
Leadership – A Guide 

To Practice
‘The majesty is the words, but the angel is in the details.’ – Dr 

Don Berwick

‘Comrades. The first principle of the revolution is effective 

time-keeping !’ Govan Mbeki after being released from Robben 

Island.
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Debts of honour or ‘skating on 

thin ice’ 

Part One – Punk Academic

Coventry (‘Lanchester’) 

Polytechnic/University

University College, London, Visiting 

Professor

Part Two – Cabinet Office 

Civil Servant

Civil Service College Fast Stream 

Training

Southern Africa Development 

Programme

International Public Service Group

Committee on Standards in Public 

Life

Part Three – Being an 

Ombudsman

Complaints Commissioner to Bar 
Standards Board

Higher Education Ombudsman

Parliamentary and Health Service 
Ombudsman

Non-Executive of Local Government 
Ombudsman
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The Parliamentary 
Ombudsman today 

‘Classic service’ –
impartial and last resort 

for complainants

Independent – Crown 
appointment, responsible 

to Parliament not 
Government 

Severe public spending 
cuts – 25 per cent since 

2017

Turbulence: Predecessor 
and her Managing 

Director both resigned in 
2017

130,000 inquiries, 30,000 
complaints, 3,000 

investigations

A landscape of outmoded 
ombudsman legislation –

‘corporation sole’

Change in public 
attitudes towards 

traditional sources of 
authority, and a rise of 

social media critic 
groups.   

Rise in demand of our 
services and pressure on 

the NHS

New Strategic Direction 
endorsed by independent 

expert review 2018
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7 Principles for established and aspiring 

leaders 

1

Collective 
Leadership 

2

Transformati
onal, value-
led 
leadership is 
better than 
Transactiona
l leadership

3

Learning 
from 
practice  
and 
practitioners

4

Seizing the 
opportunities. 

5

Leaders do 
not always 
follow

6

Strategy, 
Culture and 
Operations 
are all 
ingredients 
of effective 
change 

7

The Groucho 
Marx 
Exception. 
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1. Collective Leadership

 Non-charismatic, 

 Non-deferential andnon-hierarchical 

 Leaders at all levels. Teamwork and 

recognition for colleagues

 Choose your team but Nolan Rules

 Recognise conflict is endemic. 
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2. Transformational 

leadership

 Linking values and behaviour to strategic 

plan

 Modelling the values

 Being accountable personally and 

organisationally

 Being outward-facing as well as 

organisation-focused
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Transformational Leadership (ii)

Objectives, 
Appraisal and 
Development

Service Charter 
and 

Organisational
KPIs

Confidential 
Staff Survey

Open Meetings 
and 

engagement 
(‘Poldershop’) 

Annual Select 
Committee 

Scrutiny

Judicial Review 

Reflection, 
Review and 

Change
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8Transformational (iii)–

Being accountable



3. Learning from 

Practice

 Role Models – Advocate Thuli Madonsella, 

Public Protector, South Africa, 2009-16

 Benchmarking new developments 

 Submitting oneself to peer review and 360 

degree feedback

 Learning from poor practice and poor 

leadership
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4. Seizing the 

opportunities –

South Africa

‘our cadres ..have come back full of ideas and proposals 

which are invaluable to us. At this point in time when we 

are poised to govern, how the civil service should work is 

crucial to our planning as a whole. ..the amount of 

learning [was] not an ordeal but a challenge and the 

comrades have greatly benefited.’

Nelson R. Mandela, November 17, 1993



4. Seizing the opportunities 

(again)

 Paul Flynn MP: “The job you are applying for is not merely 

playing the piano while moving it upstairs but also, 

simultaneously, rebuilding part of the piano. The task is an 

enormous one.

 Robert Behrens: Yes.

 Q13 Paul Flynn MP: …. Why on earth do you want the job 

in these circumstances? It really is a formidable one… you 

are facing a challenge that will require qualities that are 

very demanding. You are that person?



 Robert Behrens: My wife has been asking the same 
question.

 Paul Flynn MP: A very sensible woman.”

 Oral evidence: Pre-appointment hearing: Parliamentary 
and Health Service Ombudsman, HC 810

 Wednesday 18 January 2017

 Ordered by the House of Commons to be published on 18 
January 2017.

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-administration-and-constitutional-affairs-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/parliamentary-and-health-service-ombudsman-pre-appointment-16-17/


5. Leaders do not always follow
13

“Being treated badly is not a reason for behaving badly.”

Advocate Thuli Madonsella



6. Strategy, Culture 

and Operations are all 

ingredients of effective 

change 



Cultural Clues

‘The trouble with you is that 

you are not house-trained.’

‘We think you would have 

taken the job too seriously’.

Q. ‘What areas are you interested in?’ 

A. ‘Ethics’. Q.’Well, you are a bloody 

fool then.’

I hear your visit to Cape Town has 

been postponed this week. You can do 

some proper work instead.’ 

‘I go to Lectures to 

learn from my 

students’ RH Tawney



7. The Groucho 
Marx Exception 

“Those are my 
principles, and if you 
don’t like them…well, I 
have others.”
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Thank you

Radio Ombudsman Podcast

@robbehrens1884 Rob.Behrens@ombudsman.org.uk


