this chapter can help you 

to achieve the same. 
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7.  Su-a Lee 

Korean born cellist Su-a Lee is one of the highlights of the Scottish music 
scene. Fêted wherever she goes, she stands out for her versatility, popularity 
and appetite for musical adventure.  

Born in Seoul Su-a trained at Chetham’s School of Music, completing her 
studies at the Juilliard School in New York. On graduating with her degree 
she moved to Scotland to join the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, where she 
remains as Assistant Principal Cello. While she is deeply rooted in her 
Scottish home Su-a and her cello have appeared all over the world, from 
South America to the Arctic Circle. As well as performing in the world’s major 
concert halls, you are just as likely to find them in such unorthodox and 
interesting locations as Japanese temples, circus tents and waterfalls.  

Su-a Lee is Assistant Principal Cellist with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra 

 

Although Su-a spends most of her time playing classical music she is very much 

in demand across a wide musical spectrum, working in all art forms. She has played 

for theatre, dance and film projects, and performs and records regularly with 

Scotland’s jazz and folk stars. Over the summer of 2015 she spent six months 

studying and collaborating with musicians from across the globe, incorporating 

genres of folk, classical, Arabic, Celtic, Swedish and Eastern traditions. Her non-

classical work has included recording on her Musical Saw for Eric Clapton and 

performing at Celtic Connections with Jack Bruce of Cream and the folk band Lau, 

to improvisatory work with the Belgian theatre group Reckless Sleepers and a tour of 

India with the Sarod maestro, Amjad Ali Khan.  

Su-a is also a founder member of the innovative music ensemble, Mr McFall's 

Chamber. Beginning in 1996 playing avant-garde string quartet music in late-night 

club venues, the group has just celebrated its 20th anniversary season and has grown 

to encompass an eclectic range of different traditions.  

With a special passion for working with young musicians, Su-a regularly 

participates in SCO Connect's education and community work, and recently toured a 
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very successful series of performances for babies with Reeling and Writhing Theatre. 

She is Patron-in-Chief of the Perth Youth Orchestra, a regular coach for the 

National Youth Orchestra of Scotland and for many years was a coach to the 

Icelandic National Youth Orchestra and Cambridge County Youth Orchestra. She is 

an Associate Member of the Martyn Bennett Trust and a Trustee of the Board of the 

Soundhouse Trust.  

 
Boundaries 

Our values provide the backbone to our lives. If we didn’t have values we 

couldn’t make sensible progress or have much stability. 

I think of values as a system of setting our personal boundaries: like creating our 

own set of principles that lets us know how far we can go and what is morally 

acceptable. Much of this comes from family.  

I have two sisters and we are very close in age (all three of us within two years 

and eleven months). We emigrated from South Korea to the UK when we were all 

babies. My father was away from home for work between Monday and Friday, and 

only home for weekends. My mother was therefore mostly alone with three very 

young children to look after, in a country that was completely foreign in terms of 

culture, language and pretty much everything. She had no friends or family to turn to 

for advice or backup. Even running out of milk was difficult. If there had only been 

two of us she could have tucked one under each arm and carried us to the local 

shop, but because there were three of us that was not an option. Necessity for some 

element of control meant that our parents were quite strict.  

I vividly remember one early boundary of obedience being set. We were very 

excited about acquiring our first TV. It was a small square set with coat-hanger 

antennae sticking out of the back and it used to sit on top of a cardboard box. The 

three of us would love to lie on our stomachs as close as possible to it. This 

particular weekend, my Dad called us for dinner and got progressively frustrated 

when we ignored him completely. By the third time of asking he threatened us, “If 

you don’t join us for dinner now, I am throwing the TV out!” We still didn’t move, 

and true to his word the TV was duly thrown out! We never replaced the TV and I 

have never had one since. 
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We also learned how to give and take from an early age. My mother often retells 

a story about a time when my sisters and I were fighting over a toy. My mother said 

to us, “If you can’t settle this peacefully and learn to share, then none of you gets it!” 

This must have struck a chord with me because I immediately responded by saying, 

“It’s fine. Songa [my little sister] can have it. I will have it afterwards.” Early lessons 

in the benefit of sharing.  

I remember these moments as experiences that taught us a kind of obedience, 

but we also learned that once the goalposts were set by our parents they wouldn’t 

move. I feel that without a clear sense of boundaries being set for young people, life 

can get very confusing. I suppose that these boundaries help us to create our values 

and this starts from a really early stage. While it is true that there are many more grey 

areas of ‘good and bad’ for adults, when you are a child it’s a bit more black and 

white. I feel that it is important and helpful for children to have clarity about what is 

acceptable and what is not; a clear sense of definition that can be a source of 

guidance. I feel lucky that I grew up with a fairly clear sense of boundaries, instilled 

by my parents. 

  
Instinct, independence, passion. 

I am not a very good forward planner. I've never made New Year's resolutions. 

I make a lot of decisions based on how it feels at that particular moment, as the 

future is so unknowable. If I need to make a choice, often it isn't so much about 

good or bad but more about how each decision will feel afterwards and whether 

it’s ‘safe to be bold’. My decisions and values are very instinctive; some of them 

might be based on feelings of fear or danger, but I can rationalise them in the 

moment due to feeling pretty grounded in myself. I am often motivated by my desire 

to make a group of people happy and I tend to think of this bigger picture.  

As a teenager I was very much aware of rules. I understood the need to have 

them in place, but felt that I could break them if I did so responsibly and for the 

right reasons. Some of this desire for independence and freedom comes from my 

time at Chetham’s Music School, a specialist music boarding school right in 

Manchester's city centre. My sisters and I all studied there. 
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At ‘Chet’s’ I made my own rules. I didn't break the school rules to be naughty 

or anti-establishment. I just wanted to feel autonomous and free. Sometimes, for 

instance, when life in a boarding house was too much for me I would borrow 

camping equipment from the school and go off on my own. I would take the train 

and stay overnight in the countryside, in places like Edale in the Peak District for 

example. Of course it was totally ridiculous, but I didn’t feel like I was doing 

anything very ‘bad’. I just wanted some freedom and to do something on my own. I 

also knew that I'd never get permission to do such things but that they were good 

for my soul. I still have that need for freedom today. 

I was initially given a violin to play because my older sister was playing one, but 

to be honest I hated it. I couldn’t hold the weight of it, it hurt my arms and it was an 

utterly horrid sound and experience! However, after a couple of weeks I heard a 

piece on the radio (it was the ‘The Swan’) played on the cello, and immediately I said 

I wanted to play that. Luckily the brother of our violin teacher Derek Williams, was 

an amateur cellist, Viv Williams, and he agreed to teach me. The only cello available 

to me was borrowed from a school, and I could only use it on a Saturday morning 

when Derek ran a string group. I would scrape away there, then be whisked out for 

twenty minutes to have individual time with Viv. I was much smaller than average 

for an eight-year-old and the cello was a particularly huge instrument for me, but I 

instantly fell in love with it. I wasn’t allowed to take it home during term time, but I 

remember the first time I was allowed to take it home for a week's school holiday... 

it was epic! That first day I played away at this huge cello for six hours, refusing to 

come to the table even for dinner because I was a seven-year-old in love. Luckily my 

dad didn't throw this object out!  

I’ve come to the conclusion that if you love doing something you will do it 

without effort. I have had the question about ‘talent’ put to me many times. Is 

somebody born talented or does it develop? I believe that anybody can learn to play 

an instrument, I really do. I don’t think that people are necessarily born with a talent 

to play a particular instrument. For me it comes down to whether you love it enough 

to be patient with it. I think you can learn most things, such as hearing music 

effectively, if you really want to. To have a sense of fine tuning you need to have the 

desire, stamina and patience to do it. I remember struggling to play things in tune, 
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trying to find whole and half tone intervals and then discovering the myriad 

possibilities even within the half tone. It really was a training of the ear, not just of 

the fingers. I am still thinking about this now, especially with the different tuning of 

ethnic cultures around the world.  

Taking an interest to the ‘nth’ degree only happens if you are passionate about 

and love what you are doing. There has to be some kind of emotional connection to 

ensure that you keep going. If I didn’t completely love it I am sure I would have 

given up out of sheer frustration. Some people might be able to persevere because of 

a desire to make a ‘success’ of it, but it’s different for me.  

I sometimes feel that the education system, particularly the way we train 

musicians, encourages people more towards notions of success and perfection, and I 

don’t necessarily believe in that. I can identify with musicians who tell stories about 

being ‘sick with fear’. My sister, for instance, had a panic attack, hyperventilated and 

dropped her bow in her final recital at Oxford University. She immediately 

developed a small and contained area of vitiligo on that bowing arm which she still 

has to this day. We all have the propensity to feel that fear, but I think it is the role 

of the education system to prevent that from happening, to boost self-confidence 

and to foster a continued love of what you are doing.  

The only time I remember questioning my future in music was when I was 

sixteen and faced with the decision of planning what to do after school. To be 

honest all I wanted to do was play the cello but at that stage I began to wonder, 

“What if I can’t do this?” “What if I chopped my finger off or had an accident that 

prevented me from doing it?” The only other thing that I was passionate about at 

that time was cooking. During school holidays I would cook and experiment every 

day with vegetarian food for my whole (non-vegetarian) family. While I would have 

always wanted music to play a part in my life, I thought for a while about becoming 

a chef. I dreamed about opening a vegetarian café in Paris that offered live chamber 

music, as Paris in the '80s was fairly barren for vegetarians.  

I still love cooking but I think that I would have found it very stressful because 

of the need to ‘perform’, and I didn’t necessarily want to cook every meal for every 

day of my life at a consistently high level under pressure.  
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The same stress is also relevant for musicians, but being part of an orchestra has 

the advantage of being very much a collective performance and there is a lot of 

energy from your colleagues to maintain that consistency and drive.  
  

Friendship, community spirit, connecting with people and the next 
generation 

Unlike some of my colleagues who have said that they were ostracised through 

learning music as a child, I never found this to be the case. There may be reasons for 

this: first, I was playing to around Grade 6 standard after a year so had progressed 

quite quickly (as had my violin-playing sisters); second, my family emigrated to 

Hawaii within a few months of my playing because of my father's job situation; and 

third, our teachers, Derek and Viv, had an uncle who taught history at Chet’s, which 

is how we became aware of the school's existence. Viv's wife Frankie, who is a force 

of nature, persuaded my parents to bring us back to England after six months to 

audition for Chet’s. Frankie accompanied us to Manchester, my sisters and I making 

a secret pact that if one of us didn't get in then none of us would go. But we all got 

places, and Frankie secured full scholarships for us all through the Leverhulme 

Trust.  

So I think that thanks to a combination of travelling, fairly fast progress on the 

cello and very shortly afterwards going to a specialist music boarding-school where 

all my friends were musicians, I didn’t have time to feel ostracised.  

Because I lived in a small community from a young age – I had just turned nine 

when I went to Chet’s – I think I have a strong sense of what feels good and bad for 

me as well as for those around me. At school we had to deal with many social 

behaviours: some good, some bad. The good side was nurturing, fun, creative and 

supportive. The bad side was frightening and I witnessed bullying, fighting and 

personality clashes. As a result, throughout my life I always want every situation to 

be a good one for everybody involved. If you are not happy as a group of 

performers you are not going to play your best. You can’t play together if you are 

not literally and metaphorically on the same page. This can be difficult to manage 

sometimes, particularly in small chamber groups where the relationships are 

particularly intense. Because of the nature of what we do our radars are overly active 
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and alert, and therefore very like to overreact! In an orchestra, everybody knows 

each other intimately; you can often predict how people are going to respond and 

must be prepared for them to be irrational! 

Musicians would not be in the business if we didn’t have an audience, and music 

wouldn’t have a future if we didn’t engage with the next generation. These are 

huge motivators. I grew up in the youth orchestra system, which is such a great 

experience. Joining a youth orchestra is like having a whole new world open up and 

discovering a new way of engaging with people. This engagement gives us so much 

new material for our developmental progress.  

As well as being completely terrifying for all sorts of reasons, it is so much fun. I 

remember going to see my older sister, Hae-a, playing in our county youth orchestra 

for the first time. I worried my parents because I had gone backstage with Frankie 

during the interval and hadn't reappeared for the second half. Imagine their 

astonishment when they noticed on stage, at the back of the cello section, a tiny pair 

of dangling legs that could only have been mine. I had wanted to join in the fun. 

That was my first experience of playing in the youth orchestra. I then progressed 

through the four Bedfordshire County Youth Orchestras as well as the 

National Children's Orchestra.  

I started coaching youth orchestras myself when I was nineteen. Since then they 

have been a constant thread throughout my career, being involved as I have been in 

youth orchestras all over the UK. While I was studying at the Juilliard School in 

New York I was invited to coach the Iceland Youth Orchestra. We got together 

three times a year, for a fortnight course each time, for a period of three years. We 

took on some hefty programmes as there was lots of time for thorough sectional 

coaching, and although they might start off barely being able to play the notes, by 

the end they sounded like a professional orchestra. There was no time pressure, and 

we got the chance to really bond. Aged nineteen myself I wasn’t that much older 

than most of them, so that probably helped. 

For most young people taking part it is their first real experience of ‘community 

spirit’. I remember how that felt for me when I started. The skills you build in a 

youth orchestra, having to be aware of the people around you and appreciating the 

fact that it’s not all about your own part, are valuable social skills for life. As a coach, 
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for instance, I will often give practical advice to young people on how to be a good 

desk partner – helping each other to write notes on the music, how to turn pages 

while performing, organising the height of the music stand, giving each other 

enough space and so on. There are so many ways to help each other. 

Having gone through the youth orchestra system myself it is such a privilege to 

support the next generation to do the same. When I am coaching I want the process 

to be fun but disciplined. I can be quite strict, but only in a musical way and it is 

always fun. That is the balance I strive to achieve as a coach. 

This attitude also affects the work I do in my job in the orchestra. On the 

concert platform we have moved away from wearing formal concert dress such as 

tails, but I think we could go much further. Connecting with the audience is 

incredibly important, and I feel there is so much that we can do and that I can learn 

from my experiences with young people to help achieve that. This connection is 

sometimes as simple as chatting to people after a concert or just showing an interest. 

I am a ‘people person’ in many ways. People are my religion, so to speak, in that they 

are what I believe in. I am intrigued to find out why people have come to a particular 

event or what their experience with music has been. Audience members will often 

come to me after a performance to share how much they enjoyed the event or how 

it made them feel. Some even tell me that they come just to see what colour my hair 

is! So I feel that, on whatever level, there is a genuine personal connection with 

audiences.  

I know that it makes a difference to people’s lives. Once an elderly gentleman in 

Aberdeen came to me after a Subscriber’s Concert, which is a special chamber 

concert that we invite regular subscribers to, free, as a loyalty bonus. He had 

attended the concert and was quite emotional. He gave me a gift of a necklace that 

had belonged to his wife, who had always come particularly to see me play. She had 

sadly passed away. This is connection on a very deep level and I was overwhelmed 

by the beauty and bravery of the gesture. These personal connections make the 

whole experience richer because you know that people are enjoying it and feel 

connected to it. In the moment of performance I am not necessarily thinking about 

the audience – I am focused on the music – but it certainly makes a difference to 

have that level of feedback and connection with the people around you.   
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During the past twenty years, alongside my life as an orchestral cellist I have 

been incredibly lucky also to have an alternative musical outlet for connecting with 

audiences and artists from across the musical divides. This is through our band Mr 

McFall’s Chamber, of which I am a founding member. It started in 1996 as a 

renegade splinter group from the SCO, presenting classical music to the midnight, 

underground nightclub scene. Our mission was to experiment, collaborate and break 

down barriers. In terms of broadening horizons, building bridges with other art 

disciplines, creating new worlds and exploring other cultures, this band has meant a 

huge amount to me. We took some of the first steps towards bringing together folk, 

jazz and world musicians, as well as dancers, poets and visual artists. It has allowed 

freedom of expression and the possibility to grow as an artist and a human being, 

and I believe we have slowly brought about a big change in the musical landscape of 

Scotland.  

 
Conclusion 

It has been illuminating for me to write this chapter because it has clarified 

many previously unexplored thoughts about how we shape our individual value 

systems. It is very clear to me that this process starts when we are extremely young 

and builds continuously on the ever-growing accumulation of experiences, like 

choosing which building blocks to use and deciding what shape of construction you 

want to build. Education and structure, as opposed to training and strictness, 

are absolutely paramount in this.  

I feel very lucky having such inspirational parents, but not everyone is so 

fortunate. This is where I think the role of education and its aficionados are so 

important. The school arena is where all children can experience community outside 

of the family and all the extremes of human nature that this presents. Of course this 

is not limited to just school institutions but extends to other educational or cultural 

communities. Experiencing these extremes in a safe environment is the best way to 

discover personal boundaries in a productive way.  

Educational communities are also the best nurturing ground for sparking 

passions. Young children are naturally inquisitive because everything is new to them. 

It is vital that their developing passions are encouraged and that every child is made 
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to feel confident and independent. This self-confidence and self-determination will 

give them the bravery to achieve whatever they wish to pour their hearts into.  

I would like to conclude with an amusing anecdote. It is from my very first time 

coaching the Iceland Youth Orchestra, and illustrates how travel, music, creativity 

and fun all contribute to what can happen when you connect with people.   

I arrived in Iceland on Boxing Day at the crack of dawn (although that's a 

misnomer since at that time of year the sun never rises in Iceland!). I was being 

hosted by a family of five, whose eighteen-year-old daughter was playing violin in 

the youth orchestra. There was also a twelve-year-old daughter and a five-year-old 

son.  

Having apologised for getting them out of bed so early on Boxing Day, I tried 

to explain to the mother that I was a vegetarian and therefore didn't eat meat or fish. 

I hastened to add that I didn't want to inconvenience them by expecting them to 

cook expensive vegetables, so I said I would just eat what they ate but that because it 

was not my normal fare I hoped for their understanding. The mother, with a wicked 

glint in her eye, took this as the go-ahead to try to tempt me with all their Icelandic 

specialities, such as raw, rotten shark (which is buried underground as part of the 

preparation process), seared sheep's head with eyes and tongue gouged out, blood 

pudding and puffin! I was most definitely not compliant!  

When it became clear that on New Year's Day they would prepare me a ‘special 

meal’, I was dreading it. When the time came I was almost trembling, seeing their 

palpable excitement. They dimmed the lights and wheeled in the meal on a trolley. It 

had one of these huge silver butler cloches on it. They asked me, as their guest of 

honour, to present it. After a long, deep breath I whipped off the cloche and then 

screamed my (own) head off! What I had revealed staring up at me, was the head of 

their twelve-year-old daughter on the platter, surrounded by vegetables!!!  

After my initial terror I found it monstrously funny. They enjoyed telling me 

how they had even cut a hole in their sideboard to perform this wicked practical 

joke. I am still in touch with the family and I see them regularly even today.  

Music knows no boundaries; it simply brings people together. 
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8. Jordan Linden 

Jordan Linden first became involved in politics in 2009 when he was 
fourteen years old, becoming the Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP) Member 
for Uddingston and Bellshill and a Trustee Director on the SYP Board just 
two years later. In 2015 he was elected Chair of the Scottish Youth Parliament, 
a position he enjoyed until he left in 2016 to focus on his future. 

A committed advocate of young people and the rights agenda, Jordan 
was heavily involved in youth engagement both locally, within his North 
Lanarkshire local authority, and nationally through, for example, his work 
volunteering with the Glasgow 2014 Commonwealth Games and as one of the 
Scottish Government and Young Scot Youth Commissioner’s on Smoking 
Prevention. As his chapter reveals, Jordan’s achievements are themselves 
testament to the power of youth work and youth workers to change lives for 
the better.  

Jordan Linden is former Member and Chair of the Scottish Youth Parliament 

 
I had quite a rough time at school. I was bullied, which made me feel that no-

one liked me and that therefore I had nothing to lose. Thus although school for me 

was about ‘doing well’, that was really the limit of it. Nevertheless despite, or perhaps 

because of my experience, I wanted to be heard, and for others, who like me who 

had no voice, to be heard. And so I decided to stand for election to the Scottish 

Youth Parliament. “What is there to lose?” I thought. Ironically, the election, as it 

turned out!   

Yet it was there that I met Myra Murray, a lady whose name I drop because she 

deserves it. Myra was a locality manager for Community Learning and Development 

in North Lanarkshire Council. When I lost the election she came up to me and said, 

“Please don’t walk away. Just stick in and it will happen eventually. I’m sure that 

your time is going to come.” If it wasn’t for her I probably would have walked away. 

We often hear that youth work changes lives, but youth workers can change lives 

too. And so my journey began. I stayed with politics, working with the SYP member 
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who had won to set up and jointly lead a youth forum, and went on to become a 

Member of the Youth Council. In 2011 I stood for election to the SYP again. This 

time, with a significant majority of the votes, I won.  

I was successful this time, I believe, because I refused to give up. I had built up 

my profile by being involved in successful events and playing a number of roles on 

youth councils. Regardless of what people thought of me as a person, my hard work 

could not be denied. For example, in addition to my efforts to improve young 

people’s representation I worked to secure better, more affordable leisure facilities 

through the use of Young Scot cards in local leisure centres. Another lasting 

achievement, of which I’m especially proud, was establishing a skate park in my local 

area. I was involved at all stages, from lobbying, public meetings and consultations 

to proudly overseeing its eventual construction. It might have seemed that my initial 

decision to join SYP was partly selfish in that it was my own experiences driving me, 

but once I became a member it became about something much bigger than that: it 

was about giving all young people a voice. 

From then it was a case of going for it, full pelt. I wanted to be part of making a 

better Scotland, changing SYP where possible to include fresher and newer voices. 

Three months later I stood for the SYP Board. I was elected onto it on my sixteenth 

birthday, making me one of Scotland’s youngest charity trustee directors that year, I 

think! No-one knew me, but I didn’t care and continued to throw myself whole-

heartedly into improving the representation of young people.  

My time on the Board was a maturing experience. It gave me opportunities to 

network, debate, host events and give speeches. I had put myself in a new situation 

of learning and experience, lighting the spark that would lead me to become the 

person I am today. The first time I sat on the SYP Board I thought, “What am I 

doing here? Have I made a mistake? This is all very serious and a big deal.” I felt like 

a wee fish in a big pond, and I don’t think I have ever completely overcome those 

initial doubts.  

Thankfully, throughout my journey other people have seen things in me that 

even now I struggle to see myself, giving me the support and encouragement I 

needed: Myra Murray, I have already mentioned; from school, Lisa McAvoy, the 

Home School Partnership Officer and Rhona Skea, the school librarian supported 
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me emotionally and maintained a belief in my ability to make a difference even 

through my toughest times; and from the Youth Forum and Youth Council there 

was Kirstin Thomson, June Ford, Gillian Finnigan, Liz Fergus; and so the list goes 

on. These individuals I hope will continue to be a part of my life, supporting my 

development as I continue through the journey of life.  

Thanks to their belief in me I’ve had quite an amazing year. From working in 

the Scottish Parliament to holding directorships on the boards of Together (the 

Scottish Alliance for Children’s Rights), Young Scot, YouthLink Scotland and SYP. I 

also joined the UK Young Leaders UK Programme, run by Ambassador Matthew 

Barzun and the US Embassy in London. By connecting young leaders in Great 

Britain with those in the US it aims to enhance the special relationship between the 

two countries. I am also currently studying community education. My vision is to 

explore, through both a theoretical and practical lens, how my community works 

and also, importantly, to continue to develop a sense of care for it. 

Having wanted to be a policeman, a member of air cabin crew (travelling the 

world still appeals to me and I love flying) and then a teacher, I’ve realised that I 

have always wanted to perform some form of public service. I know now that my 

place is in politics. As long as it is done right, this for me is where the potential to 

make a difference and improve people’s quality of life lies. 

 
MY VALUES 

I don’t think values can necessarily be learned. They are within us. If you are 

trying to portray a value then you’re probably not being honest to yourself or 

authentic. I think there is a difference between displaying a value and having it in 

you in the first place.  

I believe that my involvement with politics and democracy triggered values that 

were in me already. Before that there was never an opportunity to explore those I 

may have had, and in all consciousness I can’t say that anyone around me ‘gave’ me 

them. My parents, for example, are not political. Instead it was probably my early 

negative experiences that led me to develop the values and beliefs I hold now and 

which are contrary to those experiences: being more tolerant, welcoming and 

understanding, and appreciating life in all its beauty and differences. 
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Being true to yourself 
It is vital to be true to yourself. People don’t need to know every detail about 

who I am: that’s not what defines me. What defines me are my actions, what I do in 

my life and the people with whom I choose to engage. Celebrities don’t particularly 

inspire me. It’s the normal people around me, the wonderful and the different who 

enrich my life.  

Before I went into politics I wanted to be a languages teacher at high school. I 

worked hard to earn a place at university but when I got there I realised that it wasn’t 

right for me. So I dropped out. It was a very tough time. Going to university was 

seen as the thing to do and I had built it up in my mind as the ‘be all and end all’. 

But I left, and through Community Jobs Scotland found a job in after-school 

childcare. 

I loved that job, and while in some ways it was a worrying time it was also a 

formative one for me and my values. I had never been in structured employment 

before and here I was having to put myself forward and meet new people. I felt self-

conscious and, after my negative experiences, was constantly worried about others’ 

perceptions of me. Being involved in youth empowerment, however, made me 

consider the bigger picture. It opened my eyes to the big wide world out there and to 

the views that people can have.  

As long as your goals, values and ambitions are about changing somebody’s life 

for the better through your actions, and as long as you believe those actions to be 

right, then I believe that to be a strong value. 

I can always go back to university; that was always and continues to be my 

attitude. I’ve got my whole life to do it. What really matters to me are relationships 

and the emotional connections I make with people. Those people won’t always be 

there but university, jobs and money – that stuff will always be there. 

 
Trust 

Trust has been a consistent factor that has shaped my life. It has been a 

particularly important part of realising who I am as a person and how I am with 

others. My experiences of having a hard time in my younger years, as I have reflected 
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on above, can sometimes inhibit my ability to trust other people. But sometimes you 

just have to put your trust in others. To be trustworthy you must also be trusting: it’s 

a two-way thing. 

I have learned to trust people enough to be my own person around them and to 

say, "This is me; that's who I am" – hoping that those around me are trustworthy 

and caring enough to stick with me. Meaningful friendships rely on our ability to 

nurture trust as a foundation: it is at the very core of socialising and building 

relationships. With my close friends I feel as though I can often tell if they’re feeling 

a bit down even when they say they’re okay. There is a vulnerability in friendship, 

and the ability to acknowledge those vulnerabilities comes back to trust. It underpins 

all our interactions, our friendships and who we are as people. 

There have been times in my life where my trust has been misplaced. But there 

have also been times when investing my trust in someone has helped me to cope 

with specific issues or just life in general. I think that it is so important that you can 

trust others. For me, it has been the most important value in terms of being able to 

be myself and be happy. 

 
Determination and commitment 

I think that values are an integral part of who we are, but if we have 

commitment and determination they can be nurtured and strengthened. If I wasn’t 

determined then I wouldn’t have stuck at it during the 2009 election. In fact, being 

honest I’m not sure why I did. I began representing young people rather blind to 

other facts and with probably nowhere near enough experience. It might have been 

the ‘Myra’ trigger – I can’t think of any other reason. It certainly wasn’t the prospect 

of public speaking. I had been involved in pupil councils before so debating wasn’t a 

problem for me. Speaking publicly, ‘making a show of myself’ or being the centre of 

people’s focus was, however, very different and not something with which I was 

comfortable.  

Another example of my sense of commitment comes from the many hours of 

volunteer work I did through the Saltire Award. I am proud of what I have done, 

but I don’t think you can attach a certificate or accreditation to values you have 
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developed or the kind of person you have become as a result of that kind of 

experience.  

For me, commitment/determination is also about looking beyond my own 

sense of purpose towards the wider importance – that is, “What can I do beyond my 

own goals? Where do other people want to go with me?” Strategy is something I 

think about quite a lot. In my dealings with other people I need to look beyond the 

immediate to understand what my ultimate goal should be. It’s about trying to 

perceive how your actions might be interpreted by others.  

 
Leadership 

If you had told me before I was elected that I would be the Chair of the Youth 

Parliament one day, I would not have believed you. There has only been a limited 

number of chairpersons since the Youth Parliament was created in 1999. When I 

was voted in in June and suddenly my picture was on the wall next to those previous 

leaders I thought, “I’ve made it!” I wasn’t being big-headed; I was simply proud to 

be joining a list of people whom I had held in some high regard. 

But there is always room for improvement. And so like my predecessors I had 

the opportunity to make a difference during my time ‘in the chair’. My first piece of 

advice: don’t wait six months to start doing your job! As a new leader I needed to hit 

the ground running, and so one of my first jobs was to make sure meetings started 

straight away to get the wheels turning. Second piece of advice: be open with people. 

Let them know how things are and share experiences through social media and so 

on. If people are investing in me I need to let them know what I’m up to. Even a 

tweet can spark interest.  

For me there is a difference between showing leadership and being a leader. Being 

the chairperson of SYP was partly about being a figurehead, going to high profile 

events and meeting dignitaries. But being a good leader was about sharing, involving 

and encouraging others to take part. In order to be a good leader you have to give 

other people the chance to be leaders.  

 
Equality  
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On a broader level, equality for me is a big value. Looking at others and seeing a 

fellow human being sounds like such a simple concept but it’s something that can 

often be overlooked. 

There used to be a poster in the staff room at my school that read, ‘Punches and 

bruises last but a short time, but some words can last forever’. That quote will never 

leave me because it is so true. It encapsulates my experience of being bullied. I will 

never forget some of the things that were said to me at school, and when I hear 

those same things being said to others it affects me just the same. Today I tend to 

remove myself from those situations instead of absorbing the negativity; but 

sometimes I challenge their words, because people often don’t realise how their 

comments affect others and possibly even their values.  

Being involved in the Scottish Youth Parliament was important because it was 

about giving not only me but other young people a voice. It’s about being an 

advocate for every young person at all levels. I remember the first manifesto I was 

involved in was called ‘Change the Picture’. For me the title encapsulated why I 

wanted to be involved: to improve the image of young people and how we appear to 

the world, and to make our voices heard.  

That image has undoubtedly been helped by the Independence referendum. 

Before, young people were widely seen as being indifferent to or uninterested in 

politics and wider society. Now it is clear that they want to be asked about these 

things and want to be heard, and that they can be equally if not more passionate and 

articulate on such matters. I used to say that young people are the future, but I don’t 

any more. Young people are the here and the now. If they don’t have their voices 

heard now, how can they shape the future? 

SYP campaigns for equality, another recent example being equality in marriage. 

But everybody has a role to play in ensuring that we all have the right to be our own 

person and to pursue the opportunities we choose in order to be whoever we want 

to be without being put down by others.  

 
Conclusion 

I may still be young but I feel privileged to have already enjoyed some life-

changing experiences. The first thing I did as a trustee, for example, was walk down 
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Edinburgh’s Royal Mile with the MSPs who had been elected in 2011. I was walking 

alongside the likes of Iain Gray, Annabel Goldie and Alex Salmond, and it was all 

photos and selfies! It was a totally weird experience, going from not having any 

involvement in that world to meeting our then First Minister. When Alex Salmond 

left office I sent him a letter sharing a picture from 2011 and commenting on how 

far we had both come since then. He wrote back, agreeing with me that it had been 

quite a journey. These experiences have probably shaped me more than I appreciate. 

What have also shaped me are my values, and I hope that in sharing mine you 

too can see the importance of values in your life. Life is a complex journey. It’s 

tough; it can throw you curve balls and at times seem very confusing. It can feel a bit 

like walking through a dense forest in the dark. Nevertheless, by holding your values 

close and maintaining a passion in your heart for what you believe in, you know you 

can wait until the light shines because then you will see the stunning things that the 

world has to offer. 

Ultimately, I hope to make a difference to people’s lives and help to deliver a 

fairer future – a more equal future that is free from stigma and judgment. It’s a ‘big 

ask’, but I want to play my part. We are all different and special, with our own 

unique blend of attributes and personality, but we all share this world. We should 

appreciate one another, our imperfections included for they are part of what makes 

us who we are. 

I want to be a voice for that vision of fairness. I might only be one voice, but 

when a group of people speaks together as one change can happen. 
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9. Ryan Longmuir 

At an entrepreneurs’ conference one business leader was heard to say, “If 
Carlsberg did inspirational speeches, I’m pretty sure they’d be giving Ryan 
Longmuir a call.” For someone who described himself in his interview for 
this book as “just a wee chancer” Ryan Longmuir is, as his achievements 
attest to, much more than that. What is more, a key component of his success 
is the strong values base that underpins it.  

Behind his humble pretence is a man who transformed his life. His 
turning point came when he was imprisoned for possession of Class A drugs; 
from this low he rediscovered the value of life and resolved from then on only 
to go up. Starting with just £1,000 from the Prince's Trust, Ryan went on to 
build one of the most successful outside catering businesses in Scotland, 
winning awards from the Institute of Directors and commendations from 
across the country. 

Ryan Longmuir is Managing Director of Regis Banqueting 

 

Sometimes you forget where you’ve come from. Speaking about my story really 

makes me take a step back and think, "Is that what I've done?”  

I was born in 1979 in a house in Kirkintilloch. My father was a fireman, my 

mother a saleswoman. I had one older and one younger brother. I grew up in a 

family that loved me, but we had our difficulties. No-one’s parents are perfect, but 

mine were both hard working. Dad was an old-school Glaswegian. He took on part-

time jobs, had a good work ethic and taught us that you always have to pay your 

bills. Mum was a salesperson before it was seen as a good thing or even a specific 

career. One day I told a teacher of mine that my mum sold cars. She went on to buy 

a car from my mum, who then gave me a reward for setting it up. This was an early 

lesson in rewards. It sparked my interest in sales and business and I started to see 

selling as a good thing. Mum was at the heyday of Ford motors and car sales. She got 

lots of incentives, from holidays to video cameras. There was a buzz about the house 

during those times. When times were good, they were really good. 
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I was relatively bright at school but didn’t apply myself fully and so drifted 

through. I didn't do well in many subjects, finding myself in foundation classes for 

many of them and at times pulled out of class for causing trouble. Then, at the age 

of thirteen I started to experiment with drugs. By the time I turned fifteen I was 

taking drugs every day. I had become disillusioned with school, having no career 

path in mind and no real hopes for the future. 

Leaving school at sixteen I took on many jobs. None of them lasted long 

because I was more interested in drugs and in what I thought was living life to the 

full. It led, in my late teens, to me selling drugs in order to fund my lifestyle. By the 

age of twenty I still had no clear plan or purpose and was dissatisfied with life. I just 

wanted it to change. Blaming my discontent not on the way I was living but on 

Glasgow, Scotland and the people around me, I decided to travel to New Zealand. It 

was on that journey that I was caught importing class A drugs.  

Being caught was to prove the catalyst for changing my life. While I was waiting 

to go to jail I prayed and found faith in Jesus, and with that a purpose and the hope 

of a different life. I could no longer ignore the fact that the decisions I was making 

were having such a bad impact on my life. Even then it wasn’t until I left jail and met 

what would turn out to be some very important people that I really changed.   

Returning to Scotland I ran a charity called Free for Life, working with 

recovering drug addicts, and then in 2002 I met the love of my life, Shirley Ann. 

Nine months later we married and began our adventure in love and life, which is as 

exciting today as it was when we first said, “I do.” A year later, I was made 

redundant. When the opportunity arose to start my own business I grasped it, and 

that is how Regis Banqueting Ltd began.  

Catering might seem like a strange choice, but the church I went to had a café 

and bedrooms that it was keen to make work. I was always passionate about food 

and so here was my chance. We started out with little more than a determination to 

succeed, make a difference and give something back. We had an initial grant of 

£1,000 from the Prince’s Trust and little else, not even a van. Yet through hard work 

and determination we began to get jobs. I remember phoning my mother-in-law to 

ask how to make steak pie for our first one. At this point I realised I had better learn 

to cook properly, so I went to college and completed an HNC in professional 
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cookery. Later, we went to a Dragons' Den type of event run by the Prince’s Trust, 

hoping for a £5,000 injection of cash. It was a high-powered panel and they asked if 

I had any experience. Of course the only experience I had was in selling drugs, but 

they could see my passion and self-belief. They gave us the money and, crucially, a 

mentor who helped us to think like a business and grow. 

Since starting out we have had many highs and lows, but each day I learn more 

about myself and the world around me. In 2007 our first child was born followed 

shortly by number two, and then in 2014 we had Arran. You think you have 

challenges in business? Wait until you have kids. I wouldn’t change things for the 

world, though. As a business we now employ twelve full-time and thirty-eight part-

time staff, and turn over £1 million per year. We have diversified into property, the 

commercial side of which generates wealth that we redistribute. I have been 

fortunate to win several awards, including the RBS Young Entrepreneur for 

Lanarkshire, Wedding Caterer of the Year and Young Director of the Year. At one 

ceremony there were lots of OBEs, MBEs and seriously big businessmen with 

turnovers of hundreds of millions if not billions of pounds. Sitting alongside them 

was little Ryan from Regis. For me the awards are a recognition, by both the industry 

and perhaps more crucially our customers, of our character and our values rather 

than how much money we have made, and of that I am justly proud.   

 
BEING ACCOUNTABLE 
Self-respect and self-direction 

I look back at the more difficult times and think, I wasn’t a bad kid. I probably 

just got into the wrong crowd. I enjoyed taking drugs and made many wrong 

decisions. When I left for New Zealand I blamed everyone but me for my troubles. I 

may have been influenced by others, but at the end of the day only I made myself do 

the things I did. If you continue to make bad choices, bad consequences are 

inevitable. Being in prison and the help I received shortly after was my catalyst for 

change. Up to that point I had relied on wriggling out of situations. This time I was 

going to be honest with myself and accountable for my life, and so I made the 

conscious decision to change.  
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The grass was indeed greener now that I knew where I was heading and had a 

purpose. I started to mix with different, more positive, people. More importantly, I 

started to be myself rather than trying to be someone else to satisfy others. I was no 

better than anyone else but I knew who I was and what I was going to do which was, 

quite simply, make a success of myself.  

 
BENEVOLENCE  
Finding meaning 

As a Christian I believe strongly in the notion of ‘love your neighbour as you do 

yourself’. When I was at my lowest ebb in New Zealand two girls took me in. It was 

the first time they had done anything like that, and the first time anyone had done 

something like that for me. People say it was a coincidence; I say it was a 

"Godinstance". Someone heard the cry in my heart. I was out on bail and had been 

at a party. It was in a fancy apartment eight stories up and I had been hanging off 

the side of the balcony while high on drugs, trying to impress people. I thought I 

was being cool. Now I realise just how little I cared about myself.    

Driving back the next morning I met two beautiful girls, Tui and Brooke, who 

were hitchhiking. They were going to church and there was me was trying to give 

them a joint. They asked if I wanted to go with them. My initial thought was, “F*** 

off. Church is for fruitcakes” – but I went. I’m not sure why. Whatever the reason, it 

was my first experience of church. Afterwards, they invited me for coffee and I told 

them the story of how I had become addicted to drugs. They said they wanted to 

help get me off drugs and invited me to stay with them.  

If I think about my daughter picking up an absolute stranger like that, would I 

feel good about it? Honestly? Probably not. Somewhere in that is a mindset about 

how life should be. It takes people to do things that are not the norm to get a 

different result. Those girls didn’t know me but they took me in. For me it was love 

in action and that action was so much more powerful than words. It blew my mind, 

and that day I asked Jesus into my life. Although I had wanted to stop taking drugs, 

up until that point I still saw them in terms of cash and kudos. Now the veil had 

been lifted from my eyes. I saw that all drugs were doing was destroying my life and 

the lives of those around me. Meeting others who were willing to risk theirs to help a 
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complete stranger made me think that there had to be something in it because 

people didn’t normally act this way. I took all the drugs I had on me and threw them 

into the ocean. I have never taken drugs since.  

 
Finding mature love 

Many people don’t realise the strength there is in relationships, especially those 

with partners. It breaks my heart to see the damage broken relationships can wreak 

on families, however successful they may appear in other ways. A wife is not just a 

wife; she is a companion, a sounding board, someone with whom to share one's 

deepest thoughts and life journey. I met my wife at a local church. Up until then I 

had only ever messed around in relationships, causing a lot of hurt in the process. 

Following my recovery I vowed that the next woman I got involved with would be 

my wife. We were married just seven months after we met, and thirteen years later 

we’re still together. People were horrified that we were so young but we just knew it 

was right.  

When you strip everything back, what are the key things? On your death bed I 

bet you won't wonder if you should have spent more time in the office. As for 

money and other material pleasures, are they really what’s important? In reality life 

can be very empty if they are all you have. Older people have a very different 

outlook. They have learned that relationships are what matter. Relationships help to 

shape our values and our character. Get them right and everything else will follow.   

 
Giving something back 

Young people need opportunities to flourish. That is why it’s so important to 

give something back and help them. Just as people helped me by giving me a chance 

so I have tried to help others. From taking on staff to giving them a holiday, it all 

creates a positive flow. Rather than spend money on a flashy car for example, we 

have always put back in: back into people and back into the business. All our staff 

have bought into the ethos of ‘what can we do for the business’ rather than ‘what 

can the business do for me.’ In 2009 I managed to climb Mount Kilimanjaro. Not 

only was it an amazing experience, but most importantly it raised £5,000 for charity. 

Since then I have completed the London Marathon, also for charity.  
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ACHIEVEMENT 
Dare to dream 

Daring to dream is so important, especially for young people. I don't mean day-

dreaming about, say, driving a Ferrari but rather, ‘If I put my mind to something 

then I can accomplish it.’ Young people should have high aspirations and I don't just 

mean in an academic sense. Today though, many just want to be famous – a pop star 

or the next Facebook billionaire. They forget that just a tiny proportion make it to 

the top. They also want to take the path of least resistance to get there. The reality is 

that it takes strong values and hard work for truly great people to get to where they 

do. I was lucky to have a supportive family and friends as well as clear self-direction. 

But most of all I dared to dream. I dreamed that I could run a successful business. I 

had faith in myself and in God.   

 
Dare to act 

When I got the chance to start my own business I asked myself what was the 

worst that could happen. So many people live in fear of taking risks. I, on the other 

hand, am a great believer in the words of Star Wars author George Lucas, who said 

that it was better to fail trying that not try at all – my own ethos ever since. Even if I 

failed, I had started with nothing and had learned so much along the way. But I 

didn’t fail, and I have had such a ball and met so many wonderful people along the 

way, including Prince Charles and Alex Salmond to name just two of the more 

famous among them.   

You do need to be bold at times. When we bought out another business we 

made the decision to keep on the lead person from that business. Our faith in him 

paid off and he now manages various aspects of the company. You also need to step 

out of your comfort zone. I have approached complete strangers I've heard talking 

about their wedding and asked them if they have a wedding caterer. If it doesn't 

come to anything, fine. So often unfounded fears hold us back from being all we can 

be. We should think more about what we can do rather than what we cannot and 

grasp opportunities as they arise.  

Business has its good and bad times, and through it all you must remember that 

dream. I remember doing a family wedding not long after we started. More than a 
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few things went wrong, including some people not turning up to work, and then the 

power tripped. I remember sitting on the stairs crying, thinking I couldn’t go on. I 

was making very little money at the time and was close to giving up. But I got back 

up the next day and started afresh. Tomorrow is always a new day however bad 

today feels, and often something good is just around the corner. We pressed on, and 

two months later won RBS Young Entrepreneur of the Year for Lanarkshire.   

 
Be inspired by others 

I have already mentioned our Prince's Trust mentor, who kept telling me I was 

doing great even as I was thinking if this is great I would hate to be doing badly. 

Many others have also inspired and helped me along the way, including Donald 

Macdonald of Macdonald hotels and Brian Souter. Despite having businesses worth 

millions they are still willing to give their time and advice to help smaller ones.  

My inspiration just now is Roy McGregor of Global Energy, whose high-growth 

business manages to maintain a family feel, strong local connections and a focus on 

strong teams. Another is Bear Grylls. He brings a sense of adventure and passion to 

life that is infectious, while giving back so much through his work with Scouts and 

his local church community.   

 
Conclusion 

For me it can’t all be about the highs. It’s about enjoying the journey and the 

fun and laughter along the way. I have travelled around Scotland and its islands, I've 

driven a Bentley and yes, these have added to the enjoyment. I have done things that 

make me want to pinch myself when I think of where I was fifteen years ago. But 

ultimately it is about doing a good job and pleasing people. When you get a nice 

letter or a call from someone whose wedding day you made, for example, that is 

more special than the money. In our first year we turned over £42,000. We do that 

in a week now. But it’s the people and the experiences along the way that matter 

most. 

Lots of people think of going into business to make lots of money. For us that 

was never the main driving force. Longevity in business comes not from making a 

fast buck but from building something sustainable. It’s about finding and seizing 
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opportunities, and it’s about people. It’s about showing others what you stand for 

and consistently demonstrating those values in everything that you do.      

So what values do I think are most important? Well there are many but I think 

passion, being real and hard work are very important. You need to have self-

direction and self-discipline but also dare to dream. But most of all you need to be 

able to enjoy the experience and be willing to put something back in. People are 

more interested that you care than about what you might know. 
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10. Amanda McMillan  

When Amanda McMillan says she will do something, she does it. Since 
gaining her chartered accountancy in 1993, that ‘it’ has included posts in 
accountancy, manufacturing, the drinks industry, and more recently, the 
aviation sector. Joining the dots as she considers her career to date, she has 
realised that the key to a happy and fulfilling life for her is being able to add 
value doing work that she loves.  

In 2013 that value was recognised when she was awarded an OBE for her 
contribution to business and tourism. It is typical of her, and of the values she 
holds dear, that she sees that honour as an acknowledgement of not just her 
own efforts but those of her colleagues too.  

 Amanda McMillan OBE, is Managing Director of Glasgow Airport and  
Chief Executive of AGS Airports 

 
People often ask me if being born and raised so close to Glasgow Airport had 

any bearing on my decision to work there. It didn’t. We set up home in Linwood 

because that was where my dad worked, in the car factory. What living there did 

plant in me was a deep-rooted sense of community. Growing up I was surrounded 

by aunties who weren’t really my aunties but neighbours who would help us and 

each other out because that’s what everybody did. So tight were those bonds that 

when we moved to Erskine, just a couple of miles up the road, my mum was so 

homesick that we moved back very shortly afterwards.  

Because of that, by the time I started secondary I’d already been to three 

different schools. My mum was a real stickler for education and how you presented 

yourself, from watching our grammar to minding our Ps and Qs. As a result I was 

often called a snob by my classmates. My mum, who had been dux of her junior 

school, had inherited her attitude from her father. He’d worked in the mines and 

then driven buses, but he had a modern outlook when it came to women. He had no 

sons but two daughters whom he treated like boys to the extent that he told them 

they could do anything they wanted to and they didn’t need a man to look after 
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them. He was fascinating because he wasn’t like other people’s grandfathers and he 

was my first big inspiration. He was smart, thoughtful, energetic and fun, and just 

had things in perspective. He hadn’t had a great education himself, but he always 

used to say to us: “You have the chance I didn’t, so you should try hard at school.” 

I was eleven years old when the car factory closed down and my dad lost his 

job. I remember the hardship having no income coming in from his job brought. It 

was a daunting and scary time. Not long afterwards my mum, who had trained at 

secretarial college, went back to work full time. It makes me laugh to think of myself 

as a latchkey kid back then, letting myself into the house in the evenings. Yet it 

shows a streak of independence already emerging in me even at that young age.  

I’m not sure if that whole experience shaped my values as such, but it certainly 

set me on a bit of a path. I realised that my dad was a tradesman rather than a 

professional, and in the ‘eighties it was almost impossible for tradesmen to get jobs. 

The way I’d been brought up was that you worked for everything; there was no 

security blanket. So I remember making a mental note to myself, which was that if I 

wanted to be more resilient and have a better future I should strive to become a 

professional. 

I therefore resolved to apply myself at school. It was tricky because no-one else 

in the family had gone to university and they probably all thought I was a wee bit 

curious! Still, I stuck my head down and tried hard. I had some nice teachers, in 

particular my maths teacher Mr Beattie. Mr Beattie had gone to university, his 

children had gone to university and they lived in a posh house in a lovely village, all 

of which was far removed from my own experience. Nevertheless he took an 

interest in me, bringing in his son to share his experiences of studying accountancy. 

He did it deliberately, to help convince me that university was a possibility for me 

too.  

Teachers can be so influential, because thanks to Mr Beattie’s thoughtfulness I 

did go on to study accountancy, at Glasgow University. I commuted from Linwood 

every day because there was no money for me to stay anywhere, not that I had the 

confidence at that age to stray too far from home.   

After graduating I went to work for KPMG, where I was given a training 

contract that meant I could take my chartered accountancy exams. Then, after 
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several years in a traditional accountancy job I joined ICAS (Institute of Chartered 

Accountants Scotland), travelling around the country giving lectures. I gained a great 

deal from both positions but I didn’t really love what I was doing: KPMG is a 

fantastic international brand but I didn’t see a future for me there, while the lecture 

circuit I found a rather lonely experience. When I arrived at Diageo, a big 

organisation with lots of challenges, lots of people and never a dull moment, I loved 

it. When I left to work for Heathrow Holdings Group (formerly BAA) it was 

because I had new priorities in my life to balance, including my first child. Today I 

feel hugely fortunate, in working for Glasgow Airport and AGS, to have found 

another environment in which I can thrive. I don’t have an overwhelming ego, and I 

don’t need to feel more needed than anybody else, but being somewhere I can add 

value and be valued feeds my inner wellbeing.  
 

Being industrious and adding value 
The first big value that was set off in me at a very young age was the hard work 

ethic; that by and large, the return you get in life comes from the effort you put into 

it. Ours was always an industrious family. Even when my dad was laid off he still 

worked around the house, cooking, cleaning and making things. When I started 

working I could see that getting on wasn’t necessarily about how smart you were but 

about how hard you were prepared to work. I also learned that I was capable of 

working much harder than a lot of people.  

When I was doing my chartered accountancy exams that work ethic was 

absolutely centre stage. In those days you either passed or failed, and if you failed 

you lost your job. Because the stakes were so high I prioritised those exams over 

loads of other things. I was twenty-one or -two at the time, but I didn’t go out 

socially and even stayed in on Saturday nights to study. The rest of the time I was at 

work. I didn’t want to let down the department I worked in even though I was 

entitled to study leave, so I made sure that all my work was finished before I left. I’m 

sure lots of other people would do the same – I don’t think I’m that different – but I 

do remember being very conscious of my values at that time. Had it all gone wrong 

for me I might have questioned the point of working hard only to get nothing for 

my efforts. Instead I was lucky because I achieved a great outcome.  
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As I’ve got older I’ve extended this notion to the belief that if you think you can 

do something, you usually can. I didn’t have that kind of self-belief when I was 

younger. I would say things like, I’m not very musical, I can’t really swim and so on. 

I know though, from my own experience, that if you’re prepared to put in the effort 

you can do most things. And yes there will be others who are more blessed than you, 

have a really terrific brain and don’t need to try that hard, but they are the minority. 

The majority of us have to apply ourselves and our minds to get something done 

and, more than that, to add value. Being of value is so important to me that I 

couldn’t feel good about myself if I didn’t think I was making a valued contribution. 

In my CEO role, for example, I strive to add value in the right places. So I will 

always ask my fellow managing directors how they think I can best do this, be it 

talking to one of their rising stars over a lunch or making sure that I pass on 

information that could be helpful to them.  

Don’t ever think that the world owes you something. To this day I’ve never 

asked anyone for a pay rise. I would never expect to be paid if I didn’t add value, I 

always do what I say I’m going to and I’ve always believed that you have to prove 

yourself in your job before you can expect anyone to offer you the next one. My 

mum always taught us: don’t look to other people, keep your head down and get on 

with things, and don’t make a nuisance of yourself asking for things. She was very 

strict – a real disciplinarian – but I’m grateful for that now because she gave me a 

start that I wouldn’t otherwise have had.  
 

Being appreciative of what you have 
Another of my other values is that of appreciating what I have. I feel really lucky 

that I was given a decent enough brain to be able to make choices and just have a go. 

Not everybody has the same attributes or opportunities. 

I’m not a worrier, but I think that everyone has a chimp in their brain telling 

them from time to time that they’re not good enough. Although I’m embarrassed to 

admit it, from childhood to my mid-twenties my insecurity was very much about 

social standing. A lot of the big accountancy firms only took people from private 

schools or those with straight As, and I was neither. Nonetheless, the lovely man 

who interviewed me at KPMG gave me a shot. There I was, trying to forge a 
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professional career but coming from a completely different background from those 

around me. Was I really as clever as them? There was always that doubt in my head, 

and it could have done one of two things to me: cripple me with fear or keep me 

motivated to try hard. Thankfully for me it was the latter. 

I might not have been the cleverest person but I was smart enough to be able to 

work out the answer to most things. I also began to twig to the fact that I was good 

with people. So in my late twenties and into my thirties I became more and more 

comfortable, and gradually came to accept that nobody was going to take it all away 

from me. I had the qualifications, the experience and enough money to enjoy nice 

things, so I could relax and make the most of my situation and myself.  

So shake off that chimp in your brain. Of course there will always be people 

who are better than you at doing certain things, but you have the choice of allowing 

your chimp to defeat you or appreciating what you’ve got, leaning in and pushing 

yourself through it. 

When the economic crisis hit us in 2011 it wiped away a third of our passengers. 

Everyone’s morale just plummeted. At the same time we changed the security rules, 

so it meant that the passenger experience was terrible. Everyone – passengers, staff, 

the unions and the airlines – was complaining. But I didn’t run for the hills. Even 

though I had little experience of running the airport at this point, I dealt with my 

chimp and convinced myself that nobody else was smarter than me and had the 

answer. As a leader I had to guide and support everyone through the crisis and that’s 

what I did. I found new ways of doing things and of occupying staff, and I reframed 

success away from the traditional ‘busiest airport’ label to more customer-service 

goals in order to make staff feel better about themselves. What we achieved was 

impressive – growing passenger numbers back up and fostering new relationships 

with other organisations – but it hadn’t felt easy or comfortable and was even at 

times fairly terrifying. Drawing on all my previous experience I was able to tell 

myself this: if you stick with this, stick to your values and stick to you, people will 

come with you and we’ll get through this. And we did.  

For me, having such a big job with lots of responsibilities and challenges is not 

the toil or anxiety it might be for others. I’m lucky because I take pleasure in 

working. When I’ve chosen to move on I’ve been lucky enough to find other jobs to 



85 
 

move to. I put a foot out there every morning and think to myself how lucky I am to 

be given the chance to do what I do.  

Respectful leadership 

I’ve always been approachable. I think that’s in part thanks to my background, 

which helps me understand different people and different needs in a way that a more 

privileged background might not. But it was fairly early on in my career that I 

realised I had really quite nice people skills that those around me warmed to. And 

once I started to lead people I became more aware of my values. 

Whereas some people go into leadership for the prestige I saw it as a huge 

responsibility, believing that the spotlight should be not on you as the leader but on 

those you lead. People deserve respect, time and energy to be invested in them. As a 

leader I strive to achieve that by leading by example through my values or, as I 

describe it, by ‘sharing me’. Hence an important element of my toolkit is talking to 

those I work with about my thoughts and feelings, my strengths and weaknesses, my 

family and other interests, in the hope that they too will share something of 

themselves so that we can better understand one another and one another’s values. 

Some people find it strange at first but I will spend time with everybody I work with, 

even if it’s just an hour a month over a coffee. By doing so my staff come to 

appreciate what it is I need from them, I understand what motivates them, and when 

we’re in the trenches together we all know what each other is thinking.  

When I first joined Glasgow airport I spent a lot of time making sure that the 

5,000 people who work here got to know me and my values. Had I walked around 

the terminal with my head down, not talking to anybody, not picking up any litter or 

not helping passengers what message would that have sent them? You have to set a 

tone and a pulse so that everyone becomes an ambassador for the culture and values 

you want to promulgate. I’ve also learned that being a role model for the values you 

want to see in others is just as relevant when it comes to driving change. It’s not 

about me standing up and saying to people that I want them to change; it’s about me 

adopting new habits for others to follow. 

All this is especially important when you work across multiple sites as I do. 

Because I can’t always be there a lot has to be taken on trust, trust that is built only 

through understanding each other’s values. It doesn’t mean that everyone’s values 
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are aligned but it does mean that I know where and when others might make a 

decision that differs from my own. Only at that point would I intervene. Essentially, 

if you can discuss each other’s needs and values and agree them, then what you have 

becomes mutual respect and rulebooks become unnecessary.  

It takes a lot of time and energy to establish that kind of working relationship, 

and being a leader can be lonely and full of challenges. Yet doing right by people is 

something that’s in me; it maintains my equilibrium. If I think I’ve upset, been 

inappropriate or even just not spent enough time with somebody I will go back and 

apologise. Furthermore, I expect colleagues to display similar values: to work hard, 

to make a difference and be considerate of others. I can be a tough taskmaster when 

I need to be, but I also take huge delight in telling my team when their work fills me 

with pride or excitement – so much more powerful than a simple ‘well done’. In the 

end, I take pride in knowing that people enjoy working with me and they know that 

I enjoy working with them.  
 

Conclusion 

I never really had a plan of where I wanted to go, other than wanting the 

financial security blanket I missed growing up. Nice as it is though, money is not the 

be all and end all. Thus, once I had gained that security I felt able to play around 

more and do the things that I enjoy.  

Ultimately I think the trick is to do what you love because it feeds your sense of 

self-worth, and find where it is that you fit in. Get those two things right and things 

will work out. When I moved jobs in the early part of my career I didn’t understand 

what was pushing me on. Looking back now I realise it was simply that I didn’t love 

what I was doing. I’ve since worked out that what gives me pleasure and makes me 

feel good about myself is working hard, with other people, to make a difference. 

Having been lucky enough to be born with a reasonable brain, that’s exactly what I 

have done and continue to do. My values don’t just guide me, they shape my 

interactions and the expectations I have of myself and those around me. And when 

my doubting chimp starts up, I no longer worry that I might not be smart enough; I 

just work that little bit harder.  
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11. Jim Milne  

The pictures in Jim Milne’s company reception area tell their own story of 
his success and that of his company, Balmoral Group. Prime ministers and 
royalty have met him (and it certainly is that way around). His company’s 
third Queen’s Award for International Trade takes pride of place among a 
host of other awards and commendations. He was awarded a CBE in 1994 
and holds honorary degrees and doctorates from no fewer than three Scottish 
universities. He is a Burgess and former Deputy Lieutenant of Aberdeen City, 
and in 2011 was inducted into the Entrepreneurial Exchange’s Hall of Fame. 

Most striking though, is the fact that his staff greet me with the warmth 
and passion that are hallmarks of Jim’s way of working. He describes himself 
as “just a fairmer’s loon”1. A respected international entrepreneur and 
businessman he is renowned for his straight talking and for extolling the 
virtues of north-east Scotland. 

Jim Milne CBE, is Chairman and Managing Director of the Balmoral Group 

 
I was born on the family farm in Tullos, Aberdeen, the youngest of nine. Worse 

still, I was born on Boxing Day. If that doesn't get a bit of sympathy, nothing will. 

What a great upbringing, though. Never once did I hear a raised voice in my house. 

My mother was an angel and did everything to support us. Dad was a hard man, a 

real Christian man; we got nothing unless we worked for it. He had a strong ‘can do’ 

attitude and inspired an ethos of honesty and integrity in the family. I like to think of 

that as our family DNA. I like to think that very same DNA runs through our 

company today.  

As children we would get up at half past four in the morning to feed the pigs 

and sheep before school. If we had to help with the cows, it would be half past two. 

In the evenings, I can remember mum putting me to bed at 11pm. That was life on a 

farm – early starts and late finishes. It was a good time but a hard time, to the point 
                                                             
1 A farmer’s boy.  Jim is a great ambassador for Doric Language in the North East of Scotland and retains 
Doric ‘spik’ at every opportunity. He even famously conversed with the Queen in the Doric tongue during 
a visit to Buckingham Palace. 
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that often I thought life was just work, work, work. I hated farming, but it was a 

great grounding.  

I wasn’t particularly bright academically. When I left school aged fourteen I had 

no qualifications. My entrepreneurial spark, though, was already in evidence. I was 

already looking at business opportunities, growing and selling lettuces, cabbages, 

mushrooms and other vegetables from a shed on the farm. I was good with my 

hands too, and loved creating things. I went on to buy cars that had seen better days, 

repairing and refurbishing them before hiring them out or selling them on at a 

handsome profit. By the age of seventeen I was even employing other boys to help!  

Instead of going to work on the family farm when I left school, I took an 

agricultural engineering apprenticeship. Farms were becoming more mechanised so 

engineering seemed the best way to go. I spent ten years ‘on the tools’, learning the 

ropes of farm engineering. Today many kids go to university and just study and train, 

failing to see the wider world by not living and working in it. I was paid a pittance 

but I loved my job. It was good fun and we had lots of laughs. My mother always 

wondered how I arrived home with my knickers covered in grease!  

Then I began to get interested in the prospect of starting out on my own. 

During my time with Barclay Ross and Hutchison Agricultural Engineers I had 

witnessed the problems caused by machinery corrosion and could see the 

opportunities that non-corroding materials presented. The determination to discover 

such a material would form the basis of my career as an entrepreneur. The very week 

that my boss turned down my request for a pay rise, I left my job. And so, at the age 

of twenty-five I began three years of self-funded research into fibre glass. I had no 

financial backing and was judged by the bank to be too young and inexperienced to 

get a loan to build a new factory from which to run my own business. So, keeping 

overheads down, back I went to the mushroom shed.  

I was born at the bottom of a hill, served my time across from it and then 

returned to the bottom to conduct my research. Sitting here now in my offices at the 

top of that hill I may only have travelled a mile but at least I have reached the top! It 

was 1980 when I established Balmoral Group. Then we had just five employees 

designing and manufacturing glass-reinforced plastic products. Today, employing 
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approximately 600 people the company provides design and manufacturing solutions 

to the global subsea, energy, civil and environmental engineering sectors. 

 
ACHIEVEMENT  
Passion  

You need to be passionate – after all, life is short. You can enhance anything 

you do, shift mountains even, with positive thinking and positive action. At seventy-

five years old I still get up in the morning with a spring in my step and fire in my 

belly. 

Even when I was serving my time on the shop floor I was so enthusiastic. Other 

workers used to say, “Milny, take your time, you're killing the job.” They hated being 

shown up. I used to shout back, “Aye, ya bunch of lazy so-and-sos”. Hard work is 

important but you need more than that. You need to be passionate about it. It's the 

only way to keep going through hard times. I was in Disneyland recently and loved 

Walt Disney’s quote: “If you can dream it, you can do it.” 

That same passion is what drives my desire to push back frontiers and be the 

best in the world. By looking ahead at what the market will need in two or three 

years’ time and investing heavily in research we’ve been able to develop a number of 

innovative materials and unique processes.  

 
Positivity  

To be successful you need to take risks. Fear of failure stops people in their 

tracks. I’ve been down a few holes in my life myself; as long as you come out older 

and wiser that’s all that matters. In my company we take calculated risks without 

fear. There’s no penalty for getting it wrong and no blame culture. Nor will I tolerate 

any backstabbing. Everything we do is 'we’ and every problem is ‘ours’ to resolve 

amongst ourselves.    

I remember once on a trip on the river Tigris I wanted to go into the jungle to 

buy fish. I was told I couldn’t. I never take no for an answer so I just kept on asking. 

What may seem like impatience to others is really enthusiasm and confidence, and 

that’s what I want to instil in others. If something is worth doing, then do it and do 

it well. I aim for perfection in everything I do, and while only the good Lord will 
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achieve absolute perfection we will get as close to it as we can. I am a great believer 

in getting everyone into the same positive mindset.  

Also vital to success is having a laugh instead of worrying. When you worry you 

can’t see clearly, your work suffers and it eats you up. A simple smile is good for the 

heart, soul and mind. It’s great when you see guys in work early because they want to 

be there. Happy people produce twice as much. Have a laugh and get the guys 

working is what I say. It's how workplaces used to be when I was young, and it was 

character building. I don’t think there are as many characters these days. Health and 

safety policies and procedures are important, but sometimes to the detriment of 

enjoying your job.  

 
Perseverance  

Winston Churchill used to say something about trying your best not being good 

enough. You have to achieve what you set out to do and never doubt that you will 

get there. Grit, resilience and ambition are one thing, but a determination to succeed 

is what you need. These days too many people give up rather than rising to the 

challenge. 

In the ‘sixties I founded Aberglen Construction. It grew to be the biggest 

municipal building company in the region, building schools, hospitals and houses 

across the north-east of Scotland and beyond. Aberglen Holdings became a major 

employer in the region, with a workforce of around 1,000 employees serving markets 

in twenty countries worldwide. In the late 1970s the company went under because of 

political and financial instability in the Middle East where we were heavily involved. 

I cried my eyes out that day, but on the next I got up, had a good shower and started 

again. You have to remember that there is always another day. I learned a lot of hard 

lessons but my passion never failed. As I say at Balmoral Group, “We might stumble 

at times but we never stick.”  

 
People 

In my company I try to know everyone’s names. People need to know that you 

genuinely value them and knowing their name is a great way to show that. You still 

see people walking into the office and not speaking to the cleaner, and yet cleaners 
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are just as vital to our team as the next person. I want everyone to feel that it’s their 

company, their team. With teams comes tenfold loyalty. Nor is it just about sharing 

the good times. It’s also about helping people through the hard ones. We had a 

worker who had a problem so we took him off the site, spent some time with him 

and found out that since his wife had left he’d been struggling with alcohol. We 

made sure he got help.    

For me it has never been about the money. If it was I would have been out of 

this game a long time ago. For me it has always been the satisfaction that comes 

from what I have achieved through teamwork. A company is a team, its people and 

what it does. We are 600 people who strive to do excellent things.   

 
HONESTY, INTEGRITY AND RESPECT - THE DNA OF THE FAMILY 
Honesty 

At Balmoral Group we do mad things. We do so many firsts. But it needs 

honesty when things don't go well. Honesty needs to be the DNA of the family and 

the company. It’s amazing how the most awkward of clients will come to you and 

say, “I’ve made a screw up here.” And it's not just with clients. I am always open 

with the teams. We have open meetings on the shop floor.   

We are what we are perceived to be by our customers, not what we think we 

are. Neither complacency nor arrogance will wash. When quoting, we quote to the 

specification that customers want and are up front and honest with them. Customers 

might like extras, we might want to add on extras, and those extras might save 

money and hassle in the long run, but we are always up front about them. These are 

multimillion pound projects. If we screw up the whole project fails, so we need to be 

very careful. Under-promise but over-deliver. The number of times that doesn’t 

happen in business is astonishing.  

As a company we love a challenge. But for that our clients must have 

confidence in us and that comes from being honest with them. There needs to be an 

integrity to what you do. Not words, but sound and honest actions.  

 
Respect 
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You can’t buy respect, you must earn it. I made my reputation with the guys on 

the factory floor – I hired cutters, lifted slabs, dug down and swung a hammer in our 

new Wales factory. One of the chief engineers once asked, “Where did you learn to 

swing a hammer like that?” I replied, “Ah, just my farming days.” To me I wasn’t 

doing anything; I enjoyed getting on the shop floor. Not many chairmen do that but 

it’s important to lead from the front and that everyone is seen to do an honest day's 

hard work.  

You need to know the ropes too, as I do from my time as an engineer and then 

doing my own research. I wholeheartedly believe that if you are going into 

something then you must know it from A-Z, even if it means learning at your own 

expense. Only then can you speak with authority on your subject. 

What makes a company name? It’s the people who work for it and their values, 

and it’s the brand and the high regard in which it’s held by other people. I’m not 

saying that I’m well-loved but I am respected, and to me that is the main thing.   

 
Integrity 

Your integrity is so important when you face challenges such as the one we 

faced with raw material supplier, Borealis. We had manufactured some 65,000 fuel 

oil storage tanks, and after about two years they started to split. Borealis believed it 

was the tanks that were the problem. Having carried out our own research and 

material tests we were 100% sure it was their raw materials that were at fault. It went 

to court and we ended up losing the case on a technicality. We lost £65 million that 

day and a further £5 million in legal fees.  

The fallout from that experience was hard. We had to sell one of our 

companies. We then embarked on a joint venture with our main competitor, which 

proved a financial disaster for us. But we recovered. Why? Because the bank stood 

by me, my employees and customers stood by me; everyone stuck together because 

of the honesty and integrity of the company. When BP invited us to quote for a job 

in the deep waters of the Gulf of Mexico they knew about the breakup of that joint 

venture but trusted our expertise and our integrity. To other people's surprise we got 

the job and from then on we started to pick up every deep water project again. Did it 

make us cocky? Far from it. We recognised the trust being shown in our honest, 
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hard and good work, and it made us humble to think that they thought that highly of 

Balmoral.  

As part of your integrity you need to stay focused on what you are doing and 

why. If you focus on what you are doing then 99% of the time you will get there, but 

if you lose it, things go downhill.   

 
Belief in others 

You also need to have faith and trust in others. I am a great believer in youth. 

Youth get a right battering by the newspapers and the public these days. Good teams 

tend to be a mix of young people sprinkled with older, more experienced workers. I 

am also a great promoter of people starting out on their own. In our company I 

leave my management team to things a lot of the time. Sometimes you need to come 

in, like when I noticed us wasting about £20,000 a week and came up with a solution 

that saved us millions. But the end result was for the team and by the team. 

Staff development is fundamental to business success, and it is my philosophy 

to encourage employees to develop self-belief, ethics and values in addition to 

professional work skills. Also crucial is continuous improvement. Having bounced 

back a few times we cannot be complacent. Recently we have diversified into 

commercial development and renting out office space with Balmoral Business Park, 

a loch-side development on the south side of Aberdeen city. We have done this to 

ensure that even in these economically challenging times the company continues to 

grow. For whom, you might ask, are we growing? For the team. When I am long 

gone the company will transfer to trustees who will keep it going for the team. It is 

all for the team.  

 
Compassion 

We support lots of charities. But that is just your job. Money is one thing, but it 

is also about giving time to others.   

**     **  ** 

Although Jim didn’t talk much about this in his interview it is a major part of his 

life. His humble response to my questioning about it is another hallmark of the man. 

Jim lost his wife to cancer at the young age of forty. It was the lowest ebb of his life. 
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He has worked tirelessly ever since to alleviate the suffering of others and to help 

find a cure for this dreadful disease.  

It is through his company that the Friends of Anchor charity exists. The 

Aberdeen and North Centre for Haematology, Oncology and Radiotherapy 

(ANCHOR) unit is an NHS department of Aberdeen Royal Infirmary that treats 

patients with all forms of cancer, leukaemia and benign blood disorders throughout 

north-east Scotland and the Northern Isles. The charity was set up to support the 

unit directly by committing long-term funding to the following three areas: non-

NHS funded equipment, patient wellbeing and the research of leading local cancer 

clinicians.  

It is supported by full-time staff, including Jim’s daughter Sarah Jane who works 

equally tirelessly for the charity, fundraising to provide support for cancer sufferers 

in areas where the NHS can’t. Last year it raised over a million pounds, to support 

everything from specialist nurses to specialist beds, TVs in wards and fresh fruit for 

patients. Most of the money goes to universities for research and development. 

Huge sums of money raised from events ranging from dinners to fashion shows also 

go towards purchasing specialist machines for quicker and more accurate diagnoses.  

Jim's work for charities and his compassion is nothing short of phenomenal and 

he has rightly received many commendations for his work in this area. The Scottish 

Parliament mace is engraved with the words ‘Wisdom, Justice, Compassion and 

Integrity'. If Jim Milne were to have a mace with his values, I'm pretty sure that at 

the very least his would bear the words 'Honesty, Passion, Compassion and 

Integrity'.  One word is believed to have been missing from the Mace of the Scottish 

Parliament.  That word is ‘courage’.  It is a word much used by the charity he 

supports and is another word resonating with his values story. 
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12. Audrey Mooney 

Audrey Mooney has dedicated her adult working life to the Scottish 
Prison Service, working up through the ranks to become the first female 
governor of both HM Prison Aberdeen and HM Prison Peterhead. Once 
described as ‘idle, dirty and failing’, HM Prison Aberdeen was transformed 
under her leadership into an award-winning institution, earning Audrey 
herself the Butler Trust Award for contributions to public safety and, in 2013, 
an OBE.   

Until recently, Audrey would have attributed much of her success to luck 
and being canny with money! As her chapter reveals though, what lies behind 
her impressive career is the value she places on her professional integrity, an 
unshakeable faith in the abilities of others and a ceaseless desire to help men 
and women who, for whatever reason, find themselves in prison.  

Audrey Mooney OBE, is former governor of HM Prison Aberdeen 

 
To be given the opportunity to contribute to this book comes at a very poignant 

time for me. I have for the last forty-and-a-half years worked in the Scottish Prison 

Service, and looking back I can honestly say that it has been the most rewarding life 

experience that anyone could wish for. I had until now believed that the good things 

that happened around me were down to luck. But as I prepare to retire, looking back 

over the years has helped me to consider the level of success that I have achieved for 

both the organisation and myself, and appreciate the part I played in the process. 

Born and brought up in Aberdeen I went to school locally – an experience I did 

not enjoy. Having a January birthday I was always a lot younger than others in my 

year and found it difficult to cope with being the ‘baby’ of the class. By secondary 

school it was clear that my aptitude lay in practical subjects, and being awarded 

prizes for Art and Home Economics became a regular occurrence. I placed no value 

whatsoever on these achievements though, and was unconcerned by what appeared 

to be my lack of academic ability. In hindsight I realise that it was not an inability but 
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simply the case that I much preferred activities that gave me instant results. To this 

day I am always impatient to see progress. 

While still at school I was keen to find a part-time job and gain some financial 

independence. I was taken on by a local restaurant chain at my first attempt. The 

hours were long, the pay poor and the work consisted of clearing tables and washing 

dishes. I didn’t care. I seized the opportunity with enthusiasm and before long was 

given a more responsible role, one usually reserved for longer serving, full-time staff. 

It taught me lots, including how to maintain the friendship and co-operation of 

workmates who might otherwise have been resentful. This I did, knowing first-hand 

the hard, physical and repetitive nature of the work, by actively seeking opportunities 

to ‘roll up my sleeves’ and help them in any way I could. It was my first lesson in the 

benefits of teamwork and I loved it - working hard and receiving positive feedback 

particularly in areas where teamwork really mattered.  

Looking back, I realise that the immense satisfaction I derived from helping 

others played a large part in my decision to join the Scottish Prison Service. I was 

only fifteen years old when I decided that my future lay in working with men and 

women who for some reason found themselves in prison. Motivated by this goal I 

soon obtained the necessary grades, while three years at Robert Gordon University 

helped me to mature and to experience life away from the security and comfort of 

home. Impatiently I waited for my twenty-first birthday to arrive, that being the 

earliest date I could start working in the Prison Service. Immediately after the 

celebrations were over, I packed a little red suitcase and headed off to HM Prison 

Gateside in Greenock. It was the only women’s prison in Scotland; in those days 

only men worked with men, and only women with women. How times have 

changed! 

For the first thirteen years of my career I worked with female offenders in 

Greenock and latterly Cornton Vale. Although I was promoted twice during that 

period I was continually frustrated by the myriad rules and regulations that governed 

every aspect of the work. I noticed that although they were necessary to maintain a 

safe environment, they were also almost always used to discourage original ideas and 

stifle progress. In short, I was not being allowed to make the kind of contribution I 

had dreamt about since my childhood.  
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Despite my reservations I decided to stick with it, in the belief that one day I 

would be in a position to make the kind of changes that would really make a 

difference to prisoners and their families. My decision proved to be the right one. As 

soon as equal opportunities legislation was introduced in 1986 I earned another 

promotion and began work as a middle manager in HMP Barlinnie. Daunting, scary, 

but most of all amazing is how I would describe working in Scotland’s largest male 

prison. I was like a sponge, soaking up the culture, learning the absolute criticality of 

relationships and, of course, once again testing my ability to make even the most 

diverse team effective. 

For the next eleven years I advanced through the service. I intentionally sought 

opportunities to work in a variety of prisons, including Shotts, Perth and Friarton, as 

well as in the Scottish Prison Service HQ in Edinburgh, before returning to Cornton 

Vale as deputy governor. During that time I continued to make it my priority to 

experience as many different regimes as possible in order to equip myself and be 

ready for the chance that I really wanted. In the process I gained two management 

qualifications through open learning. My preparation paid off and in 2002 I achieved 

my goal of becoming governor of HM Prison Aberdeen.  

Having landed my dream job I began to appreciate the complexity of the role 

and the challenges that lay ahead. This is when I had to draw on everything I had 

learned over the years and have absolute faith that my personal attributes were the 

right ones for dealing with the situation facing me. I was also very aware that I was 

the first female governor of the prison and suspected that some of the long-serving 

staff might harbour doubts about my ability.  

Reflecting now I can say that my fears were ill founded. When HMP Aberdeen, 

old and unfit for purpose as it was, closed in 2013 it had one of the most positive 

and vibrant regimes of any prison. This hadn’t happened by accident, and what I 

want to share here are two sets of values that I believe helped me transform an 

establishment described in 2002 as ‘idle, dirty and failing’ into the success I knew it 

to be several years later. 

 
PROFESSIONAL INTEGRITY  
Professionalism  



98 
 

As governor of a prison it’s necessary to adjust your style many times in one 

day. Dealing with people at so many different levels requires flexibility and a true 

understanding of what people need at any particular time. For example, sometimes I 

was required to employ a very directive style to ensure that control and order were 

maintained, then very quickly move to a sympathetic and understanding mode when 

dealing with the tragic circumstances often experienced by prisoners in our care. 

With so much at stake it was imperative to get this right; the wrong approach could 

have dire consequences for both prisoners and staff. 

Most importantly, I had to be able to listen. A prison is a unique environment 

where traditions and customs feature strongly. I needed to be alert to the coded 

conversations of prisoners who desperately wanted us to know something but 

because of their unwritten code could not overtly divulge the information. Then 

there was the art of listening to the general environment. Strange as it may seem I 

was able, as were my colleagues, to gauge the stability of the prison at any time 

simply by walking into the large residential hall that housed the majority of the 250 

prisoners. A noisy buzz was reassuring, an awkward quiet a cause for concern. I look 

back in amazement at the number of decisions we made based on our gut feeling 

about what was going on. With hindsight I can say that we were never wrong.   

 
Fairness and consistency  

Fairness, applied consistently, is a trait that has been imperative to my work. 

Nothing breeds distrust quite like a lack of equity for all. If the response to a request 

was “No”, it had to be “No” on every occasion; and if the answer was “Yes” it had 

to be to be applied fairly and to the benefit of everyone. It goes without saying that 

this approach wasn’t always popular with those looking to gain advantage, but the 

silent bystanders watched and quietly cheered my determination to be fair.   

In the maze of activity and relationships in prison the potential for 

misunderstandings and conflict is high. Thankfully a robust grievance procedure was 

available to both staff and prisoners. The success of this, however, depended entirely 

on the impartiality and integrity of the person dealing with the complaint. For 

prisoners especially, it was critical that their concerns were dealt with in an open and 

transparent manner. Rarely were their allegations unfounded, and no matter how 
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apparently trivial the issue I would insist on it being comprehensively examined. This 

often entailed discomfort for some officers, but they grew to accept that it was much 

healthier to investigate matters fully and reach sound conclusions than to have an air 

of suspicion hanging over them for months after the event.  

 
Never turning a blind eye, even to the small things 

Whenever something went wrong, as it inevitably did, we would examine the 

cause. Almost without exception the situation would have come about as a result of 

ignoring or missing a small detail. As governor I made it my business to know 

everything (well, almost everything) that was happening in the prison – who was 

likely to be admitted to the prison that day, how many prisoners attended church on 

Sunday, how many complaints we received, how many visits were taking place ... I 

could go on. To some this meticulousness appeared unnecessary, but I cannot 

overstate the value of knowing your business intimately and taking preventative 

action to put things right before they spiral out of control.   

Sadly I have, in the past, had to make unpopular decisions about complaints and 

situations that involved unacceptable behaviour. I have to this day never regretted 

them. My integrity means far more to me than any short-term popularity, and my 

standing only improved by facing up to difficult, often sensitive, situations. To turn a 

blind eye would have been easy in the short term but would have wrecked my 

reputation for ever and made it difficult for me to regain the trust of those around 

me.  

 
NURTURING 
Nurturing through respect 

The staff-prisoner relationships in HM Prison Aberdeen were the most 

respectful I ever witnessed during my long career. Much of this can be put down to 

our emphasis on treating prisoners and staff alike with respect.  

In a prison, a prisoner depends on the authorities for every part of his or her 

existence. Food, exercise, recreation, medical care, clean clothes and visits with 

family are some of the many areas that are by necessity controlled by someone other 

than the individual. I have long imagined what my personal reaction to these 
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circumstances would be. Because of this I was able to transfer my feelings about 

how I would wish to be treated and incorporate them into the day in, day out 

practices of the prison. Thus, for example, at mealtimes every meal was served in a 

dignified manner and all visitors to the prison were treated with courtesy and 

respect.  

Showing staff professional respect is equally important. The prison service has a 

long tradition of issuing notices, typically through what is called the Governor's Order 

Book, in order to keep staff abreast of developments and practices. In an 

environment where working patterns are diverse, however, it is not enough simply to 

hope that staff will be aware of, read and act upon new directives. Meetings (groups 

or one-to-one), emails and even nightshift visits were just some of the methods we 

introduced to make sure that all staff remained up-to-date and confident in 

performing their role. This was never a waste of time. Knowledgeable and 

competent, staff felt valued and respected because they clearly mattered enough to 

be considered in this way.  

 
Nurturing through trust 

I have always worked on the basis that everyone has an ability of some sort. 

Regardless of the way people would present themselves at the time, I enjoyed giving 

them opportunities to explore and demonstrate where their talents lay. It’s not an 

easy thing to do, and often a huge amount of patience is required to break down the 

barriers that prisoners, who had invariably enjoyed little achievement up until then in 

their lives, placed in the way. 

I was amazed, for example, at the way prisoners related to the many visiting 

schoolchildren who came into the prison. Their willingness to share their life stories 

in order to dissuade teenagers from offending was touching and full of passion. To 

allow this to happen in a prison meant that I had to consider the risks carefully. The 

dividends for all involved were, however, so rewarding; by showing them trust and 

offering them responsibility, participating prisoners discovered skills and abilities 

they never dreamt they had.  

Nor were those potential risks and rewards restricted to just the prisoners. On 

receiving the report of the Chief Inspector of Prisons in 2002 it would have been the 
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easiest thing on earth to blame the old buildings and the high prisoner population 

for all our ills. Instead, we rolled up our sleeves and explained the situation, warts 

and all, to everyone who lived and worked in the establishment. No one group had 

all the solutions and so our recovery had to come about through a team effort that 

included prisoners, staff and governors.  

To do that, the long-held model of top-down management was binned and the 

culture of ‘it’s always been that way’ discarded. Staff were given the authority to 

change practices as they thought best. Doing things this way carried a huge element 

of risk for me, but my trust was never misplaced. Pride and a sense of ownership 

quickly spread through the prison and in a short time staff were being recognised 

nationally for their outstanding and innovative practices. The buildings were still old 

but the work taking place inside them was new and ground breaking. 

On that note, let me offer this piece of advice: remember to tell your boss and 

others how well you are doing. Don’t think that they already know, because it is 

unlikely to be the case. As for the public, I was constantly surprised by the level of 

interest and understanding they displayed whenever they learned about the 

worthwhile but difficult job that staff in the Scottish Prison Service carry out. It is a 

world of which the majority, thankfully, will never have first-hand experience, but it 

is real, it is part of our society and people should know about the impact of 

imprisonment and all that it means.  

 
Conclusion 

The values I have described have stood me in good stead throughout my long 

career in what is a very people-focused and difficult job. I make no apology for the 

fact that they might be seen as merely the basics of what it takes to become a trusted 

and respected leader. Although the future will undoubtedly bring with it new 

methods and approaches, without such foundations any success will be limited. Not 

only are these values easy to adopt, the difference they can make to the lives of those 

around you and beyond is priceless. 
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13.  Peter Russian 

Peter Russian is a man with a purpose. In his role as chief executive of 
Investors in People Scotland that purpose has been, for the last twelve years, 
to help organisations be better at how they lead, manage and develop their 
people.  

Unfortunately for the rest of us, Peter tells us, the best job in the world 
has already been taken – he has it. He is, though, resolutely committed to 
creating working environments in which others can thrive and feel valued too. 
Underpinning his views and determination are his values, which have not 
only led him to where he is today but continue to guide him as he seeks to 
build on his own and his organisation’s considerable successes.     

Peter Russian is Chief Executive of Investors in People Scotland 

 

I always wanted to do something that made a difference.  

I can’t trace this back to any specific influence or moment that shaped me. 

Maybe it was the result of growing up in the 1980s of Mrs Thatcher – a defining but 

perhaps divisive decade that more than any other forced people to make choices 

about what was important to them; a time when individual success was valued over 

collective achievements. It may also be because in my environment I was something 

of a rebel – albeit a very small, fingers-crossed-behind-my-back, rebel.  

I was born in Edinburgh but brought up near Oxford, in a pretty village where 

the houses had thatched roofs and we played outside all the time. When I was eleven 

my parents decided to send me to a private school. A bad idea. I resented it because 

it took me away from my friends, and because the regime appeared to place more 

emphasis on academic success than anything else. As if that wasn’t bad enough it 

was an all-boys school, we were addressed by our surnames and, worst of all, we had 

to go on Saturdays too. 

I was eighteen when I left. Even with the worst A-level results of anyone in my 

year I was able to secure a place at Sheffield Polytechnic to study Public 

Administration, and things began to change quite quickly. I liked the down-to-earth 
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reality of Sheffield compared with the highbrow atmosphere of Oxford. I suddenly 

found that there was a purpose to learning; I had developed a real interest in politics 

and government and wanted to know more. I was also relieved to discover that 

selection for a sports team didn’t depend on academic prowess, and I liked being 

called by my first name. 

After Sheffield I moved to London. I’d spent a year on placement at 

Westminster City Council as part of my degree and was keen to return. The only 

problem was that it was the early ‘90s – stock market crashes, Black Monday, 

recession and not a lot of jobs for graduates. It took me two years to find something 

that felt like a permanent job but finally I found one with the Management Charter 

Initiative, a body set up to promote good management standards. There I 

experienced a baptism of fire, working as an assistant to a really hard taskmaster. In 

fairness it was my repeated mistakes that made things hard, and as a result I learned 

a lot about the importance of getting things done properly. 

I must have done something right though, because I got a real break when I 

started working with a new manager, Shelagh Avery. Shelagh was my career guardian 

angel. She took me under her wing, and I learnt more in a year from her than I had 

ever done before or have since. My confidence soared, my knowledge grew and the 

rationale for sheer hard work made sense to me like never before.  

Shelagh moved on and so did I, joining Investors in People in 1997. Within two 

years I became Director of Development before being appointed Chief Executive of 

Investors in People Scotland in 2003. I think my family were a bit bemused. What 

had happened to the sullen, bottom-of-the-class rebel who showed little inclination 

for hard work? 

The organisation I joined back then is almost unrecognisable today. We’ve 

pretty much changed everything we do, how we do it, who we work with and even 

our office location. In fact probably the only thing that hasn’t changed is the well-

known ‘Investors in People’ logo that companies use to demonstrate their 

commitment to their people. But then, not many organisations can stand still and 

expect to be successful. The changes I’ve led have been driven by a quest continually 

to challenge and improve what we do. For when we do well it means that our clients 
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– employers across Scotland – are better placed to improve the way they lead, 

manage and develop their people. 

 
Purpose 

My years with Investors in People Scotland have been truly rewarding, and I 

often describe it as the best job in the world. At the heart of this is the fact that I 

believe so strongly in our purpose and the role that Investors in People can play in 

changing the way organisations work. In some cases our impact can be quite 

profound. With our support thousands of businesses have improved the way they 

work and thousands of people in Scotland have benefited from working in 

organisations that do more than pay lip service to the idea that ‘our people are our 

greatest asset’. 

Many organisations are good at articulating what they do and how they do it, 

but I believe it is the ‘why’ that makes the difference. I think it’s the same for us as 

individuals. Yes, we need to know what we’re doing and how to do it, but 

understanding the difference we then make can be really important to our sense of 

purpose and self-respect. There’s a well-known story about President John F. 

Kennedy visiting the NASA Space Centre and asking a janitor what his job was. The 

man leant on his brush and replied, “Well, Mr President, I’m helping to put a man 

on the moon.”   

I believe that when we have that sense of purpose it makes our working lives 

more meaningful. Sometimes we can work it out for ourselves, but the best 

companies help people to understand the difference they make. There are some jobs 

– teaching or nursing for example – where there is an obvious sense of purpose. But 

what about the mechanic whose skills keep people safe, or the call centre staff who 

solve people’s problems? And what about the thousands of people working in 

McDonalds? They might appear to do little more than flip burgers but every day 

they feed hungry people and make kids happy.  

I have never been someone who has suffered from ‘Sunday night blues’. Don’t 

get me wrong – I relish the weekend as much as the next person. But I have always 

been clear as to why I am doing what I do, and that has helped me to see work as an 

important part of a fulfilling life. The satisfaction I get from hearing someone say 
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that Investors in People really helped to make their business better is immense. We 

spend so much time at work that we owe it to ourselves to make that time make 

sense and ultimately to take satisfaction from knowing that what we do makes a 

difference.    

Having a clear purpose has also helped me to reshape our approach in Scotland. 

The recession from 2008 onwards forced us to look hard at what we do and why we 

do it. We were known as an organisation that gave companies awards and 

accreditations, but we believed that our real purpose was to help organisations be 

better at how they lead, manage and develop their people. As companies tightened 

their financial belts this new clarity of purpose allowed us to refocus our approach, 

widening our services by giving our team the flexibility to design new ones around 

the needs of our clients. As a consequence, our customer satisfaction scores far 

outstrip those of our Investors in People partners in the rest of the UK. 

 
Learning 

I wasn’t a great learner at school. The nature of the teaching was, by and large, 

about helping kids to pass exams by rote rather than giving them a broader 

perspective. There were some exceptions, but on the whole it just didn’t work for 

me. I now work for an organisation that promotes learning so it has been quite a 

turn around. 

At school the few subjects I did okay in were the ones I was interested in – 

geography, history, English. When I had the chance to focus on things that I really 

wanted to know more about, learning became relevant and much easier. But it 

wasn’t until my placement with Westminster City Council, as part of my sandwich 

course, that I was able to see the theory I’d been learning in action and thus begin to 

appreciate the fundamental link between learning and success. 

In the early stages of my career I was lucky to learn a huge amount from the 

people around me: from that first taskmaster who taught me the importance of 

doing a job properly, to Shelagh, my guardian angel. That learning continued, thanks 

to the many organisations and people I met through my various roles with Investors 

in People as we sought to define standards of good practice in leading, managing and 

developing people.   
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I have also learnt from people whose style and approach was not so admirable. 

There’s a well-known saying, that ‘people join organisations but leave managers’. I 

have certainly seen my share of dodgy behaviour and inappropriate action in various 

organisations, as well as hypocritical, egotistical, selfish and ignorant people. With 

every wince and metaphorical shake of the head I have tried to understand why they 

think it acceptable to behave badly and to avoid doing anything similar myself. That 

is not to lay claim to an entirely unblemished record myself – I am sure that there are 

people I have upset along the way. But being conscious of, and alert to, the impact 

of our behaviour on others is a good starting point for developing constructive 

relationships at work. 

Over time the value of learning has for me increased yet further, from both a 

personal and work perspective. For many years I fell into the trap of thinking that 

my job as Chief Executive was to make decisions for other people. In a work 

context this meant that I became comfortable solving problems for others – after all 

that’s what leaders are paid to do, isn’t it? People would knock on my door (this was 

before I learned that sitting in a separate office was not conducive to understanding 

your colleagues) and ask me to solve their problems – “What should I do about X? 

Should I go with option Y? Can you tell me what do about Z?” I wanted to have the 

answer and I wanted to help because that’s what I thought I was paid to do. What’s 

more, to be truthful, I enjoyed being a font of knowledge. It is only more recently, 

through learning from other, much wiser people, that I have come to understand 

that every time I answered someone’s question or resolved a problem I was stifling 

that person’s development. 

I am not suggesting that as a leader I should not offer advice and guidance, 

either as Chief Executive of an organisation or in other environments. I took on a 

number of non-executive roles with organisations such as Social Investment 

Scotland, the Centre for Enterprise and Aspire for Africa, where I not only shared 

my knowledge but learnt much myself from other organisations, other people and 

different communities. In the end, however, I decided that I needed to focus more 

deliberately on my contribution to Investors in People. And so for the past three 

years or so I have set aside a day and a half each month to develop my knowledge 

and skills. I am part of a network of other CEOs and business owners who work 
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together on common topics, from business strategy to sales and marketing, while for 

two hours each month I work with a coach who helps me think through the big 

challenges facing me and my methods of dealing with them. 

Thanks to these experiences I now see learning as the lifeblood of successful 

organisations and people, the role of leaders being simply to develop them.  

 
Stepping forward 

One of the things my mother taught me that has stood me in good stead today 

is how to stand up and perform in public. It started with things like being pushed 

forward to sing the solo in the Christmas Carol service, getting involved in the 

school debating society and, particularly memorably, competing in the school poetry 

competition. The competition was an annual event, with one entrant selected from 

each year in the school. Somehow I persuaded my mother and then the form teacher 

that Forgotten Sons by Derek W. Dick was an authentic, contemporary protest poem. 

It was in fact the lyrics to a Marillion song written by Fish (aka Mr Dick), but it 

served me well and in the face of competition from traditional poetry I walked off 

with the school prize – a rare win. Since then I have never had a problem standing 

up in front of people, no matter what size of audience. 

In the earlier years of my career I was deliberate and focused in my ambition. I 

remember talking to friends about how every year I wanted to be a in a better 

position, and every year I could see where I was going next. It was exciting, but the 

truth is that it didn’t take any great IQ or brilliance; it was about being in the right 

place at the right time and having the view that ‘I can do this’. 

I remember deciding to apply for the vacant role of Director of Marketing not 

long, perhaps just eighteen months, after joining Investors in People. I had no 

marketing qualifications much less any relevant experience, but because I was an 

internal candidate I got an interview which gave me the chance to share my passion, 

my interest and some largely naive ideas about marketing. I didn’t stand a chance but 

it got me noticed, and so when the Director of Development role – something I did 

understand – came up soon after that, I was in pole position. 

In the last ten years or so the debate around work-life balance has gained 

increasing recognition and importance amongst employers. In the worst cases I have 
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seen people working sixteen-hour days, week in week out, and that can’t be in 

anyone’s interest. But I also think that we are kidding ourselves and the people we 

work with if we think that success can come without really hard work. For many 

people this involves being good at tough, perhaps repetitive and routine work, where 

following an agreed process or operating procedure is all important. A good friend 

of mine recently observed that successful people tend to find a way of being able to 

do things they don’t like doing more efficiently, freeing up more time to spend on 

the stuff they do enjoy. For people who have more discretion over their work, I 

think it comes down to the choices we make about now much effort to put in. I 

know that at every stage of my career I have ‘worked hard’. That has been my choice 

though, and in many respects the extra hours I worked are possibly more of an 

indication that I wasn’t as productive as I could have been during the normal, nine-

to-five, working day. 

Employers have a huge responsibility for creating the working conditions that 

allow people to thrive and perform at their best, but ultimately we as employees have 

the discretion to choose how we respond in any given circumstance. Every day we 

face a series of events and decisions, and how we choose to respond is down to us. I 

can recall very few occasions in my career when my response to a boss or a colleague 

has been a straight “No”, and I think that that is part of having a ‘can do’ attitude. 

Without that, I think it’s difficult for people and companies to be really innovative. 

For example, the development of the Investors in Young People award came from a 

simple question: Can you help organisations to be better at recruiting young people? 

 
Conclusion 

I think that good judgment is one of the under-rated capabilities of people 

working in any role. Unfortunately, people’s ability to make good judgments is often 

stymied by the environment and organisational structures in which they operate. In 

the worst cases adherence to process and procedures intended to create uniformity 

and reduce risk can lead to crazy and tragic situations, where the needs of the 

community or customers are sacrificed ahead of common sense. 

Good judgment is informed by a number of things – access to facts, evidence 

and research that point to a particular need or outcome; knowledge and 
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understanding of the context and what the desired outcome of any situation might 

be; being able to anticipate the potential outcome of a decision; and, our own values. 

Our values shape our reaction to any stimulus and help us to make decisions, and 

the three themes that I have highlighted in this chapter are critical in shaping how I 

respond.   

A focus on purpose helps me to clarify whether what I am doing, either 

individually or as leader of the organisation, is contributing to our ultimate goal – 

that of helping organisations in Scotland to get better. A commitment to learning has 

changed the way I think about people’s contributions and performance. I have seen 

in our own team how many issues boil down to one of three elements – clarity 

(people’s understanding of what they are trying to achieve); competence (whether 

people have the skills and capabilities required); and, control (whether people have 

full influence over what they are doing). Finally, I recognise that unless I step 

forward and demonstrate my commitment and willingness to contribute in any 

scenario, then I am asking others to second guess what it is I want to achieve. 
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14.  Tony Singh 

Tony Singh’s food, like the port of Leith in Edinburgh where he grew up, 
presents the senses with a melting pot of tantalising ingredients, in which 
Sikh heritage, Scottish produce and French (haute) cuisine mingle with 
culinary flavours from around the world.  

Throughout his career his flair and creativity in the kitchen have earned 
him many accolades, from award-winning chef to award-winning restaurant 
owner, TV personality to author. And yet in spite of his many achievements 
he remains as focused, principled and compassionate today as he was when, 
as just a wee “scoundrel”, he first discovered his love of cooking.   

Tony Singh is an award-winning chef and restaurateur 
 

I think it’s in childhood that you start developing your values, and then it carries 

on right through. For me it began with being the child of a second-generation 

immigrant family. My grandfather had come over to Scotland in the late 1940s to 

save his family from the danger and chaos that accompanied Britain’s partition of 

India. They had been made refugees and had had to move to Delhi. My 

grandfather’s intention was to find a job, make some money and then, once things 

had calmed down again, return to Delhi and the rest of the family. But not long after 

he arrived he was killed in a car accident. So my Dad had to leave school and go out 

to work – doing any and every rotten job he could find – to support his mum, two 

sisters and five brothers. He was just fifteen years old. 

Despite, or perhaps because of, his experiences my dad always told us that we 

should find a job that we enjoyed. When I told him that I wanted to go into cooking, 

and my brother that he wanted to join the RAF, Dad sold the shop he had worked 

his way up from nothing to own in order to help us. So we had a very positive 

backing. A super-positive foundation. Although we didn’t have a lot of money 

growing up, life was good. Education was always pushed as being important, and 

although I was never going to be a doctor I found school great fun. I had quite 

severe dyslexia before it was widely recognised as such, and school in those days was 
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for children who were bright. Hence I found myself, as a ‘special’ pupil, encouraged 

to do subjects like woodwork and sport. It was never a hindrance to me though, 

because I was creative rather than academic. Besides, by then I had discovered my 

love of cooking.  

I left school aged sixteen. My plan was to get an apprenticeship but I couldn’t 

find one. “We don’t do that Indian food, mate,” was the reply I got, even though 

that wasn’t the kind of apprenticeship I was looking for. You know how everybody 

talks about the wonderful aroma of Indian cooking? Well back in those days it was, 

“What’s that stink?” It’s amazing how things have changed. So I joined a Youth 

Training Scheme instead, working for Scottish & Newcastle in a wee pub. It was all 

fresh ingredients we were working with and the head chef was brilliant. So too were 

the lecturers at Telford College, where I was sent to learn about traditional French 

cooking or haute cuisine. It was those lecturers, some of whom I’m still in touch with 

today, who opened my eyes to what I could do.  

For the next eight years I worked my way up from 1st commis to sous chef in a 

series of wonderful venues, including the Balmoral, Gravetye Manor, the Royal 

Scotsman Train, Skibo Castle and Greywalls. In those days, if you were good the 

head chef would pass you on to someone else who was well-respected in the trade. 

That was how you got on.  

I relished the opportunity to work and learn in those places, but from the 

moment I started I knew I wanted eventually to open my own restaurant. My first 

opportunity to do that came while I was at Greywalls, but sadly I couldn’t sustain 

both jobs and the venture failed. After that I was headhunted to work on the Royal 

Yacht Britannia. I was its first ever civilian chef and setting it up was a great 

experience. While I was there I entered the ITV Chef of the Year competition. It 

was my first ever professional cookery competition. I’d been entered into other 

competitions at College and won a gold in my very first one. It’s like what they say 

about gambling – that winning on your first attempt is a dangerous thing – because 

here I was again, up against all my peers, the guys I’d worked with. And I won, again. 

It was fantastic.  

Unfortunately I wasn’t able to capitalise on the opportunities the award 

presented where I was, and so I handed in my notice. By this time I was married, 
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with two young children, so I had to find something else fast. And I did, finding 

myself an agent, some investors and a business partner in James Sankey. And that is 

how, in 2001, we came to launch Edinburgh’s bar-restaurant Oloroso.  

In the fifteen years since then I have opened various other restaurants, appeared 

in a number of television series and collaborated on several books. I have been 

proud to win a host of accolades too, including the Drambuie Chefs’ Association 

Best New Restaurant of the Year and SLTN’s (Scottish Licensed Trade News) Best 

Restaurant Catering in Scotland chef of the year. As I sit here today I have just 

launched my new restaurant Tasty, in Edinburgh. Why? Because I still love doing 

what I do, and that is cooking fresh, robust, flavoursome food that people enjoy.  

 
THE VALUES OF SIKHISM 

Sikhism a very practical, liberal and forward-thinking religion and its values have 

been crucial in shaping and driving me. Essentially its basic tenets are that as humans 

we must work to sustain our family and then share what we have with the less 

fortunate. Only then can we concentrate on God, meditation and the holy bits.  
 

Having a work ethic 

The tenet of Dharam Di Kirat Karna, states that we must earn our living 

righteously, by the sweat of our brow or the industry, effort and conscientiousness 

of the mind.    

As I said, when my grandfather died my dad had to do everything, taking 

whatever job he could no matter how rotten it was. He did it for his family then and 

now. In our community in Leith – a real hotchpotch of immigrants from various 

parts of the world – the work ethic was always very strong, and as second-generation 

Asian immigrants we very much embodied that ethos; we knew there wasn’t some 

omnipresent god who would just give us stuff. 

While I was at college I, like other students, had just a small bursary. So I got a 

job at the Stakis casino. I would finish college at 4pm, go home for a cuppa if I had 

time or go straight to work, finish at 4 o’clock in the morning and then go back to 

college several hours later. It was long, hard work, but it was great because it meant 

that as a student I was learning and I had money.   
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When, after college, I started working for real I would always put in 110%. It’s 

what you had to do if you wanted to stand out. In those days it wasn’t the restaurant 

or hotel that you worked for but the head chef there. It was the head chef you 

looked up to, whom you aspired to be, whose car you wanted and whose big knife 

you coveted even though you didn’t even know what it was for. And it was from 

him or her that you learned your skills. There was a real bond there from which you 

both got something. It might be two years before you got a reference but it was 

worth it because you knew if you were good the head chef would pass you on to 

someone else who was good. Being part of a fantastic network like that was what 

you strived for. Nowadays it’s all done through agency contracts so it’s more 

expensive, more impersonal and in my opinion less rewarding for head chefs and the 

youngsters coming through.   

Even so, there was never any doubt in my mind that I would eventually open 

my own restaurant. So I always worked extra hours and on my days off I would 

work in other kitchens, buying or selling kitchen equipment, anything.  

I got into cooking because I love it. But it’s a hard, unglamorous job working in 

a windowless room with twelve sweaty guys (and girls!). It’s also great fun. High 

pressure, high fun. And the days are long. When I’m working in the kitchen it’s 

typically from ten in the morning to midnight or one o’clock the next morning. Even 

on days when I’m doing office stuff, I can still be at it until 7pm. As for all those 

chefs you see on TV, it’s not like that until you reach a certain level and there are a 

lot of people who fall by the wayside trying to reach it. 

It all boils down to the fact that you have to work for what you want. One of 

the strange things is trying to get that message across to kids nowadays. Even 

children who do well and have the confidence and skillset still have to work hard. 

The marketplace changes so quickly. It’s all big chains and contracting agencies now 

so it’s harder to build strong networks and loyal relationships in the trade. When we 

bid for what was to become Oloroso we won because the vendors were looking for 

local operators to take it over. Today, with chains dominating, collaborating with the 

big players seem a more likely way forward. But with all the bureaucracy and the 

whole corporate structure that comes with them it’s not easy either.   
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I also believe that you need luck. Mine came from winning ITV Chef of the 

Year. You have to put yourself forward and yes, you have to have the skills, but I 

was lucky that the competition was running at the right time. Like my granny, I 

believe in fate. But I also believe that if, for example, you want a glass of water it is 

your fate to go and get it – it’s not going to materialise out of nowhere!  

 
Sharing with others 

A second fundamental tenet of Sikhism is that of Vand Chhakna, which tells us 

to share what we have with others.  

There’s an old Indian saying that states that a prostitute has the most money. 

The reason is that in the eyes of the community the money is tainted so no-one 

wants any of it. But sharing doesn’t have to be about money. It can be about sharing 

your knowledge, your expertise or your time. Basically it’s about helping others. 

When I was growing up we used to go to the markets with my uncle. At the age of 

eight I was getting up at 5am and wasn’t getting home until 9pm, but you’d just do it 

because that’s what you did: you helped.  

The Sikh ‘langar’ is a great example of sharing in action. It dates back to the 

time of the early gurus and is a communal kitchen that provides free meals to anyone 

and everyone, irrespective of faith, religion or background. In langars everyone is 

treated equally, all sitting on the floor to eat. The food is vegetarian to ensure that all 

people, regardless of dietary restrictions, can eat as equals too. As a child I always 

liked being in the kitchen, helping in our house as well as at the temple with the 

langar. Everything was made fresh which I think is really important. Tastes develop 

from childhood so if you give kids processed, sweet or salty stuff that’s all they’ll 

want to eat. That’s why in my restaurants we don’t have a kids’ menu; we just give 

them smaller portions. 

As for giving to charity, folk make a big thing about it but it’s just something 

I’ve always done. Again it’s about sharing what you can – time, expertise, money, 

prizes – and I try to do as much as I can. Often it’s down to time though, and when 

you’re self-employed it can be difficult. We get asked to do so much that we have to 

be selective. At the moment we’re supporting a guy who’s off to Uganda to fix a 

water pump for a village, we’re doing stuff for the Sick Kids hospital in Edinburgh 
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and we’re helping out with cancer charities. I even auctioned myself off for charity 

once. It’s just whatever we can do.  

These days though, so many people are ‘charitied out’ and everyone wants a 

bargain. I’d really like to do a charity dinner, give people beans on toast, thank them 

for their money and then wait for them to complain. Charity’s charity; if you’re 

taking anything else it’s not being honest and you’re misrepresenting yourself. I feel 

especially sorry for the smaller outfits. All they’re looking for is a couple of hundred 

pounds but they have to compete against big organisations with whole teams of 

fundraisers.  

 
Staying true to yourself and your principles 

Another value that I live by is being true to myself and not taking any rubbish 

from anyone. Growing up in Leith there was some racism, but if you didn’t put up 

with any grief you never got any. Every city port has immigrants and Leith was, is, 

no different, being home to Poles, to Indians, to Pakistanis, to everyone and back 

again. They affectionately called us ‘scoundrels’ and we would all hang about 

together, but we didn’t take any grief.  

At the end of the day, if standing up for your principles gets you a proverbial 

bloody nose then that’s what it gets you. At least you will have stood up for yourself, 

because if you hadn’t you’d be really annoyed. In business I’ve walked away from 

things that my business head told me to do but which, because of the person I am, I 

couldn’t. If you go against your principles it rolls around in your head and you keep 

thinking, “Why did I do that?”   

There are lots of people out there who are fixated on making big money. Sadly, 

from what I’ve seen they tend to have questionable morals, appearing to turn others 

over to get what they want without a second thought. Some defend themselves for 

charging ten times more than the actual value of what they’re selling by pointing out 

that their customers are clearly prepared to pay their exorbitant prices. Although it 

might be a lucrative, financial ‘leg up’ for them, to me it’s dishonest profiteering. 

Then there are the careless types who think nothing of taking people’s money 

through crowdfunding, only to lose it all because they’ve overstretched themselves. 

Nor are these kinds of attitudes restricted to private business. I often find myself 
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questioning how much money goes to those in need and how much to the people 

working in charitable organisations. Yes, in the end charities have to operate as 

businesses too, but is it really right that their chief executives can earn as much as 

£250k a year?  

I don’t always make the right decisions myself. I was down in London with my 

agent when the TV series Ready, Steady Cook was at its peak and we were considering 

how I might build on my television work. When he told me I’d need to take 

elocution lessons if I wanted to go down that route, well let’s just say I was less than 

polite in turning him down! As a business person though, in all probability I should 

have said yes.   

But the whole television thing is quite unusual. You win a TV competition and 

then you get a book, your own programme and so on. There may be better chefs out 

there but they’re not so good when it comes to being in front of a camera. I can do a 

bit of chat as well as cook so it’s fine for me. But at the end of the day it’s not like 

we’re curing cancer; to put it crudely, it goes in one end and comes out the other! I 

don’t have any time or patience for all that, “Well, this is my philosophy … aren’t I 

great” stuff.  

If anyone wants to see what you’ve done these days they can just look you up 

on Google so you shouldn’t need to shout about yourself. If you do, then something’s 

wrong. I believe that people should be judged by their actions, and I believe that 

people should be consistent. I recently bumped into someone I hadn’t seen since I 

was sixteen. When she told me I hadn’t changed, I jokingly said that surely at least 

my beard was bigger. But she said no, you’ve not changed who you are and nor 

should you. You should be a bit wiser, but you shouldn’t change. She was right. 

 
Conclusion 

For me, Sikhism is one of the most humanitarian religions in the world. It’s 

about equality, it’s about sharing and it’s about believing in everybody’s religion as 

long as it doesn’t interfere with anybody else’s. You need to have a faith or 

something like it, otherwise it’s that whole thing of who dies with the most toys 

wins. And is that true? I’ve known loads of guys who are what I call ‘properly 
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minted’ and they’re not really happy. They might do a few things that were pleasant 

at the time, but they’re not truly happy.  

If you want to be one of those chefs who makes loads of money, you can be; in 

the end it’s about whether it makes you happy and able to sleep at night. I’m a good 

chef but I’ve never been a particularly keen businessman. It’s about getting the 

balance right, and for me that means being good enough at business to cook the 

food I want to in my own restaurant. That’s because with me it’s never really been 

about the money; the fun part, and so what really matters to me, is being in my own 

kitchen, working hard to create food that others will enjoy and getting that instant 

gratification and feedback there and then. 

I’ve been lucky enough to travel around the world, eating in three-star 

restaurants where the food is phenomenal. But when you’re sitting there eating by 

yourself it’s dull. Whenever I’ve been asked what I would choose as my last meal my 

response has always been the same – a cheese sandwich with my grandfather, whom 

I never had the chance to meet. I think that pretty much sums things up.  
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15.  Stewart Spence 

Stewart Spence has been owner of the Marcliffe Hotel in Aberdeen since 
it was opened, in 1993, by Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev. It is one of the 
Small Luxury Hotels of the World, frequented by world leaders, pop stars and 
football managers as well as business travellers and holidaymakers.  

Stewart is a regular spokesperson for hospitality and tourism, having 
received lifetime achievements awards from both local business and regional 
hotel associations, and an MBE for services to the tourism industry in 
Scotland. Indeed so well-respected is he that when he signalled his intention 
to retire he was bombarded by letters begging him to stay. That the local 
newspaper talked of “tears of joy” when Stewart decided to continue at the 
helm is testament to the reputation he has built since he started working life 
as a trainee chef at the age of fifteen. 

Stewart Spence MBE, is owner of Aberdeen’s five star Marcliffe Hotel 

 

The Marcliffe story is itself an interesting one that tells of local and family 

values. In the 1950s the Tivoli Theatre in Aberdeen was a 52-weeks-a-year theatre. 

With no television it was essential weekly entertainment. Its only permanent 

members of staff were Clifford Jordan and his wife Margaret. The theatrical artists 

who came up every week would call and ask them to book their accommodation, so 

Clifford and Margaret would spend hours on the phone doing just that. Realising 

that what they were doing was crazy, they decided to buy somewhere they could turn 

into a guest house. So in 1953 they bought No. 1 Rubislaw Terrace. They didn’t 

know what to call the guest house so they took their two names – Margaret and 

Clifford – and called it the Marcliffe. So as I tell everyone, if it wasn’t for the Tivoli 

Theatre in Aberdeen there wouldn’t be a Marcliffe Hotel. That’s why today I’m a 

supporter of the Arts and one of the joint owners of the Tivoli Theatre which has 

recently been restored to its former beauty.   

I am fiercely proud of the ambience we have created in the hotel. It is 

Aberdeen’s only five-star hotel, yet it retains a friendly, intimate feel. We cater for all 
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types of visitors, from corporate and business travellers, to golfers and people who 

simply want to relax and enjoy our comforting atmosphere. We are especially proud 

too of our culinary delights. Our team of chefs ensures that locally grown vegetables 

complement the finest fish, meat and game from across Scotland and beyond. We 

have a great relationship with the local fishermen who supply us with crab all year 

round and lobster in the summer. And in winter, when lobster is no longer in 

season, we offer the largest fresh water king prawns from West Africa.  

Having worked in the industry for over fifty years I’ve learned that only the best 

will do. My first job, when I finished my six years of training with British Transport 

Hotels and then working in Paris and London, was at the Treetops Hotel in 

Aberdeen. At that time, 1968, it was the premier hotel in town. I was assistant 

manager to the owner, Mr Gilbert, and it was a great experience to work under such 

a wonderful man. One day he took me aside and said, “Stewart, now listen. I’ve got 

something to tell you. You see that man sitting at the bar counter having a pint? 

Well, I want you to treat him the same as you just treated these people who were in 

booking their wedding. Do you know why?” To which I replied, “No, Mr Gilbert.” 

He said, “Well that man at the bar may hae a daughter!”  It was a great lesson from a 

great man that I have always remembered. 
 
Service and hospitality 

Are there unique values in hospitality? Absolutely, yes. To work in hospitality 

you need to have a great personality. You don’t have to be a scholar, but you have to 

be able to smile, to speak without being chatty and to serve people. It is, after all, a 

service industry.   

Customers aren’t interested in whether you’re having a bad day. You leave that 

behind when the curtains go up. If everyone goes just that little bit further it makes 

all the difference. I often preach to young ones about this and about 

communication. If we see young people communicating well we want to keep them 

here. If they’re constantly tweeting on their phones then they’re not speaking to one 

another properly with courtesy, respect and intent. The same goes for diners in our 

restaurant. I tell them, “No tweeting whilst eating!” 
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Are these values uniquely Scottish? Not necessarily. We’ve worked hard to 

shake off the grumpy Scots reputation. This is another thing I preach to young 

people. We need to be open, friendly and welcoming especially in hospitality. Every 

area has its own character, and our American visitors going around Scotland can see 

the difference between those areas and the people who live there. No one is better; 

there are just different ways of being, different characters and different values. 

It was the Americans who introduced the “Have a nice day” saying, which you 

hear in hotels and restaurants over there. We have other ways of saying the same 

thing; you don’t have to copy them. “I do hope you have a nice day,” is far more in 

keeping with how we are here. My pet hate when people serve you in a restaurant is 

when they say “Enjoy.” It drives me mad. Enjoy what? The company? The food? 

What? “Here are your appetisers. I do hope you enjoy them.” Doesn’t that sound 

better? 

Most of our new visitors come here not because of TripAdvisor or the Internet 

but because of word-of-mouth recommendations. Smart people listen to what their 

friends say about their experiences of hotels and holidays, so being recognised by the 

public is essential. I have two files in my office: one for good letters from visitors 

and one for complaints. We reply to both lots. The good letters are wonderful, 

especially when they say, “Your staff were fantastic” or “Thank your staff so much.” 

Letters like that fill me with joy. Copies are given to staff and put on notice boards 

along with a note from me saying well done to everyone. If there’s a ‘baddy’ in there, 

staff are accountable and have to answer to it. We need to let the team know what 

we want them to do.  

This is a people industry so strength of character and values are vitally 

important. One of the girls who works for me is a great example. She left the hotel 

with an honours degree from university and got a fantastic job with a financial 

company. However, she came back soon after because, as she put it, “I cannot 

spend my life looking at computer screens; I’m a people person.” She knew what 

motivated her and working behind a desk wasn’t it. She has a great personality and 

we were delighted to have her back.   
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Conformity and tradition 
Conformity is very important in hospitality, as are self-discipline, politeness and 

honouring our elders. We take on staff who have worked in coffee shops and such 

like. If they’ve enjoyed what they were doing working with people in the coffee shop 

they will understand the discipline and conformity required in our line of work. 

In my earlier career all managers were called ‘Sir’ and all chefs referred to as 

‘Chef’ or ‘Sir.’ That’s the way it was and still is here today. I have owned seven hotels 

and employed thousands of staff, and am still known as Mr Spence. None of my 

employees has ever referred to me by my first name. Maybe it’s old fashioned. That 

people call bosses by their first name today is a reflection of how things have 

changed. But it was always ‘Mr Gilbert’ when I worked at the Old Treetops.  

Why is it so important? Well, it encourages respectfulness and discipline, and in 

a way keeps tradition alive. That same sense of respect extends across society. Ladies 

first, was another thing we were taught as children. When you see it today it is 

unusual but always warmly welcomed wherever you are in the world. My son will still 

open a door for a lady. When I’m in Russia or Iceland fishing I always touch my cap 

when I see a lady. The first time I did it in Russia that particular woman told 

everybody that, “Mr Spence touches his cap when he sees me.” Why should it be 

any different on a river on Russia? Traditions and manners cross all borders. 

That’s not to say that other countries aren’t different. Once, when I was driving 

from the airport in Iceland, we saw schoolkids cleaning the borders of the streets. 

Every year they are required to spend a minimum of two weeks of their holidays 

doing that kind of work. What a great thing to do. If only we could start that here. 

Kids get bored during the holidays and it can cost money to keep them entertained. 

Thanks to their tradition Icelandic children learn the importance of looking after 

their environment from an early age, something that could be adapted to many other 

aspects of life.  

Japan does something similar for its schoolkids. I’ve been to Japan twice. I’d 

always wanted to go on the bullet train. What an experience. You could have eaten 

food off the floor it was so clean. No-one drops litter. Any sweetie papers or 

wrappers they roll up and put in their pocket. The same with chewing gum. It’s the 

only way they know of behaving. Here, you only have to drive the twenty-six miles 
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from Aberdeen to Cruden Bay to see all the rubbish on the roads. Instead of fining 

or jailing minor offenders we could get them doing community work. 

 
True friendship and time for yourself 

I feel sorry for people who have no friends. I have thousands of contacts but a 

small and very close circle of friends. I’m not a great socialiser because it’s what I do 

for a living. I always used to say to my ex-wife and now my girlfriend that when we 

go on holidays we’re not going in order to make lots of new friends but to relax.  

Members of Royal Aberdeen Golf Club used to say, “Strange fellow Stewart 

Spence, always playing golf on his own.” But it was my retreat. I see people every 

minute of my working life so it’s nice to spend time in solitude. It’s why I took up 

fishing. Every year I head to Russia and Iceland to fish for salmon. I can spend days 

on end standing on my own in a river. That’s why I have a tight circle of friends. We 

don’t live in each other’s back yards. We meet up often, for example at weekends. 

But the invitation will always be for the Friday and Saturday, which gives me time on 

Sunday to be alone with family. 

True friendship is someone who is there for you through thick and thin, and vice 

versa. My friends have always have been like that, always there for one another. That 

is so important and it doesn’t require hundreds of people. It’s a far cry from today’s 

Facebook generation who have lots of ‘friends’ but few close friendships. 

 
Benevolence  

Charities have always been a big thing for me. I remember a funny story about 

my father. Every week he used to put half a crown into an envelope for the church. 

Only later did I discover it was to keep him as a Christian but save him from going 

to church. He used to say that if you want to see the biggest crooks of all you can 

see them begging for forgiveness at church on Sundays. That’s why he played golf 

instead of joining them. 

We have always been involved in local charities here at the Marcliffe Hotel, 

along with many of our loyal customers. Aberdeen is just one big village really. 

Everyone knows each other and everyone helps each other when they can. 

Whenever we make a donation I word it as coming ‘from the Marcliffe Hotel.’ Some 
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people like their name associated with contributions but that’s not our way. It’s 

always ‘the hotel.’ And whenever we support a charity all our staff get involved. For 

years we used to add £1 on to restaurant bills and then give what we’d collected to 

Maggie’s Centres. In all that time only two people ever refused to make a 

contribution. We match the amount our guests contribute, which meant that the last 

cheque we wrote was for £12,000.  

I have a particular fondness for cancer charities, having lost my daughter Jackie 

to cancer in 2009. There are so many charities out there though, and we support 

maybe a hundred a year. We also have a donations box in the office which we empty 

every year. I’m a great believer in charity beginning at home, and so with that 

principle in mind we endeavour to support charities in the north-east of Scotland to 

the very best of our ability.   

 
Honesty 

Only the other night we had a large table of American guests in the restaurant 

who wanted to leave a 20% tip. We refused to accept it. “No way,” I said to our 

restaurant manager. “Tell them we’re only allowed to take five or ten per cent but 

even then we don’t encourage it.”   

I’m just not a fan of tipping. It’s like going into a shoe shop and trying on ten 

pairs of shoes before buying one. Do I pay extra for the time I spend in the shop or 

the time the staff spend with me? Of course not. It’s disgusting to me to think of 

adding additional service charges.  

I remember the first Chinese restaurants that charged for rice. How can you 

have curry without rice? It’s like charging customers for tatties with their mince. 

That was the start of it for me. I made sure that in our restaurant we had no extra 

charge for side dishes. As our menu clearly states: “We don’t charge extra for sauce 

or potatoes of your choice, NEITHER should anywhere else, so please tell them.” 

We include French fries, baked potatoes, whatever you want, at no extra charge. The 

same goes for sauces. Some restaurants charge up to£4 or more for a sauce. What if 

you only want two spoonfuls? 

We are up front and honest with our guests and customers about our policies 

on tipping and extras. Our staff support us in this because we treat them fairly. 
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Tipping can be so inconsistent. For example, working over a particular four- to five-

month period on a Friday and Saturday will mean more tips whereas other times will 

be less lucrative. So instead we pay our staff a very good rate per hour, above the 

minimum wage. We also prevent residents from adding any tip to the final bill by 

not asking them to sign one. Anything that they leave by other means goes into our 

staff fund. That way it’s shared out amongst everyone and goes towards paying 

wages, hospital treatment if staff are ill or staff nights out for everyone.  

It takes a team all working hard and honestly to run a top hotel like this. In the 

early days all the tips were kept by the restaurant team, and that didn’t even include 

the chefs or the dishwashers. Our restaurant is set in eleven acres of wooded ground 

and mature trees. Our gardens are important – they add to the visual experience – 

and therefore our gardeners are also a vital part of the team. Everything must look 

right and feel right. So why should everyone not be included? 

Another area that irks me in our industry is room rates. Many call me the 

grumpy old hotelier but I prefer good, old fashioned, honest ways and that includes 

not charging different room rates at different times of the year. It started with the 

airlines. Now hotels will ‘bump up’ their prices when big events are in town like 

concerts, exhibitions or shows. How can we encourage tourists to come to the area 

when they don’t know what rates we’re charging? Can you imagine eating a steak for 

£30 and discovering that the same steak in the same place costs you £50 on a 

Friday? It’s the same with hotel room prices. 

The next time the Oil Show comes to Aberdeen, I have offered clients the same 

rate they were charged in 2015. What’s more, the people who were here last year get 

first option on the rooms. We need to be honest and loyal to our customers. It’s just 

how we do business. 

Another trend that comes from airlines is overbooking. Hotels used to be 

infamous for it. I have never overbooked in my life. It’s a terrible way to treat 

people. We do well out of chain hotels who have overbooked. They will call us and 

ask us what a room that night costs and my first question back to them is usually, 

“Well how much do you charge?” Most of the time it is more than we would charge. 

Honesty and integrity with customers is important to us. It’s good for our staff 

too, so that they don’t get embarrassed when someone checks out and is surprised 
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by the cost. If you’re not up front and honest, people will punish you by simply not 

coming back. 

 
Giving back to the next generation 

I remember one of the lowest times of my life, when I thought about leaving 

the hotel. Manchester United’s ex-manager Alex Ferguson was staying in the hotel 

and eating in our restaurant. He knew I was going through a bad time. He took me 

to one side and told me about the young lads he supported at the club. His office 

was at the training ground rather than at Old Trafford because he wanted to be close 

enough to support them. Denis Law used to meet him at the training ground office 

first thing for tea and toast and to chat about the players’ development. That is 

where he wanted to be and that’s what kept him going.   

Seeing the staff develop and learn here is what keeps me going. The industry is 

going through tough times but our values will keep us going as the next generation 

works to develop them. That’s the real goal: to see them developing those values and 

strength of character.   

 

Postscript: As well as supporting staff at the hotel Stewart also supports up-and-

coming sports stars. He is an accomplished golfer (playing off a handicap of eight) 

and supporter of the Paul Lawrie Junior Golf Foundation. 
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16.  Mike Stevenson   

Mike is founder and director of Thinktastic, Scotland’s motivational 
communications agency and one of the UK’s most sought-after speakers and 
creative thinkers. 

Mike’s passion, skills and values have, in his own words, been drawn 
from a life of unexpected twists and turns, exhilarating highs, desperate lows. 
More than anything he wants to see people with the confidence and self-
belief to create their own destinies and make the world a better place. For 
why be great, as he asks, when you can be extraordinary? 

Mike Stevenson is an inspirational speaker, writer and trainer 

 

I was born in Edinburgh, in June 1950, to a Lebanese mother and Scots/Irish 

father. At the age of three we moved to Lahore in Pakistan. My father had been 

offered a teaching job there. We returned to Edinburgh three years later – a journey 

‘from technicolour to monochrome’ as I describe it. Two years and another move 

on, this time to Kirkcaldy and St Marie’s Primary, I attracted the violent attentions of 

a male teacher. Crippled by fear and increasing bouts of asthma I moved to a 

different school and scraped through the eleven plus. Then it was on to Kirkcaldy 

High and an educational experience I hated. My obsession had become music. I sang 

in a local band, coming alive on stage then shrinking back into the shadows at 

school. At fifteen, I was expelled.  

After expulsion came two retail jobs. A year later I moved south, initially to stay 

with my aunt and then, with a job, to a bed & breakfast. Two jobs and two sackings 

later I was thrown out of my digs. I had nowhere to go. With my parents’ marriage 

disintegrating going home was not an option, and so I found myself sleeping on 

London’s streets. Survival was everything and amphetamines, ubiquitous on the 

streets, became an easy way to stave off sleep and hunger.  

Then, in 1968, came an opportune move to Dublin and a career as a busker. 

Playing by day and enjoying the fruits of Dublin bars at night, I earned a reputation 

as a performer and raconteur. That was until the sudden and mystifying attention of 
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Ireland’s Special Branch forced me out of the city. Jobs in a biscuit factory and a 

hospital for the elderly and terminally ill, both in Edinburgh, followed.  

In 1971 I returned to London, with a bed in a Chelsea hostel and a 

determination to work and earn – packing suits, bottling wine, washing dishes and 

labouring on building sites. When my Dad asked me, “Why not apply to Newbattle 

Abbey College?” I did, and was accepted for a year’s residential study. It was a 

turning point. Armed with two Highers and new-found confidence I got into 

community work and spent much of the ‘70s working in Leith, creating a housing 

association and pioneering approaches to community education. In 1981 I 

completed an SHND Communication Studies course at Napier College, earning a 

distinction and gaining rich experience with BBC Radio Scotland. 

In 1984 I became a founding member of Heatwise Glasgow, which later 

morphed into the Wise Group. For more than nine years I headed up our marketing 

effort. In 1993 I moved back to Edinburgh, and with business partner Gary Kidd set 

up Design Links, a marketing and design agency. Within a few years we were turning 

over in excess of £1 million and winning a host of awards. In 2006 I bought Gary 

out, within two years winning Scottish Business in the Community’s Small Company 

of the Year and a host of UK accolades for our community investments.  

The recession of 2008 hit us badly, and the formation of Thinktastic was an 

antidote to the doom and gloom. Now, seven years later I have built a UK-wide 

reputation as an inspirational speaker, trainer and creative consultant.  

 
Always try to make people walk taller 

I learned early in life that we are all gifted with the ability to lift or belittle 

people. I chose to make it my life’s mission to do the former – to make people walk 

that little bit taller. At school I had experienced first-hand the impact of ridicule, 

how it sinks the spirits, plants seeds of self-doubt and distorts our development.  

I was sacked from my first job because I refused to invite my girlfriends to 

indulge in inappropriate activities with the manager. It was recorded as 

insubordination and would remain on my employment record. In the space of three 

months I had found myself labelled as a failure in education and work. If I hadn’t 



128 
 

had the band the impact might have been far worse. On stage my confidence soared, 

but each encounter with authority seemed designed to make me feel worthless.  

Extraordinarily, even those services that aim to help can get it spectacularly 

wrong. I had been sleeping on the streets of London for a year when I was finally 

spotted by a charity. What followed was a well-intentioned attempt to get me off the 

streets but it was doomed to fail. Why? It was a freezing night in December when I 

was picked up and taken to a place in Peckham where, I was told, I would be fed, 

given a bed for the night and then helped into accommodation. It turned into a 

humiliating experience. I had to strip, was hosed with a delousing spray and then led 

to a dormitory that stank and resounded with the coughs, splutters and angry 

outbursts of its other residents. I escaped at the first opportunity. I may have been 

homeless but I still deserved to be treated as a human being.  

The whole process had left me feeling utterly devalued. When sleeping on the 

streets is a better option than entering a system to get you off those streets 

something is seriously wrong. The assumption that a roof over my head was all I 

wanted was mistaken. Inside I was screaming to feel significant and be treated as a 

human being with a background, talent, ideas and yes, even ambition.  

I had a wholly different experience a few years later when I arrived for work at a 

building site in Earl’s Court Road. The Welsh foreman, sporting a soft hat, broken 

nose and shovel-like hands that grasped mine in a firm handshake, greeted me and, 

wrapping an arm around my shoulder, said: “Come with me, I have something I 

want to show you before you start.” He led me to a hut and to drawings and a model 

of the proposed building. “This is what you are going to create,” he said. “Picture it 

and remind yourself each day that everything you do here is dedicated to making 

someone’s dream a reality.” From that moment on I felt I was part of a bigger 

process, a mission to create something out of nothing through intellectual and 

physical endeavour. I was no bit player. My function, like everyone else's on the site, 

was vital in turning a dream into reality and for this anonymous dreamer I would 

‘sweat buckets’. The foreman made me feel 10ft tall on my first day and every day 

that followed.  

I vowed from then on that in all my interactions I too would try to make people 

walk that bit taller. With the Wise Group I worked with people who had been 
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excluded from unemployment. Passed from pillar to post, they had been treated as 

the problem when what they needed above all was a sense of their own worth. I saw 

so many people grow and prosper as a result of our investment in them.   

Under pressure I have sometimes failed spectacularly, but with each passing day 

I learn more about the effect our demeanour, facial expression, tone of voice and 

words can have on others. Recognise that power, use it for good and we do 

something of immeasurable value. I am lucky to get frequent opportunities to speak 

to large audiences and I see the impact inspiration can have when I speak to people 

as individuals. Imagine if each of our interactions could make that person’s day. 

Great organisations live by this philosophy, but most don’t and my mission remains 

to change that. 

 
No information without inspiration 

When I was expelled from school I remember running out into the afternoon 

sunshine, a warm breeze from the Firth of Forth racing past me like it too was 

escaping from something. It felt like freedom. I had the world, or at least the 

Kingdom of Fife, at my mercy. No longer would I have to endure lacklustre teachers 

who turned abundant feasts of discovery into grey, tasteless porridge. Not one of 

them knew how to captivate and enthuse, but they did teach me one vital lesson if 

only inadvertently: that information without inspiration is one-dimensional and 

instantly forgettable. It is said that people may not remember what you say but will 

always remember how you made them feel. Inspiration comes from a positive, 

emotional connection. Yet to this day politicians, corporate leaders and yes, some 

teachers and lecturers, see simply dispensing information as ‘job done’.  

Throughout my adult life I have set out to prove that it is possible to captivate 

and inspire people of all ages. It started, in my early twenties, when I was asked to 

run a children’s play scheme in Edinburgh’s Lochend. On my first day I divided the 

room into different activities and got each child to try something he or she had 

never done before. On another I got them to make percussion instruments from 

plant pot-holders, wallpaper paste, greaseproof paper and an assortment of scraps. It 

was a great hit with the kids. Any exercise that allows us to create something of value 
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is great learning. I remember making a watch stand when I was at school and how 

utterly futile it felt. Who uses a watch stand for goodness’ sake?  

To engage people you must listen to them, demonstrate their value and 

significance and make them feel invaluable. You neither talk down nor up to them, 

but always speak to them in their language. And, you generate excitement and use 

incentive. By making sure the children had fun while learning and taking 

responsibility for elements of our programme, I saw many make huge leaps in 

confidence. Some clearly held low priority for their parents. I saw the physical 

impact of this on them daily – the swollen eyes, bruised arms and torn clothing – but 

also see a deeper hurt. By doing what I did I was able to show them that they had 

talents and prospects, and to give them even the smallest boost to their self-belief. I 

had a chance to further test those skills as a community worker in Leith in the ‘70s. 

From street festivals to stair meetings I managed to get people inspired enough to 

start shaping their community. Apathy? What apathy? There are always ways to 

communicate.  

When the chance came to set up a marketing and design agency I saw an 

exciting opportunity to stand out from the competition by using unusual techniques 

and approaches. Inspiration comes from others when we truly listen. I asked a 

roomful of locals in South Easterhouse to sum up life there. “Well son,” said an 

elderly lady. “See if you want a suntan or a criminal lawyer it’s a brilliant place to live. 

But if you want a banana you have to get on the bus and go two miles down the 

road.” That elusive banana became the inspiration for a campaign about the stock 

transfer of local housing into local management. There wasn’t a picture of a house in 

sight because my contention was that a home was a foundation for life not an end in 

itself.  

In my career I have won many accolades for ground-breaking communications. 

Yet those awards belong to the people who inspired me. When I showed a class of 

2nd year pupils the local council logo and asked what it meant to them a hand shot 

up and, “No ball games, mister,” came the reply. My mission remains to challenge 

and reframe how we communicate.  

It still rankles that we focus on the problem rather than the opportunity, and in 

so doing stigmatise and deflate. ‘Let’s tackle poverty’ is disempowering. ‘Let’s create 
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prosperity’ offers something positive and generates energy and ideas. When I see 

phrases like ‘social inclusion’ or ‘financial inclusion’ I despair. It is policy-speak, yet it 

reaches into communities and reinforces self-limiting beliefs. Every day public 

services send out letters, emails, annual reports and leaflets that at best confuse, at 

worst create havoc with people’s mental wellbeing. When my 86-year-old mother’s 

housing benefit was delayed she panicked, thinking she would be evicted simply 

because of the way the letter she received was worded.  

Whenever I write or speak I always ask myself this simple question: “How 

would I feel if I received these words?” I also ask myself whether a five-year-old 

child would understand. Information is a piece of waste ground waiting to be turned 

into a landscape of bright and alluring colours. People and ideas drive the world; 

money helps only to facilitate progress. 

 
Money for the greater good 

‘That’s business’ is a phrase that for me has come to mean an abandonment of 

moral responsibility. It is another in a litany of corporate clichés and has become a 

euphemism for ‘I don’t give a toss’.  

People will always be our greatest resource, yet in the pursuit of money they 

become expendable numbers. Profit is easy when you don’t care; profit with integrity 

takes longer but is more enduring. Richard Branson now says, “If you want to start a 

business with no social purpose – don’t.” When Steve Jobs persisted with his quest 

for perfection the ‘money men’ dismissed him. They wanted a quick return on 

investment while he wanted to create a product that made lives easier. In the end, 

Apple’s success came from Jobs’ passion for perfection. He is famously quoted as 

saying, “Being the richest man in the cemetery doesn’t matter to me. Going to bed at 

night saying we’ve done something wonderful ... that’s what matters to me.” 

Businesses should never be divorced from responsibility to the world around 

them. When the chief executive of Next, Lord Wolfson, receives an £820,000 bonus 

then tells his employees that the living wage is “irrelevant”, it speaks to an attitude 

that I find morally indefensible. Executive pay has grown from 60 to almost 180 

times that of the average worker since the 1990s, with the salary of the average 

FTSE 100 chief executives increasing from £4.1m to £4.7m last year. Moreover, 
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bankers in the UK are set to receive £5 BILLION in bonuses. That includes banks 

bailed out by the taxpayer and those found guilty of all sorts of illegal scams.  

I have been in business in one way or another for twenty-six years and I have 

made many mistakes along the way. I can say though, that above all my proudest 

achievements have been those where I have used the proceeds to improve the 

prospects of young people and the wider community. I want business to mean 

something purposeful and decent. Yes we need more wealth creation, but wealth 

creation and greed are not the same thing. Adam Smith, who laid the foundations of 

a free market economy, would surely be horrified at the levels of inequality we have 

created, believing as he did that, “No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of 

which the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable.” 

In Pakistan, I remember the unrelenting toil of the men and women whom I 

recognised, even at my young age, as perching on the very edge of existence; whose 

poverty appeared so complete that if, even for a second, their work rate slowed up 

they risked falling into the abyss. And yet my overriding memory is of a people who 

in spite of this were always smiling. Having nothing to compare their lives with I 

supposed they were generally happy people. It was only later, when I returned to 

Britain and witnessed for myself the enormous gulf in material conditions between 

the two places, that their suffering became obvious. Seeing how those people existed 

– often with nothing but an inexorable determination to survive – left me with a 

healthy sense of perspective that has travelled with me ever since and has been a 

valuable touchstone during periods of crisis in my life. 

It was during one of those crisis periods, when I was homeless, that I learned 

another lesson about wealth. I had found overnight refuge in a toilet in Piccadilly 

Circus and was dozing when I heard a knock on the door. “Can I please share your 

room tonight?” It was a request spoken in the poshest voice I had ever heard. That 

night my room-mate shared his story. He’d been rich and successful, with a big 

house in Middlesex. On his wife’s birthday he had given her a brand new sports car. 

“Take the girls for a spin,” he had said, throwing her the key. They hit a tree and 

never returned. “I realised then,” he told me tearfully, “that I had lost all that was 

truly important to me.” After the funeral he threw away his house keys and took to 

the streets. He told me that beside the enormity of the love of a family, money 
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means nothing. He advised me to pursue life with passion and never to be tempted 

to make wealth my primary purpose. 

Today, receiving a financial reward for my work is almost as satisfying as 

knowing that I have done a good job, but not quite. I love having money in my 

pocket because it gives me choices. But it has never been my main motivation, and 

when I’ve had a healthy bank balance I’ve given it away. I have been called a fool, 

but if I were to die with a healthy bank balance I would be a bigger one. 

Nevertheless, views and values are changing. People are more receptive to new 

ideas about the relationship between business, the wider community and the natural 

environment, and we are seeing the slow emergence of a definition of wealth that is 

far greater than money. It is the wealth of resourcefulness, love, friendship, creativity 

and above all the human spirit. If we accept this broader concept then wealth 

creation becomes meaningful, with financial wealth comes responsibility, and money 

becomes no longer a purpose in itself.  

 
Take risks – or nothing changes 

My father once told me that he thought I had to live ‘on the edge’ to thrive. 

What I think he meant was that I am a risk taker. I am never afraid to take on a 

challenge or to be that disruptive voice. It’s a far cry from the timorous wee boy I 

was in primary school, but when I began to see blind compliance as a betrayal of my 

inner self I changed.  

Disruptive people have and will always challenge and change the world. New 

ideas come from those who have learned not to accept that what is, should be. How 

often have you asked yourself: “Why don’t they …?” or “What if …?” – but have 

been too fearful or sceptical to speak up? You are not alone. How long was 

apartheid allowed to continue in South Africa? For many years our government 

stayed silent, our then prime minister even dubbing Nelson Mandela a terrorist; 

while in Alabama it was Rosa Parks who, simply by refusing to give up her bus seat 

for a white passenger, inspired Martin Luther King to take up the fight for racial 

equality. 

How different our history would be had such great icons of change not stood 

up and challenged the way things were. Closer to home, how many organisations 
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would still use gobbledygook in their communications if Chrissie Maher, a feisty 

Liverpudlian, hadn’t said enough is enough and set up the Plain English Campaign? 

She wasn’t the first to observe that what she read made no sense to her, but she 

refused to assume that the problem lay with her. 

 
Conclusion 

My own confidence to speak out against the status quo springs not from some 

great epiphany in my adult life but from secondary school, where I gave up trying to 

fit in and began to discover my authentic self. With so much pressure on us to 

conform it is easy to believe that we have to join that club, movement, political party 

or gang. But for some of us our values lie more with breaking free from convention, 

with stimulation, variation, excitement and daring to take risks rather than 

achievement, success and ambition. After all, what’s the worst that can happen? 
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Reflections 

 Over the past eighteen months or so, what an honour and privilege it has been 

to spend time with so many insightful people and delve deeper into the topic of 

values. In a typically Scottish, Presbyterian sort of way we tend not to parade our 

values. This we wholly agree with, yet it is clear that we really do value our values. Is 

it not right then, that we devote some time to thinking about them, reflecting on 

them, learning from them and, most importantly, supporting others learning on their 

values journey? Too often the exploration of anything in this 21st century, 

globalised, generation Y world is conducted at 100 miles per hour, skating over the 

surface with no real pause for thought or consideration of how ideas can be shared 

and learned from. 

As authors the opportunity to stop, reflect and learn has been a powerful one. 

The kind souls who contributed the case studies have told us how much they too 

have valued the opportunity. We hope their stories will inspire similar reflections in 

our readers.   

Reflection, inspiration and learning are all possible outcomes of this book. If we 

succeed in encouraging more people to speak about values then it really will ‘do what 

is says on the tin.’  Moreover, if we can see education develop from 'to know' 

(traditional, knowledge-based education) and 'to do' (the emergent skills focus) 

towards a greater balance with 'to be' and 'to live together' (returning to the 

exploration of values for individuals and social groups), then we will have achieved 

an even higher aim. Getting the right balance in education between knowledge 

exchange, skills development, health and wellbeing, and values and character 

development, continues to be an aspiration.  

To achieve it requires reflection, resources and a recognition of the fact that 

values and character development are more complex than simply ‘benevolent 

actions’. Understandably perhaps, our initial discussions on the book ranged within 

the familiar territory of benevolence and social justice – bold and laudable 

aspirations for anyone. But looking at this topic through other lenses and in the 

context of wider frameworks has been both challenging and refreshing. One such 
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framework is that of Shalom Schwartz (see Appendix), which extended our thoughts 

to more complex, yet on reflection very real, beliefs and values that make us who we 

are. 

There may be a natural tendency, given community and societal constructs, for 

people to associate themselves with values related to benevolence and charity.  

Values are often assumed to be positive or ‘pro-social’, when the reality is that they 

are just motivations: beliefs and principles that guide how we live our lives. They are 

not necessarily good or bad and they often come into conflict with one another.  We 

can experience ‘disorientating dilemmas’ with relation to opposing values such as 

independence and obedience, or self-interest and the interests of others.  However 

we can also forget that values such as conformity and power are sometimes needed 

when building relationships or overcoming threats.  Conflicts such as these have 

come into sharp focus recently during the Scottish independence referendum, Brexit 

and the refugee crisis among other events.  These are often presented as economic 

dilemmas, but it would appear that the crux of these issues has little to do with 

‘value’ and everything to do with ‘values’. 

Those of our contributors who took it upon themselves to consider their own 

values in the context of power and achievement have naturally viewed them as 

connectors to social justice aims rather than ends in themselves. Gillian Hamilton's 

reflections on value in leadership have been particularly refreshing in this regard. Her 

thoughts on how her power is used to support equality in education is a helpful 

lesson.  

Other interesting, if unsurprising, trends also emerged. The prevalence of 

charitable work links all our contributors. Whether this is sheer coincidence or a 

reflection of the values and beliefs of the nation is for the reader to decide. Over and 

above this, the extension of personal values into those of companies and 

organisations is clear. Authentic, values-based leadership comes through in the 

stories of all our contributors. A striking example is that of Jim Milne, whose firm 

values permeate the Balmoral Group, the company he built up, as well as Friends of 

Anchor, the charity to which he dedicates endless support. The character of Jim and 

the spirit of Scotland are clearly evident in both.  
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Many contributors have reflected on how their values were formed by 

influential events and role models. Ryan Longmuir’s journey was turned around by 

the values-based actions of strangers at a critical juncture in his life, those actions not 

only helping to change his life for the better but shaping his own values too. In a 

similar way Mike Stevenson reflects openly about his varied journey and how thanks 

to an early encounter with an inspiring individual he now strives always to make 

other people ‘walk taller’. Of course we may all find our values challenged at times, 

and Neva Haites’ fascinating insights into medical situations that raise ethical 

dilemmas give a sense of how values can persist and even grow stronger when put to 

the test.  

Ultimately it will be the conversations coming from this book rather than any 

one story or value that will be key to our learning. Perhaps this confirms the power 

and purpose of ‘speaking of values’. 

 

Neil McLennan, Gary Walsh and Emma Fossey  

 

Please use this link: http://speakingofvaluesblog.edublogs.org/ – to contribute 

to nominated charities, engage in conversation and start “Speaking of Values”. The 

site can also be accessed at: www.bit.ly/SpeakingOfValues. 
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APPENDIX:   Representative of Diagram of S.H. Schwartz’s Value Structure 
 

SELF 
DIRECTION 
 
Freedom 
Independent  
Curious 
Creativity 
Choosing own 
goals 
Privacy 
Self respect 

UNIVERALISM 
 
 
Equality 
Protecting the 
environment 
Inner harmony 
Broadminded 
Unity with nature 
World of beauty 
Social justice 
World at peace 
Wisdom 

BENEVOLENCE 
 
 
Forgiving 
Honest 
A spiritual life 
Helpful 
Loyal  
Meaning in life 
Mature love 
True friendship 
Responsible  
 

CONFORMITY 
 
 
Obedient 
Honouring of 
elders 
Self-discipline 
Politeness 
 
TRADITION 
Accepting my 
portion in life 
Moderate 
Devout 
Detachment 
Respect for 
tradition 
Humble  

STIMULTION 
 
 
An exciting life 
A varied life 
Daring 
 

HEDONISM 
 
 
Pleasure 
Self- indulgent 
Enjoying life 
 

ACHIEVEMENT 
 
 
Intelligent 
Capable 
Successful  
Ambitious 
Influential  
 

SECURITY 
 
 
Healthy 
Family security 
Social order 
Clean 
Reciprocation of 
favours 
Sense of 
belonging 
National security 
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APPENDIX:   Diagram of S.H. Schwartz’s Value Structure 

Reproduced here courtesy of The Common Cause Handbook 2, published by the Public Interest Research Centre, 2011. 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/legalcode  
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Please use the space on this page to lay out your own values framework drawing upon 
inspiration from the book, Schwartz’s framework, your own reflections and life experiences.   

 How does your own values framework compare with others? 
 How does your values framework fit in with Schwartz’s overarching framework? 
 Might you consider joining a wider reflection and discussion at #SpeakingOfValues ? 
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