
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hot Topics Hot Seat: 50 odd days of 

lockdown – What have we learned? 

Reflections from Debbie Wilshire 

In addition to Hot Topics? Coole Solutions! Coole Insight brings you 

these regular articles where we interview experts, professionals and 

commentators on a range of issues that impact on education and 

society. 

The Hot Topic – 50 odd days of lockdown – What have we 

learned? 

Since lockdown began, organisations and leaders across the world have 

had to respond rapidly to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Unfortunately, this has seen many businesses, organisations and public 

services reach breaking point, with many not surviving even the first few 

weeks of lockdown, their businesses and livelihoods destroyed almost 

overnight.  

This, alongside the incredible sense of loss and grief that the world is 

feeling for every life that has been lost, is a moment in time that will test 

the resolve of almost everyone, and everything. 

However, there is a future for all of us as hard as that might be to see 

right now for some more than others. This future will be shaped by the 

choices and decisions that we take moving forward in creating what 

people are describing as ‘a new normal’. 

We have existed for century upon century, taking our learning from one 

generation to the next and therefore continuously creating a series of 

‘new norms’ as we go, or as Debbie goes on to describe in the article as  

our ‘next normal’. Ordinarily, we continuously and subtly change and 

evolve the world that we live in, however the pandemic has meant that 

everything we do is under the microscope all at once, which has 

triggered a tidal wave of accelerated learning that may otherwise have 

not happened for years, or perhaps even decades. 

On behalf of Coole Insight I am grateful to Debbie for sharing her 

reflections on how we might transition to this ‘next normal’ and 

implement some of the early lessons we have learned since lockdown 

began. 

Steve Coole, Director, Coole Insight Ltd 

 

 

In the Hot Seat – Debbie Wilshire, Director, DW Leadership 

Limited 

Debbie’s mission in her professional life is ‘cultivating confidence’. She 

believes that well-founded confidence enables individuals, teams, 

organisations and communities to thrive. For Debbie effective senior 

leadership is about being clear on purpose and strategy, creating 

cultures that empower individuals and teams to fulfil their ambitions and 

improve lives. She thinks learning is a muscle we should all be exercising 

all of the time. 
 

Following 20 years as an executive director in further education Debbie 

established her own business providing leadership development, 

training, coaching and mentoring across the third sector including 

charities, local councils, housing associations and social enterprises. 

Debbie has been a non-executive director and Chair of several 

organisations and is fascinated by the role of governance and non-

executive leadership plays in the success or otherwise of colleges and 

other organisations.  

 

“Learning is a muscle 
we should all be 
exercising all of the 
time” 

50 odd days of lockdown – What have 

we learned? Reflections from Debbie 

Wilshire 

Depending on which bit of research you 

choose to follow, it takes anything between 

18 and 254 days for new habits to form; 

and apparently it takes between 21 and 90 

days for old habits to be broken. I suspect 

that you, like me, have heard lots of 

comments along the lines of ‘things will 

never be the same again’, and, ‘now we’ve 

worked so flexibly, we will keep these new 

habits’. 

Lockdown started around 23rd March 2020 

and I am writing this about 50 days later.  

That’s an interesting time period. It’s long 

enough for new ways of working to become 

established, if we want them to. Equally, it 

may not be long enough for us to assume 

that they will automatically carry on 

without a conscious decision and plan so to 

do. Also, how do we decide which new 

habits should be kept? After all, the ‘old’ 

ways can’t have been all bad, otherwise 

why did we do them? 

Therefore, I am asking myself – what 

habits/behaviours/ways of working should I 

(and organisations I work with) keep? To 

which ‘old’ ways should we return?  
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50 odd days of lockdown – What have we learned? Reflections from 
Debbie Wilshire 
 
I like a bit of a framework within which to organise my thoughts and it 
occurred to me that the change management model ‘Stop, start, more, less’ 

could help. This model asks the following questions: 

 
Bearing in mind you/your organisation’s core purpose and/or strategy…… 

• What new activities/behaviours should we start? 
• What existing activities/behaviours should we be doing more of? 
• What existing activities/behaviours should we be doing less of? 
• What existing activities/behaviours should we stop? 

 
In order to manage the coming transition into the ‘next normal’ (rather than 
‘new’ normal, as I suspect there will be several ‘next normals’ to come in the 
next few years), we can adjust these questions a little to ensure we learn 
from the past 50 days or so i.e. 
 

• What new activities/behaviours have we started? 
• What existing activities/behaviours have we increased? 

• What existing activities/behaviours have we decreased? 
• What existing activities/behaviours have we stopped? 

 
With the critical follow up question – and how has this impacted on our core 
purpose/strategy and operational effectiveness? 

 
As a result of that bit of analysis, we can then consider what we 
start/grow/limit/stop of the new ways of working and what we retain from 
the ‘old’ ways. As an example, asking the question - What new 
activities/behaviours have we started? 
 
Most of us have started using Zoom/Teams/Skype etc either for the first time 

or to a considerably greater extent than ever before. How has this impacted 
on our strategy/operations; specifically, our working relationships? One 
response that a number of colleagues are reporting is that they have a better 

understanding of their team members and their effectiveness than they had 
in the past. Before lockdown they could see them in the workplace and could 
chat informally as well as meet formally. Sometimes, as a result, observing 

the process of working became a proxy for effectiveness and productivity 
levels. Not being able to (quite literally) see their team members has meant 
the team leader has had to be very clear about what impact they need their 
team members to have.  
 
The leadership requirement has shifted from being confident work is taking 
place to being confident that the required impact is happening i.e. do I really 

need to see this person working to satisfy myself that they are doing what’s 
needed? What I actually need to know is that the impact is being achieved 
and (within reason – like respecting values and behavioural norms), it 
matters less how they’ve got there. 
 

Alongside the productivity awareness, some team leaders now understand 
their people’s levels of well-being better; the need to ask the question ‘how 

are you?’ and really listen to the answer has developed deeper working 
relationships. 
 
It would be a shame to lose that understanding when we are all back in the 
workplace; for as quickly as new habits can form, the pull of behaviours that 
have operated for many years is likely to be strong. 

 
There are aspects of the way we have all been working and behaving since 
lockdown started that could genuinely improve productivity, deepen impact 
and make us all happier. There are others that are probably damaging to 
wellbeing and in turn organisational effectiveness. Rather than make 
assumptions about how it has all really gone, I’m making myself take a bit of 
time and energy to properly ask the questions, listen to the answers and 

adjust. 
 
Stay safe and explore… 
 
LinkedIn: Debbie Wilshire 
Email: debbiewilshire@btinternet.com 
 

Further Insights 
 
SC: Debbie, are there any leadership 
quotes that particularly resonate with 
you? 

 

DW: There are a couple that spring to 
mind. The first is from Dr. John Kotter 
who is an author, and a Professor of 
Leadership at the Harvard Business 
School – “Leadership produces change, 
that is its primary function”. 

 
DW: The second quote is from Brene 
Brown who is a Research Professor at 
the University of Houston, Brene has 
also authored multiple books on 
leadership. “Being a knower is being 

right, being a learner is getting it right. 
 

SC: Thank you for that, aside from Dr. 
John Kotter and Brene Brown, who else 
would you recommend to anyone 
looking to research leadership theory? 
 

DW: Firstly I’d suggest one of your 
favourites Steve- Simon Sinek, who 
has delivered a variety of TED Talks on 
the subject. Secondly, I would highly 
recommend looking into the work of 
journalist Matthew Syed. 

A New Leadership Mindset: The 
Consultancy Collective 
 

In 2019, Debbie, Steve and Kathryn 
James (Hot Topics Hot Seat: Women in 
Leadership), formed ‘The Consultancy 
Collective’. 

 
Debbie, Kathryn and Steve share 
knowledge, contacts, and their 
considerable amount of leadership 
experience within the Further and 
Higher Education sectors. We develop 

new training programmes, workshops 
and projects that are designed to 
support organisational development, 
and our work is underpinned by what 

we describe as a ‘new leadership 
mindset’. 
 

Specifically, we support organisations 
with: 

• Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion 

• Institutional approaches to 
mental health and wellbeing 

• Governance and accountability 

• Student Voice 
• Coaching and mentoring for 

new leaders and managers 
• Creating effective, high 

performing teams 

 

For more detailed information on how 
The Consultancy Collective can support 
you and your organisation through 
these difficult time, contact: 
kj.consultingHi@outlook.com 
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