
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hot Topics Hot Seat: Young People, 

Leadership & The Future with  

Matt Hyde OBE 

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 – Young People, Leadership & The Future 

Unprecedented. Uncertainty. Unfair. Three words that people are likely 

to use when describing how they and the country have navigated and 

continue to navigate the Covid-19 pandemic. However, and for young 

people in particular, the reality is that they were using these words on 

a regular basis before the pandemic struck. Whether it was accessing 

education, apprenticeships, and other learning opportunities, or trying 

to find work experience, full time or part time employment, young 

people are struggling to find opportunities that previously may have 

been taken for granted. For young people, the pandemic has simply 

exacerbated the issues and challenges that they were already facing, 

and things just got a whole lot harder. 

I’ve been supporting a number of exiting sabbatical officers with their 

next career move over the last few months and leadership, 

authenticity and how to create opportunities for yourself has featured 

heavily in these conversations. We have reflected on their experience 

to date and how to articulate this in an impactful way, but we have 

also considered how to carve out new experiences, by making the 

most of the spaces they occupy, the people they know, and the 

platforms they can access. 

Having once been a sabbatical officer with no plans and no direction in 

terms of my future career, I can now reflect on an unplanned journey 

and path that has been shaped by a series of choices, decisions and 

circumstance that ultimately led me to where I am today. I strongly 

believe in the power of empathy, generosity, and vulnerability when it 

comes to being an effective leader because if people can relate to you, 

they are more likely to follow you, if people can see the person behind 

the position, they are more likely to believe you and your intentions, 

and if people feel you are investing in them, they are more likely to 

repay that investment through their own performance. Whilst this is 

just my opinion, it is based on my experience and the wide range of 

leaders that I have observed, admired, and learnt from over the 

course of my career – and that brings me to Matt Hyde OBE. 

In recent months I have noticed how sharing my own experiences and 

advice has helped others by giving them hope and belief. It made me 

reflect on the power of storytelling and how people can learn from 

sharing their experiences, so I thought I would ask Matt if he was 

willing to share his story in the hope that it would inspire others in the 

way that it did me. 

As Chief Executive of The Scouts Matt holds a high-profile position in 

society, a position that carries with it a huge amount of responsibility. 

In this edition of the ‘Hot Topics Hot Seat’ we take a trip down 

memory lane and explore how he got there. 

On behalf of Coole Insight I am grateful to Matt for making the time 

for this interview, especially considering the challenges that he and his 

team are currently navigating at The Scouts. 

Steve Coole, Director, Coole Insight Ltd 

 

 

“When you grow up in a 
small town in The Fens 
you don’t expect to be 
recognised. Getting a 

national honour, and to 
get it with my Dad on 

the same day, was 
unbelievable” 

In the Hot Seat – Matt Hyde OBE, Chief 

Executive of The Scouts 

SC: Matt Hyde OBE! How does that feel? 

MH: I haven’t got it yet! I developed Covid 

symptoms ahead of the investiture, which 

was due to take place on Wednesday 18th 

March, but then it was cancelled anyway. 

We stopped Scouting on the 17th and the 

Prime Minister announced lockdown the 

following week. 

SC: And for your Dad to receive an 

honour at the same time must have 

been special for the family? 

MH: It was a huge honour. When you grow 

up in a small town in The Fens you don’t 

expect to be recognised. Getting a national 

honour, and to get it with my Dad on the 

same day, was unbelievable. I am even 

more proud of him, he has done so much for 

his community in Ramsey so it would have 

felt odd being recognised, and him not. I 

revealed my news to the family on 

Christmas Eve, totally unaware that Dad had 

been recognised too. He revealed the news 

about his MBE to the family on Christmas 

Day having kept it a secret. We’re still 

hoping to attend the same investiture.  
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Education 
 
SC: Please can you tell me a little bit about your educational 
experience? 
 

MH: I went to an ok comprehensive school in The Fens, in a small town 

called Ramsey. Not a great deal of people went to University each year but 

I ended up going to Queen Mary University of London to study English and 

it was here that I met one of my role models Professor Lisa Jardine. Lisa 

was a significant feminist, polymath and writer who influenced me during 

my time at University. Coming from a small Fenland town and with quite an 

insular background, I was inspired by her ability to deconstruct and 

reassemble my mind which really helped me to develop my critical thinking 

abilities. Later in life when I was the General Manager at Goldsmiths 

Students’ Union, I studied an MBA at the University of Westminster which 

was more like a decathlon, knowing I wasn’t going to be good at every 

aspect meant I had to work hard on my weaker areas and do well in my 

areas of strength. The bits I was not as strong on related to finance, law, 

and economics, so I immersed myself in it to become literate in those 

areas, which in turn gave me confidence.   

The thing that defined me though was the non-formal stuff that I did which 

is just as important as the formal aspect of education, and this is key for 

social mobility. For example, the Social Mobility Commission released a 

report on this last year that highlighted how the things you do outside the 

class room and lecture theatre lead to the development of the skills that 

you need to get on in life and build social capital. It’s what we have tried to 

do with the social change degree apprenticeship – to build the components 

of right and left brain thinking, to develop critical thinking tools to analyse 

the world, and the harder skills to synthesise and come up with solutions. 

Life Plans & Students’ Unions 

SC: What did you aspire to be, and what actually happened? 

MH: I wanted to be a journalist and did several stints in local newspapers 

from 16 upwards. I remember getting my first big page splash where 

interestingly I had to cover an inquest with a family who had lost their son, 

and it was at this point I thought I don’t want to do this - I don’t want to 

write about misery and suffering, I’d rather do something about it. This was 

around the time that the SU President role came up… I do believe a little 

bit in fate, and that things happen for a reason, it’s like the Steve Jobs 

quote about joining the dots up backwards. After Queen Mary I toyed with 

going into politics or being in and around politics, but then someone I met 

only once said to me “you can make more of a difference to the world 

outside of politics rather than in it”, and this opened up my thinking to 

what public service could be.  

SC: What lessons did you learn as an SU President, and what advice 

would you give to Sabbatical Officers today? 

MH: SU’s are amazing bodies whatever anyone tells you, they are their 

own character factories and they accelerate leadership development in a 

way many people don’t understand. Many of our leaders in society and 

industry chart a lot of their success to being involved in SU’s. It is a shame 

that we allow people to say and think that SU’s are all full of left-wing 

activists and nothing else when these organisations are vehicles for 

creating change makers that go on to shape society. 

For me, it was about finding my voice, the confidence to speak up, be in 

circles I’d never been in before, and the ability to meet people in positions 

of power and influence. The role was formative, as I developed my 

leadership muscle to be confident and speak out on behalf of students and 

the things I was observing. This is why non formal learning and experiential 

learning is so important, in SU’s you are learning by doing in a safe space - 

how a business runs, supported by fantastic staff teams, how advocate, 

you are cut some slack because they know you are not the finished article. 

I learnt a lot about myself, I made mistakes, and I worked through a 

number of things which by doing it earlier in life you hopefully learn enough 

about yourself to iron out particular vulnerabilities. 

SC: And the advice for student 
officers of today? 
 
MH: I would say absorb everything, 
don’t waste the opportunity, listen and 

learn from SU staff and your network. 

Listen to your students, and don’t get 
distracted by petty internal politics. 
Don’t let it take over your life. You are in 
a position of perceived power, where 
you have never had that previously in 
your life. I remember an NUS course 

‘Now you’re the Boss’, and I look back 
now and slightly cringe at  some of the 
pomposity and self-importance on 
display - but that’s the inexperience of 
not holding a position of power before 
and so people make allowances as you 

are growing up. 
 

“Listen, Engage, 

Engage, Engage. Spend 

time listening to and 

engaging your people, I 

do this more now than I 

ever did at NUS. Find 

the time to thank, play 

back, and find the 

moments to do mass 

engagement. Great 

leaders create great 

leaders” 

Matt Hyde on what makes great leaders 

 

 

Matt’s recommended reading… 
 
Why I am no longer talking to white 

people about race by Reni Eddo-

Lodge 

A must read. When you consider what’s 

going on in the world right now with 

Black Lives Matter I’d highly recommend 

taking some time to read Reni’s book.  

New Power by Jeremy Hiemans and 

Henry Timms 

This is an absolute firecracker of a 

leadership book about digital 

transformation and how the world is 

changing, how to empower people and 

devolve power. 

Great Expectations by Charles 

Dickens 

A book that needs little to no 

introduction.  

I’ve actually read less books in Covid 

times, but with a bit of a break coming 

up I want to get back to reading Wolf 

Hall by Hilary Mantel. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lisa_Jardine
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/social-change-degree-apprenticeship-launched.html
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https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/33606119-why-i-m-no-longer-talking-to-white-people-about-race
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reni_Eddo-Lodge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reni_Eddo-Lodge
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Expectations
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Leadership 
 
SC: Reflecting on your leadership journey, who has inspired and 

supported you? 
 
MH: Lesley Dixon. As the General Manager of the University of London 

Union (ULU), Lesley influenced the start of my journey in understanding 
what good leadership looked like, particularly around how to lead and 
when to manage. The Chair of my Board Dr. Ann Limb CBE DL. I have 
known Ann for over 20 years now and she has been a constant source of 

inspiration and support. A third person who I would say, and I promise 
that I am not shamelessly name dropping, is Bear Grylls. Bear is one of 
the most remarkable people I have met in my life, the more we have got 
to know each other as people and friends the more remarkable I think he 
is.  
 
His philosophy on leadership is not cosmetic, its deeply thought through, 

his book ‘A Survival Guide for Life’ is a cracker of a read. The thing about 
Bear is that he gives you enormous amounts of energy when he is with 
you or a young person. He is totally focused on you, listening to you, and 

he always makes you feel better from when you first start talking to him 
- I’ve seen him do it thousands of times. At the heart of his leadership is 
an ability to say something so positive, that you feel 30% better than 

you did before you met him. All of us have those voices in our heads that 
you ‘can’t do something’ for some reason, but he is the complete reverse 
and has no filter for ‘this can’t be done’ - It will be done, this is how it 
will be done, and never give up. His personal brand is that if you want 
something to happen, make it happen. One of my favourite quotes of his 
is to “avoid the dream stealers” because cynics will always criticise and 
I’m afraid that even in some of the most wonderful organisations there 

are a lot of cynics and lots of people who are good at criticism, and not 
necessarily good at delivering. 
 
Finally, I’d just like to add that one of the best leadership interventions I 

have seen was from Steve Radcliffe. I thought I was good at engaging 

staff but we brought him in when I started at the Scouts and he really 

shaped our thinking. His overall message was a simple but effective one 

– “Leadership plain and simple - Future, engage, deliver”. 

SC: Thinking more broadly about young people and leadership, 

what would you say the main barriers and challenges are for 

organisations like yours, in developing future generations of 

leaders and citizens in this country, and indeed the world? 

MH: We are in a crisis. If we had done this interview three months ago it 

would have been around similar themes but now it is more pronounced, 

for example:  

• Mass unemployment by Christmas, 18-24 year olds in particular, 

its scary stuff and the question is how you ensure that young 

people have the skills to be able to adapt to secure employment 

in the future.  

• What can we do to mitigate the impact of what will be a deep 

recession, how do we ensure that we continue to improve young 

people’s mental health and wellbeing, there was already crisis 

there.  

• The pandemic has been felt differently by different parts of 

society, inequality pre Covid has been exacerbated which is 

scary. 

In the Scouts we help people develop skills for life, and research shows 

that you are less likely to suffer moods and anxiety of you have been a 

Scout, therefore its incumbent on us and has been my mission from day 

1 to extend scouting into as many communities as possible, and 

particularly in deprived areas.  

It is essential that we reach those young people which means we have to 

adapt our model, it does require funding if we are to achieve this, but I 

would say we are even more committed to this than we were before the 

start of Covid-19. 

 

 

What next for… 

The Scouts? 
Naturally it’s all about our response to the 

Covid stuff. For example The Great Indoors 

Weekender, our work on Care for Care Homes 

and young people carrying out acts of 

kindness, and overall it’s about protecting 

those parts of the movement that have been 

made most vulnerable by Covid-19, and 

moving into a resurgence when Scouting 

becomes part of the solution to helping young 

people develop those skills for life. We need 

to capitalise on the sense of community 

cohesion that there has been there 

throughout the crisis, we are well placed to do 

that and as ever there will be challenges and 

opportunities. 

Matt? 
To be honest I don’t know anything more now 

than I did when setting out. Whatever it is it 

will be something to do with social purpose 

and social impact, there is a lot of need in the 

world at the moment. I’ve still got a job to do 

here, particularly at the moment as we have 

got to survive. I am particularly excited about 

extending Scouting to ages 4 and 5 and the 

board takes the decision on that soon. That 

would be massive as we anticipate getting 

100,000 new members within five years. 

SC: Thank you so much for your time 

Matt, finally please can you leave us with 

your biggest achievements? 

MH: Absolute pleasure Steve. I’m proud of 

extending Scouting units into 1300 areas of 

deprivation over the last five years, we now 

need to keep them open! Our work on 

safeguarding in Scouts and with the charity 

sector. That we added 100,000 new members 

over the last 7 years or so. The Social Degree 

Apprenticeship - the first time I had an 

original idea and saw it through to fruition! 

What we did at NUS and saving students 

around £2bn in areas that were less obvious. 

Obviously, I am proud of my family, and 

finally Peter Robertson (NUS) would be 

disappointed if I didn’t mention the 53 goals I 

scored for QM!  
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