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COVID-19 has helped everyone to understand the importance of community - whether this relates to friends and family, or the 

community aspects that relate to wellbeing and health. Tony Williams, a Senior Associate with Distinctive People, talks to Mark 

Lawrence about how this concept could now be adapted to the workplace. 

The current crisis has shown the importance of community - from neighbours shopping for each other to family Zoom calls being a 

lifeline in the battle against loneliness and isolation. 

But Tony Williams is certain this community way of thinking can be extended to organisations moving forward. In his view this is 

vital because the future of work, whether we like it or not, will be different - it has to change to meet the challenges faced in the 

way we think, live and work globally. 

Tony explains: “My thinking started with the word ‘partnership’ in mind - as we tend to use that a lot when discussing people 

development and organisational change with clients. 

“The word community however has a much broader feel and pulls together wellbeing, caring, and health alongside working 

together to achieve ambitions, common goals and outcomes.”  

He adds: “Based on current conversations with clients, it is clear that this concept translates well to organisations. There tends to be 

a common understanding of what Community stands for - linked to an approach which is positive, vibrant and healthy with a 

‘working together’ feel to it. That is what attracted me – and what attracts our clients.” 

 So, what can applying these community principles mean for the future of organisations? 

Tony says organisations should start thinking about what community means for them and how building their own community relates 

to their vision, mission, outcomes and organisational culture. 

He expands on this: “It is absolutely vital that the community approach is values and people driven - and obviously supports what the 

business is aiming to achieve.” Community-based organisations will be great places to work, where thinking is based on the good of 

the organisation, its people and the wider community. 
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“For the community approach to be effective, inclusive and long term, leaders  in an organisation need to understand what the 

community approach means to you, and must naturally role model it - being able to bring this to life with their teams. Having and 

displaying emotional intelligence will therefore be a key factor. 

“So, this means that having the right leaders in post is crucial both in making changes within the organisation and developing the 

people within it.”  

Through Distinctive People’s Leadership Development work, Tony believes organisations were already looking for leaders who 

displayed these qualities, with talk of “humble” and servant leadership coming to the fore in recent years.   

Tony explains further: “What we are now starting to see is that, rather than being a by-product of leadership, the community approach 

(wellbeing, caring, health, working together) starts to form what we mean when we talk of leadership. No longer is it a secondary 

thing. 

“This requires leaders who can listen and engage with their people and who are able to demonstrate care and empathy followed up 

by action when needed. 

“Listening and engaging is so important for people and teams. But this will not be effective or long lasting if there is no trust.  This is 

a vital ingredient in leadership, where the building and maintaining of trust is key to building and sustaining a high performing 

organisation based on a community approach.” 

Tony uses the example of New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern and her approach to the current crisis to indicate how leaders 

can operate in the future. As PM she has created a national budget dictated by what best encourages the well-being of citizens, rather 

than focussing on traditional bottom-line measures like productivity and economic growth. He says she is using “togetherness and 

openness” and being driven by the wellbeing of citizens.  

So how does Tony believe leaders who are wanting to go on this journey start to make a personal change? 

“Leaders need a strong Growth Mindset – displaying humility, being open to feedback and challenge, and really start to talk to people 

about the way they lead by asking about their style, the effect of what they say and the actions they take.” 
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The first stage is for leaders to become truly self-aware – using tools such as the Mindset Advantage by Matthew Syed – and 

potentially undertaking coaching and mentoring around this. “It is crucial that leaders are aware of the impact of their leadership 

style and how they come across in order to build trust and belief in themselves.” 

Increasingly younger people coming into the workplace have come through an education system which has more emphasis on 

community and a growth mindset. It is the human stuff that matters in education – the relationships, the socialisation of young 

people, the sense of older generation preparing the next generation to take their place. 

 And with many organisations turned upside down due to the COVID-19 outbreak, there seems to be no better time to make a positive 

change and adopt these community principles in business.  
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