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Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures  
 
Foreword from the Strategic Board: 
 
On behalf of the Strategic Board, I am delighted to introduce Improving Wellbeing 
and Working Cultures. The Scottish Government and its partners share a vision that 
people delivering and enabling health and care services in Scotland are supported 
organisations that listen, and with compassionate leaders and teams that focus on 
wellbeing, diversity and inclusion. The aim is to restore and maintain a sense of 
belonging where all staff are respected, feel psychologically and physically safe. 
 
The National Workforce Strategy for Health and Social Care in Scotland1 made it 
clear that the wellbeing of our health, social care and social work workforce, 
wherever you work, must continue to be a priority.  
 
We know that the impact of the pandemic, increasing workload and the financial 
challenges this has caused, will be felt within our services for many years to come. 
To help overcome the challenges ahead, I believe we must continue to look after our 
most valuable asset, the staff who provide care and those that manage and lead our 
services. 
 
But we need to do more and senior leaders, across Scottish Government, health, 
social care and social work who have given their time to drive this forward 
collectively, are passionate about this. The board commits to work closely with 
everyone working in health, social care, social work, and with wider public services, 
to understand current and emerging issues and take collective action to minimise 
their impact on staff wellbeing.   
 
We need to enable a culture across health, social care and social work organisations 
where the people delivering and enabling care are supported in and by their 
workplace. A culture where people are able to thrive and succeed in fulfilling roles, 
and are enabled to provide the best possible care for the people of Scotland.  
 
Through Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures and the upcoming Action Plan 
we will support existing good practice, encouraging teams, leaders and organisations 
to share their best practice across organisational boundaries. We endeavour to 
share from what works well locally and nationally across all sectors, but also to learn 
from what has not worked well in the past. We will have a cohesive national 
approach to wellbeing, leadership and diversity and inclusion, but will think about 
how practice applies to the different sectors – we know that health, social care and 
social work, may also need bespoke approaches.   
 
It is only through kind and compassionate leadership that listens and fosters diverse, 
inclusive and positive workplace cultures that we will be able to support those who 
provide and enable care.   
 

 
1 Health and social care: national workforce strategy - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-workforce-strategy-health-social-care/


  
  

 
We are committed to ensuring that we do not simply express warm words for our 
committed staff but demonstrate, through our actions, how much we value each and 
every single one of you. 
 
Dr Elizabeth Kelly, Chair of the Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures 
Strategic Board 
 
Introduction 
This document sets out the Scottish Government’s vision to improve wellbeing and 
working cultures across our health, social care and social work workforce. If staff are 
well and feel valued by their colleagues, teams and employers, then they will 
ultimately be able to offer a better level of care to those who need and access our 
services. Improving working cultures is therefore an important preventative public 
health intervention as well as part of our legal obligation under the Public Sector 
Equality Duty2 (PSED). 
 
Since the Covid-19 pandemic it is clear that our workforce is capable of delivering 
excellent care despite unparalleled challenges. As individuals responsible for 
providing and enabling care to others – often under physically and emotionally 
challenging circumstances – their resilience is evident. However, the pandemic and 
the impact of it subsequently also highlight the need for improvements to some of the 
cultures within many workplaces. As we continue to recover from the pandemic it is 
vital that we take the lessons learned and come back stronger by delivering 
improvements that will make staff healthier and, therefore, better able to continue to 
deliver high quality care. 
 
Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures is built upon the three pillars of 
Wellbeing, Leadership and Equality. When these areas are prioritised, working 
cultures can improve.  
 
This document provides a baseline of ambitions for our stakeholders and employers 
who are already working to improve the wellbeing, leadership and equality, diversity 
and inclusion in their workplace. It also provides a standard of best practice so that 
employers and their staff are clear on the types of opportunities and support that is 
expected to be available to everyone. This includes creating psychological safety in 
the workplace – where everyone feels heard, respected and valued – and where 
there is invitation to provide ongoing challenge to improve the status quo.    
 
Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures is aimed at everyone working in teams - 
managers and leaders, across the three sectors of health, social care and social 
work. 
 
We acknowledge that not one size fits all and organisations are encouraged to 
engage with colleagues and develop an approach that is right in the context of their 
healthcare system/organisation/services, and the diversity of their workforce. This 
document provides a template for the type of activities and development work that 
will help all organisations move towards a healthier and more inclusive workplace 

 
2 Public Sector Equality Duty 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-governments-equality-duties/


  
  

 
culture. And, in keeping with the Once for Scotland3 approach, it aims to ensure a 
shared national approach to making these changes across health, social care and 
social work.      
 
Development and Monitoring 
An Improved Wellbeing and Working Cultures Action Plan will follow in Summer 
2024 to show how improvements against the three areas of Wellbeing, Leadership 
and Equalities will be made nationally. This plan is being developed in collaboration 
with stakeholders and will outline key deliverables that will begin taking us closer to 
our vision.  
 
In accordance with the PSED, which provides the legal framework for how we 
monitor, measure, improve and report on our work to continuously improve equality 
in the workplace, we have begun an Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) for the 
Action Plan. This is to ensure that the work we do is delivering the positive impact it 
is meant to for all, regardless of their protected characteristics, soci-economic status, 
or geographic location. The EQIA will be published alongside the Action Plan.  
 
The delivery of national interventions across the three pillars is critical to the 
successful delivery of the “Nurture” strand of our National Workforce Strategy. 
Nurturing our current and future workforces is critical to the delivery of wider 
ambitions within health, social care and social work, including staff retention, 
reducing sickness absence, longer-term recovery and service reform.  
 
This document also includes the commitment to develop an Improving Wellbeing and 
Working Cultures 'In Action’ Guide. The Guide will be co-designed and developed in 
collaboration with staff and will illustrate what good working cultures looks and feels 
like across heath, social care and social work. This Guide will also provide real 
working examples of improvements to working cultures under our pillars of wellbeing, 
leadership and equality that other sectors can learn from and choose to enact in their 
own workplace. 

 
3 Once for Scotland 

https://workforce.nhs.scot/about/workforce-policies-programme/


  
  

 
1. Our Vision 
 
Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures builds on the National Workforce 
Strategy for Health and Social Care in Scotland4, which sets out a national 
framework to achieve the Scottish Government vision of a “sustainable, skilled 
workforce with attractive career choices where all are respected and valued for the 
work they do.”  
 
This is mirrored in the First Minister’s Vision for Scotland Policy Prospectus5 and the 
Cabinet Secretary for NHS Recovery, Health and Social Care’s commitments to 
deliver by end of 2026.  
 

“Delivered improvements in workforce planning, attraction, training, 
employment and wellbeing, progressing towards a sustainable, skilled 
health and care workforce, with attractive career choices, where all are 
respected and valued for the work they do.” 
 

The Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures Action Plan will map out key 
deliverables to achieve these.  
 
We have worked with our partners to describe what working in health, social care 
and social work should look and feel like, if everyone is contributing to building a 
positive working culture by prioritising wellbeing, leadership and equality.  
 
For Individuals this means: 
 

• Staff are able to prioritise their physical, mental and emotional wellbeing.  
• Regardless of background, staff feel encouraged to thrive and reach their 

potential with the right support, professional development and skills to perform 
at their best. 

• Staff feel that their employer listens to and values their contributions. 
• Staff understand their role in improving workplace culture. 

 
For teams:  
 

• Teams are supportive and responsive to the wellbeing needs of their 
colleagues.  

• Teams are led by leaders who role model behaviours and values of kindness, 
compassion and collaborative working.   

• Teams are inclusive and diverse.  
 
For leaders:  
 

• Leaders role model behaviours of kindness and compassion. 
• Leaders work collaboratively across the organisation and wider systems.  

 
4 National Workforce Strategy for Health and Social Care in Scotland 
5 First Minister’s Vision for Scotland Policy Prospectus 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2022/03/national-workforce-strategy-health-social-care/documents/national-workforce-strategy-health-social-care-scotland/national-workforce-strategy-health-social-care-scotland/govscot%3Adocument/national-workforce-strategy-health-social-care-scotland.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/equality-opportunity-community-new-leadership-fresh-start/


  
  

 
• Leaders encourage others to use and develop their own leadership 

capability. 
• Leaders promote equality, diversity and inclusion and actively challenge 

inequity, bullying and harassment. 
 
For organisations: 
  

• Organisations prioritise the physical and emotional wellbeing of their 
workforce.  

• Organisations across health, social care and social work embody Fair Work 
and champion equity and diversity in their workforce.  

• Organisations take accountability for monitoring and improving the wellbeing 
of staff from across all protected characteristics.  

 
2. Our Ambition 
 
The National Workforce Strategy made it clear that the wellbeing of our health, social 
care and social work workforces, wherever you work, must be a priority.  
 
Our ambition is to deliver on the relevant outcomes of the National Workforce 
Strategy. Working with partners we are committed to a workforce that:   
 

• is inclusive and diverse, reflective of the communities that it cares for and 
supports. 

• has a working environment that promotes wellbeing, provides strong 
leadership and supports staff to grow and develop their capabilities.   

 
Those who deliver and support our services need to be supported by compassionate 
leaders, teams and organisations. Enabling those leading and working in 
organisations to create the conditions in which all staff feel heard and valued will 
contribute to the delivery of high-quality person-centred care and services that 
support this. 
 
In the Action Plan we will demonstrate activities that are planned and underway 
nationally to support the "Nurture” pillar of the National Workforce Strategy. All work  
under the areas of Wellbeing, Leadership and Equality will be aligned to the following 
outcomes: 
 
Wellbeing   

• Essential practical needs are met in line with statutory duties of employers 
• Staff are psychologically safe, including support following traumatic events 
• Staff are physically safe 
• Staff have their mental health and wellbeing prioritised such that they are not 

harmed by their experiences in the work place and when they are impacted, 
can received appropriate, specialised care 

 
Leadership 

• Support and interventions are available nationally to develop inclusive, 
compassionate leaders who can deliver public service reform 



  
  

 
• Talent management and succession planning are supported locally and 

nationally, to ensure we have a valid leadership pipeline for critical roles 
• Development and interventions are available for leaders at all levels to 

support leadership skills and capabilities  
 
Equality 

• Support inclusive working cultures and diversity in workplaces, to enable 
teams to better represent the communities they serve to improve care and 
richness of knowledge 

• Support development interventions for both the minority and majority 
workforce, to enable equality, diversity and inclusion  

• Support systemic changes that address inequalities in the workplace  
• Promote accountability within systems that are vital to ensure values of 

diversity and inclusion are imbedded in workplace cultures 
 
Our intention is to build on this through the development of the Improving Wellbeing 
and Working Cultures ‘In Action’ Guide which recognises the good work that is 
already underway, share best practice and enable organisations to implement 
practical actions.  
 
3. Three Pillars: Wellbeing, Leadership and Equality  
 
Good leadership can improve workplace culture, which has a direct impact on the 
wellbeing of staff, and on staff retention and experience.6 But good leadership, and 
strong workplace cultures also ultimately lead to better care and outcomes for  
people who use our services . Wellbeing, leadership and equality are all inextricably 
linked and interconnected, one does not exist without the other. Therefore to achieve 
positive working environments and cultures, we need good leadership and 
improvements in equality work which will enhance overall wellbeing. Teams should 
work together to make links and join up activity when making improvements in these 
three areas. 
 
By creating a more diverse, agile and dynamic workforce at all levels, health, social 
care and social work organisations will be better equipped to respond to future 
challenges.7    
 
We need to create supportive collaborative working environments for leadership at 
all levels, enabling staff to have the skills and capabilities they need to lead through 
recovery and any challenges to support the delivery of whole-system 
transformational change. 
 
3.1 Why Wellbeing Matters 
 
The greatest asset to our health, social care and social work sectors are those 
working within it. Working in these sectors is challenging, often involving repeated 
exposure to distress. Though staff are dedicated and motivated to deliver this care, 

 
6 West, M., Compassionate Leadership: Sustaining wisdom, humanity and presence in health and 
social care, P117 
7 West, M., P188-189 



  
  

 
and have many valuable coping strategies, the work can carry an emotional impact. 
Mental health difficulties, including anxiety, stress, and depression, have long been 
the leading cause of sickness absence across health, social care and social 
work. Since, and as a consequence of, the pandemic, the toll of working in health 
and social care has been, and continues to remain, significant. This strengthens the 
need for a positive and proactive approach to supporting wellbeing. 
 
Valuing those who care for others and prioritising staff wellbeing, however, has 
intrinsic merit and is a moral objective that should be prioritised across our 
organisational culture. It is only right that those who provide such a high level of care 
for our communities, receive the same support while at work. 
 
To be effective, those of us working in health, social care and social work need to be 
as healthy as possible and feel physically and psychologically safe at 
work. Research shows that staff wellbeing significantly improves productivity, care 
quality, patient safety, patient satisfaction, financial performance and the 
sustainability of our health services8. 
 
Positive workplaces offer opportunities for everyone to reach their potential through 
connection and contribution. By prioritising the wellbeing needs of our staff, we can 
strengthen our workforce, leading to a direct positive impact on the quality-of-care 
individuals, teams and organisations can deliver.  
 
3.2 Why Leadership Matters 
 
Good leaders role model the values of kindness, empathy, and compassion, and 
enable staff to thrive. They are collaborative, work across organisational and 
systems boundaries, embrace and encourage diversity of thought, experience and 
background.  
 
Good leadership is an essential component of a supportive, diverse and 
compassionate working culture, which has a direct impact on the wellbeing of our 
staff and leads to better care for the those who use our services.  
 
Leaders can be found in all roles, grades and levels within an organisation. By 
providing opportunities for leadership development at all levels we can ensure that 
all staff are provided with the skills and capabilities to carry out their jobs effectively.    
 
3.3 Why Equality Matters 
 
Equality is at the heart of our workplace cultures. Age, Disability, Gender 
reassignment, Marriage and civil partnership, Pregnancy and maternity, Race, 
Religion or belief, Sex, and Sexual orientation - these are the nine protected 
characteristics that we all share. It is a fundamental human right that we should be 
free from discrimination, harassment and victimisation because of any of these. 
 
We will only be able to deliver the highest level of care to patients, clients and those 
who use our services when we understand the issues faced by different groups. In 

 
8 Caring for Doctors Caring for Patients  

https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/documents/caring-for-doctors-caring-for-patients_pdf-80706341.pdf


  
  

 
order to achieve this, our workforces and our leaders should be, as far as possible, 
representative of the communities they serve. To achieve this, we need to ensure 
our staff work in supportive environments where they feel that they can be themself, 
where discrimination is challenged, and where they are treated fairly with dignity and 
respect.  
 
We know structural barriers and discrimination still exist and this can affect an 
individual’s chances of employment and progression. Our ambition, and our 
obligation under the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) is to eliminate this 
discrimination, improve the equity of opportunity for those groups who are 
systemically disadvantaged and support improved relationships between people 
from all backgrounds. 
 
4. Our Commitment 
 
We know that there is a wealth of activity happening at individual, local, 
organisational, and national level to improve working cultures. Our commitment is to 
continue to drive forward national activity on wellbeing, leadership and equality to 
help improve working culture and to showcase how all parts of the organisations can 
contribute to this.  
 
We want to encourage employers and organisations to embed the ethos, 
approaches and values of Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures, and we will 
continue to engage with organisations, teams and individuals to help us deliver on 
the ambitions.  
 
5. Strategic Board 
 
To hold us accountable for delivering our commitments, a Strategic Board has been 
created to; provide governance, strategic direction, challenge, and oversight of the 
delivery of the actions and identify inter-dependencies that emerge.  
 
The Strategic Board brings together senior leaders from across health, social care and 
social work who will work collectively to share knowledge, learning and good practice 
across the three sectors.   
 
They provide a wealth of experience that will support the development of wellbeing, 
leadership and equality interventions which are appropriate for the different systems 
and distinct nature of each sector. 
 
The Strategic Board will provide direction, advice and assurance to help shape the 
Action Plan into viable outputs that will provide a way to support and enable 
organisations to improve working culture.  
 
6. The Action Plan 
 
The Action Plan will outline the national work that is already underway and planned 
to begin delivering on our ambition to improve working culture through focused 
interventions across wellbeing, leadership and equality. This will not be an 
exhaustive list of the work that is happening across the sector, but will highlight 



  
  

 
where the Scottish Government is involved over the course of this parliamentary 
term.  
 
Working with our Strategic Board, we will continue develop an Action Plan which 
prioritises interventions that seek to deliver the maximum impact for the sector within 
the context of current financial challenges. This will be a living document and we will 
continue to monitor and prioritise interventions in response to the evolving needs of 
the sector. 
 
The Action Plan will follow in Summer 2024. 
 
7. Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures ‘In Action’ Guide 
 
Our intention is to develop an Improving Wellbeing and Working Cultures ‘In Action’ 
Guide with partner organisations across health, social care and social work. This will 
expand on our vision and describe what individuals, teams and organisations can do 
to embed and promote good workplace culture.  
 
This Guide will complement existing initiatives already in place in health, social care 
and social work, such as NHS Scotland Staff Governance Standards9, Fair Work 
Principles10 and the National Trauma Training Programme Leadership Pledge11. It 
will also reflect existing examples of good practice across health, social care and 
social work, which organisations may wish to replicate or adapt to support the needs 
of their respective workforce.  
 
In Summer 2024, we will engage with organisations, teams and individuals to fully 
develop this work and encourage our partners and staff to share best practice and 
implement practical actions.  
 
8. Performance Measures 
 
Measuring improvements to wellbeing and working culture can pose a significant 
challenge due to a range of factors including the occupational diversity of the 
workforce operating across a range of roles and geographies, a broad spectrum of 
wellbeing needs at both a professional and personal level and different reporting 
arrangements across sectors. There is additional challenge to looking at 
performance measurement through the lens of equality. This is because ere is 
workforce demographic data is largely voluntary. This means it is dependent on 
creating a culture within organisations where staff feel secure to divulge this 
information. The improvement of equality data as a whole continues to be a priority 
for the Scottish Government.  
 
The Scottish Government’s current approach reflects a combination of survey 
feedback, insight from local and national stakeholder channels, academic research, 
data collected by regulators and partners and evaluation of nationally-led initiatives.  
 

 
9 NHS Scotland Staff Governance Standards 
10 Fair Work Principles 
11 National Trauma Training Programme Leadership Pledge 

https://www.staffgovernance.scot.nhs.uk/what-is-staff-governance/staff-governance-standard
https://www.fairworkconvention.scot/the-fair-work-framework/
https://www.nes.scot.nhs.uk/news/the-national-trauma-training-programme-nttp/


  
  

 
The Scottish Government has a wide range of well-established stakeholder networks 
who regularly provide feedback on areas of priority need, and to share best practice 
across health, adult social care and adult social work organisations. These networks 
are drawn from Health Boards, Health and Social Care Partnerships (HSCPs), Local 
Authorities and the third, independent and private sectors.  
 
We will continue to utilise these networks to gather feedback to monitor our 
progress, as well as exploring the use of additional surveys, aligning with other 
wellbeing programmes to draw on opportunities for gathering insight and scope 
further opportunities for longitudinal studies of the workforce. All of which will help 
build a picture of the lived experience of our workforce and help us to drive 
continuous improvement.  
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