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Background 

Rapid and frequent reform to health; aged care and disability services has led to increased 
contestability; short-termed funding agreements; and increased uncertainty regarding funding and 
subsequent employment. Organisations such as North and West Remote Health as a not for profit 
company limited by guarantee has responded by seeking to increase organisational capacity through 
a long-term in-house approach to increasing efficiency, cultural proficiency and workforce 
development in remote and Aboriginal primary health care. 

In order to achieve this, an action research methodology; a long-term evidence-based approach; and 
capacity-building in-house philosophy have been applied. 

Literature 

Whilst an exhaustive literature review was not undertaken, several leadership theoretical frameworks 
and concepts have been selected based upon empirical and applied use in practice. These 
approaches are both complementary to each other, whilst also selected based upon applicability to 
the needs of NWRH identified throughout the action research process. 

Theories and concepts include: 

• Managing Authenticity 
– Two Part Challenge—Managing the Perception 

• Adaptive Leadership—Why Change Management Often Fails 

• Emotional Intelligence 
– Self-Awareness 
– Self-Management 
– Social Awareness 
– Social Skill 
– Emotionally Intelligent Leadership Styles 

• Performance Enhancement 

Managing Authenticity 
Goffee, R and Jones, G., ‘Managing Authenticity—The Paradox of Great Leadership’, Harvard 
Business Review, 2005; 78-90. 

This theory proposes that good leadership requires the expression of your authentic self. People want 
to be led by someone “real.” This is partly a reaction to the turbulent times we live in. It is also a 
response to our widespread disenchantment with politicians and businesspeople including the 
invasive marketing we get eg voice automated phone calls at home and complex contractual 
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arrangements that often leave us feeling conned eg mobile phone. We all suspect that we’re being 
swindled. 

So sleek, airbrushed leadership isn’t inspiring our people anymore and the reason why authenticity is 
such a desirable quality in today’s corporations—a quality that, is in short supply.  

We associate authenticity with sincerity, honesty, and integrity. Authenticity is not an innate quality but 
what others see in you. You can’t look in the mirror and say “I am authentic”. 

The challenge for leaders is to find a balance between expressing their personalities and managing 
those of the people they aspire to lead or at least influence. Yet the ability to strike that balance—and 
to preserve one’s authenticity in the process—is precisely what distinguishes real leaders from other 
executives. 

Authenticity is not manipulation. It accurately reflects aspects of the leader’s inner self, so it can’t be 
an act. But good leaders learn which personality traits they should reveal to whom and when. They 
are like chameleons, capable of adapting to the demands of the situations they face and the people 
they lead, yet they do not lose their identities in the process. Authentic leaders remain focused on 
where they are going but never lose sight of where they came from. Highly attuned to their 
environments, they rely on an intuition born of formative, sometimes harsh experiences to understand 
the expectations and concerns of the people they seek to influence.  

Two Part Challenge—Managing the Perception 
Establishing your authenticity as a leader is a two-part challenge. First, you have to ensure that your 
words are consistent with your deeds; otherwise, followers will never accept you as authentic. A good 
leader does a lot more than just pay lip service to it. He will live it every moment of the day. 

The second challenge of authentic leadership is finding common ground with your staff the people you 
want to recruit as followers. This means you will have to present different faces to different audiences, 
a requirement that many people find hard to integrate with authenticity. 

Such role playing is not fake or insincere. People instinctively recognise fraudulent behaviour. If a 
leader is playing a role that isn’t a true expression of his authentic self, staff will recognise it, sooner or 
later. Once that impression is out there, it’s hard for a leader to recover. 

So the different roles you play as a leader must be true expressions of your personality. You need to 
rely on all your experiences and personal history to contextualise your interactions with different 
audiences. This means relying on your private education and experience in these circles to influence 
executive stakeholder audiences, bringing to the forefront your own sporting experience when 
interacting with a group of exercise physiologists, using your passion for bush walking or mountain 
climbing with staff on team building days. It’s relaxing into yourself then pulling out the parts of you are 
be suit each situation.  

Adaptive Leadership—Why Change Management Often Fails 
Heifetz, R. and Laurie, D. ‘Then work of leadership’, Harvard Business Review. 1997. 
Heifetz, R. and Linsky, M., ‘Leadership on the line’, Harvard Business School. 2002. 
Boaz, N. and Fox, E. ‘Change leader; change thyself’, McKinsey Quarterly. 2014. 

Leadership and change are inseparable twins. To be a leader also means to navigate through 
significant changes. This theory proposes that many change efforts fail or have a minimal impact 
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because we often fail to distinguish the difference between “technical changes” and “adaptive 
changes.”  

Technical changes are attempts to fix ordinary problems within a system while essentially keeping the 
system as-is. Doing so is akin to rearranging the deck chairs on a ship that may be sinking. These 
technical changes may give the appearance of helping but are ultimately ineffectual on their own. 
According to the authors, the biggest mistake many organisations make is wrongly diagnosing the 
kind of change needed, going for the quick or easy fix when something much bigger is necessary.  

Adaptive changes are much greater and address fundamental values that require innovation, learning, 
and changes to the system itself. In other words, adaptive changes mess with the DNA of the 
organisation and upset the status quo.  

Adaptive change is invariably more difficult than technical change because systems love 
homeostasis, or keeping things the same. That is why we are often quick to embrace technical 
change, which actually helps maintain the status quo. In contrast, adaptive change addresses the 
underlying issues by altering the fundamental nature of the system—something the system itself is 
resistant to.  

The core processes of leadership and change are diagnosis and action. The process begins with data 
collection, problem identification, interpretation and the development of an action plan. The single 
most important skill and most undervalued capacity for exercising adaptive leadership is keen 
diagnosis. Thus successful adaptive changes build on the past rather than totally discard it. 

Traits of adaptive leadership include: patience, persistence, an understanding of risks and obstacles 
and a willingness to overcome them. The last two are of utmost importance because the system will 
slip back into its old ways without someone to champion the changes and motivate others to fight for 
them as well. This is a constant battle when undergoing adaptive change because of the tendency 
toward homeostasis within systems.  

In order to understand the risks and challenges to the organisation and to evaluate whether the 
organisation is ready for the fundamental changes necessary for the Organisational Learning 
Framework to be successful it needs to assess itself from a wider vantage point. This type of concept 
is often referred to in Leadership talk as “getting on the balcony” to discern what is going on and what 
adjustments need to be made. Not doing so inevitably leads to the most common of leadership 
failures: applying technical solutions to adaptive challenges. 

Emotional Intelligence 
Goleman, D. ‘Leadership that gets results’, Harvard Business Review. 2000;.78-90. 

This theory developed out of the argument that IQ is genetically determined and cannot be changed. 
This theory fills in the gaps in our understanding of intelligence providing an understanding as to why 
people behave the way they do, an understanding that academic intelligence cannot provide. The 
theory reflects the unparalleled studies on emotion since the mid1980s and is currently being 
expanded to reflect the very new neuroscience findings of the last decade. In its essence it includes 
the concepts of self-awareness, self-control, empathy and the arts of listening, resolving conflicts and 
cooperation. 

Emotional Intelligence was quickly accepted in the leadership literature because it provided an 
understanding of why some people are more emotionally adept than others. Why some people are 
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better at knowing and managing their own feelings and can read and deal more effectively with other 
people’s feelings.  

In terms of our organisational development Emotional Intelligence suggests we should spend less 
time ranking people and more time helping them develop their natural competencies and gifts.  

The challenge for an organisation and its individuals in developing more emotionally intelligent ways 
of functioning is that it takes months not days to master an emotion. Whereas neuroscience has been 
able to show new behaviours can be learnt quickly because the Neocortex or thinking part of the brain 
works quickly, the Amygdala and Limbic system, the emotional centre of the brain need repetition and 
practice to be modified.  

In the leadership literature emotional intelligence has been categorised into four fundamental 
capabilities: 

Self-Awareness 
• Emotional self-awareness: the ability to read and understand your emotions as well as recognise 

their impact on work performance, relationships etc.  

• Accurate self-assessment: a realistic evaluation of your strengths and limitations 

• Self-confidence: a strong and positive sense of self-worth 

Self-Management 
• Self-control: the ability to keep disruptive emotions and impulses under control 

• Trustworthiness: a consistent display of honesty and integrity 

• Conscientiousness: the ability to manage yourself and your responsibilities 

• Adaptability: skill at adjusting to changing situations and overcoming obstacles 

• Achievement of orientation: the drive to meet an internal standard of excellence 

• Initiative: a readiness to seize opportunities 

Social Awareness 
• Empathy: skill at sensing other people’s emotions, understanding their perspective and taking an 

active interest in their concerns. 

• Organisational awareness: the ability to read the current organisational life, build decisions 
networks and navigate politics 

• Service Orientation: the ability to recognise and meet customers’ needs 

Social Skill 
• Visionary leadership: the ability to take charge and inspire using a compelling vision 

• Influence: the ability to wield a range of persuasive tactics. 

• Developing Others: the propensity to bolster the abilities of others through feedback and guidance 

• Communication: skill at listening and at sending clear, convincing and well-attuned messages 

• Change Catalyst: proficiency in initiating new ideas and leading people in a new direction 

• Conflict Management: the ability to de-escalate disagreements and orchestrate resolutions 
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• Building Bonds: proficiency at cultivating and maintaining a web of relationships—internally and 
externally 

• Teamwork & Collaboration: competence at promoting cooperation and building teams 

Emotionally Intelligent Leadership Styles 
Emotionally intelligent leadership also calls for adaptability in Leadership Styles. Organisational 
climate is directly influenced by the leadership style—by the way managers motivate their staff, how 
they make decisions and handle crises etc. 

Performance Enhancement 

Performance Planning, Performance Management and Performance Evaluation 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 2007 
(www.reconciliation.org.au)  

Performance enhancement is a continuous practice and process of identifying, measuring and 
developing the performance of individuals and aligning performance with the strategic goals of the 
organisation 

Performance enhancement enables employees to have clear work expectations, regular and 
constructive feedback, enhanced work performance, increased job potential and focused skills 
development. 

Performance enhancement benefits management and leadership through structured discussions on 
work expectations, opportunity to clarify priorities, opportunities to clarify behaviours and opportunity 
to provide regular and constructive feedback. 

Performance enhancement positively supports organisational performance—during times of 
organisational change and change management; by influencing culture change, equity and moral; by 
improving HR decisions; by facilitating communication and by motivating an organisational orientation 
from staff. 

Performance Enhancement is aligned with the NWRH strategic plan; NWRH Reconciliation Action 
Plan (UNDRIP, 2007); and to the human resource systems. 

Methodology 

Action research is a value-based, democratic practice that can effectively contribute to social change 
through the examination of specific problems in the context in which they occur. This emphasis on 
specific situations differs from other research, in that the aim is not to generalise across multiple 
cases and contexts (Abraham, & Purkayastha, 2012:123). Rather, the emphasis is on; ‘linking 
research and action … which has important implications for knowledge creation, distribution, shifting 
power relations for achieving social change, and, ultimately, challenging social structures for social 
justice’. 

Within the demographic and geographical contexts of the NWRH workforce across North West and 
Central West Queensland; and with 43% of the workforce identifying as Aboriginal and/ or Torres 
Strait Islander, action research has the potential for emancipatory outcomes by elevating the 
previously silenced voices of people who traditionally have not had the opportunity to express their 

http://www.reconciliation.org.au/
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opinions about important social issues such as their interactions with locally-based institutions and 
drawing from their knowledge and expertise as elders and leaders in their communities. 

While there are basic underlying principles to the implementation of action research (see Fig. 1), its 
reflexive nature produces slight differences to accommodate the changing nature of a research 
project as it progresses. Practical action research is common in human service development arenas 
(Kagan, Burton, & Siddiquee, 2008) and involves the ‘development of a plan of action to respond to a 
practical issue’. Thus it is future oriented and examines the possibilities ‘…of what could be, not what 
is’.  

Figure 1 Basic principles of action research 

 

From this, the underlying causes of the problems can be examined through asking respondents their 
experiences, analysing the resultant data, planning change by proposing possible projects to bring 
about change, and finally implementing the change. To complete the process however, this must be 
an ongoing procedure—following implementation it is necessary to repeat the steps to evaluate the 
progress of the changes, make adjustments where necessary, take into account changing 
circumstances etc. Montero (2000: 134, as cited in Kagan, Burton, & Siddiquee, 2008: 12) suggests 
that ‘participatory action research is a methodological process and strategy actively incorporating 
those people and groups affected by a problem (organisational learning and development), in such a 
way that they become co-researchers through their action in the different phases and moments of the 
research carried out to solve them’. 
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Their participation: 

• places the locus of power and of control within their groups; 

• mobilises their resources 

• leads them to acquire new resources 

In order to: 

• transform their living conditions; 

• transform their immediate environments; and 

• transform the power relations established with other groups or institutions in their society 

The more the research process is grounded in the experiences and desires of those participating, the 
more relevant it is likely to be to people’s lives (Kagan, Burton, & Siddiquee, 2008: 12-13). 

The objectives identified for this project exemplify action research, with the first aimed at identifying 
and examining the problem through the knowledge of those working in the front line of the 
organisation; and those working in executive and management roles in the organisation. 

Data Collection, Phase One: Qualitative Research 
Qualitative research is the most appropriate data collection technique when employing an action 
research framework. A qualitative approach is used where meaning and context are required to 
understand processes. It examines people’s attitudes, motives and behaviours (Davis, Francis & 
Jupp: 23) to provide meaning to quantitative data, or statistics and enables an investigation of what is 
happening below the surface of a phenomena and provides a richer description of what is happening. 
Sample sizes for qualitative research are recognised to be most effective when four to ten 
respondents are included for saturation point of content (non-repetitive) (Davis, Francis & Jupp: 25). 
In terms of this research a combination of online surveys and in-depth interviews were utilised as the 
methods of data collection across staff and management cohorts. As a form of qualitative research, 
interviews can be targeted and insightful. Sampling in this instance was non-randomised and 
purposive; in order to select representation from the three identified groups of interest to this study—
staff; middle managers; and executive managers. This also strengthens the validity of findings by 
providing triangulation of data on the issues under investigation. 

Data Collection Techniques: Semi-structured Interviews 
A semi-structured interview is conducted with a view to gaining certain information, or insights, from 
respondents, but the questions used to elicit the required material can be adjusted and reordered by 
the interviewer to suit the flow of a natural conversation (Davis, Francis, & Jupp, 2011). In this 
instance the technique allowed for language and context to be suitably formulated to be relevant to all 
three groups that were studied (staff; team leaders and executive managers). It further permitted the 
interviewer(s) to be responsive to the needs of respondents when discussing highly emotive material. 
Interviews were in the main conducted individually or where appropriate in small focus groups. 
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Results 

Which are the organisational systems the learning framework needs to concentrate on 
advancing? 
The systems identified by multiple people as the most important systems to consider were: 

HR Systems 
• Annual review, self-appraisal—these systems are not organisationally driven—not connected 

• They need KPIs attached to them eg. 3 KPIs attached to staff in their first twelve months 
• Responsibility for HR needs to devolve down the management lines 

• If performance enhancement systems are addressed performance management shouldn’t be 
needed as much 

Modelling Teams  
• We tend to focus on one type of staff at a time to the detriment of the others  

• Remodelling needs to also apply to the corporate teams—to build a cohesive/collective 
organisational identity.  

• Tendency to fill voids in teams rather than fitting people to teams.  

• We need to ask questions about our teams like does the team culture need to change? How does 
an existing team need to change, do we need new people in a team? 

• The cohesiveness of our teams need to be consider in terms of how it impacts on our 
achievement The organisation needs fluid and cohesive teams to achieve outcomes.  

• Emotional Intelligence is important to promote how our teams function 
• Teams are working in silos—Team leaders to take a broader approach to their work 

• We need a system that helps us better understand each other’s’ jobs. 

Dispute Resolution  
• Needs improvement 
• We have a history of shutting down dispute 

• Dispute resolution and valuing people go hand in hand, you can’t value staff if you avoid conflict 

• Culturally we are frightened of disputes 
• We let too much slide then it becomes an issue. 

• Dispute Resolution—How can we create an organisational culture where staff are able to raise 
issues as required? 

Professional Development 
• Needs to be driven by shared needs, not individual needs. 

• The deficits in the annual review process effects how professional development functions 

Staff retention 
• We need incentives to maintain longevity 
• Poor dispute resolution systems add to our turnover 

• Assessing the current and ideal mix of our staff 

• We may need to accept the fact we have a high turnover and think about what we can do to get 
the best out of our people in the two or so years we have them 
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• What will make staff stay? 

• How do you make people commit in remote areas? 

• Investment vs outcome needs to be balanced 

Induction 
• Induction should be a three month process & more systematic 

What are the core learning behaviours the organisation needs to develop? 
• Accountability 
• Introspection—in terms of our purpose and honesty.  

• Self-awareness—how to manage our own emotions  

• Listening—reducing the reactiveness at all levels 
• Diversity and Listening—differences are not listened to. The dominant view is the only one 

sanctioned 

• Organisational orientation—Putting the organisation ahead of personal interests.  
• Breaking through an instinctive defensiveness  

• Delegation—throughout the organisation 

• Leadership—Managing power differentials. 
• A problem-solving approach—where issues are identified, possible solutions are considered and 

a best approach is developed for the issue 

• Interdisciplinary practice 
• Honesty 

• Acting with Integrity 

• Decision-making: There is an avoidant culture and little consistency in decision-making.  
• Trust—staff are not buying into EAP because of conspiracy and distrust. 

• Communication—making it consistent and ensuring communication styles help rather than hinder 
trust.  

• Respect—Positional respect is often not present. It links with trust and delegation expectations. 

• Authenticity—not lip service 

• Multiplicity of roles—Leaders need to use their different personas e.g. differences between how 
they relate to staff, the executive and external stakeholders 

Hopes—what will be different after the learning framework has been implemented? 
• Best practice  

• Connectedness—understanding & recognition of what everyone does  
• A slimmer and simpler organisation 

• Improved morale 

• Consistency in Team leader skill 
• Better communication 

• Cultural competence 

• That the project produces practical supports for leaders 
• A greater organisational focus—less individual focus  
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• Greater sharing of authority 

• Improve the functioning of the organisation’s middle tier 
• To build respect and pride for the organisation 

• Building a collective sense of commitment and belonging  

• Invest/share in organisational systems and authority  
• To align staff vision with the strategic direction of the business 

• Resolve the disconnect between staff and corporate 

• To become a cohesive business with service delivery and organisational outcomes  

Outputs and outcomes since commencement 

Outputs 
• New strategic plan and business plan 
• Train the Trainer Training 

• 6 Modules developed 

• 4 identified for development 
• 20 Team Leaders; 6 Executive trained 

• New Executive and Team Leader KPIs 

• Employment Life Cycle policy development 

• Respect RAP completion. Innovate RAP commenced  

Outcomes 
• % Staff identifying as being Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander (20–43% in 2 years) 

• # Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Team Leaders or Executive 
• Increased Consumer feedback 

• Increased Staff Satisfaction despite unchanged volatility 

• Increased Retention Rates 
• Increased Exit Interviews 

• Recruitment Response Rates 

• KPI achievement and monitoring 
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