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INTRODUCTION 

About this project 

This practitioner report has been produced as a 
result of a research project conducted by the 
Henley Forum in collaboration with FHintuition. 

Researchers and members from the Henley Forum 
worked together to conduct the underpinning 
research which led to the development of a 
toolkit aimed at individuals and organisations. 

About the report 

This report opens with Part 1 – Why are 
relationships important? This section sets the 
scene for the research, the theoretical 
background and how the research was conducted. 
If you want to know more about the what rather 
than the how, you may want to skip Part 1 and go 
direct to Part 2 – What is the reality about 
relationships? This part provides the highlights 
emerging from the diary comments and the 
interviews conducted between June 2019 and 
January 2020.   

Our research demonstrated the importance of 
reflection, sharing and feedback. This has inspired 
the toolkit and ideas in Part 3 – Shaping positive 
relationships. This part builds on the experiences 
of the participants and is divided into tools and 
ideas designed for individuals, teams and 
organisations.  We hope they provide a 
foundation on which to build and shape positive 
work experiences and relationships for you and 
others you work with.
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PART 1 – WHY ARE RELATIONSHIPS 
IMPORTANT? 

Why now? 

 ‘Beneath the layer of formal role relationships 
was a series of emotional waterways connecting 
and disconnecting people.’ 1  

We are living and working in a context of increasing 
disruption from global change, climate crisis, trade 
wars, rising populism (such as Brexit with its 
potential economic fallout), to the challenge of AI 
and robotics. The one constant is the need for 
people to work together to respond to, or mitigate, 
these and other challenges.  

The impact of continuing uncertainty often results in 
organisational demands to increase productivity, cut 
costs and intensify work. This can mean different 
ways of working, sometimes precarious and/or 
remote from colleagues, but often leading to 
potential burnout, exhaustion and concerns about 
mental health and wellbeing. Often, organisational 
actions are in response to a problem rather than the 
prevention of minor issues from becoming sources 
of anxiety and stress. 

Changing patterns of work and lifestyles has meant 
that work spills over into other areas of our lives, 
leading to flexible working arrangements and the 
ability to choose when and where we work 
(although sometimes, this can mean more time 
spent working). When this is work we find 
meaningful, with people we feel comfortable with 
and with the resources needed – both physical and 
psychological – this can be engaging and fulfilling. 
These conditions are often dependent on the people 
we work with and, over the last 20 years, the 
importance of our workplace relationships2 has 
increasingly been recognised but is still an under-
researched area. 

In this research, we were interested in 
understanding the extent that relationships impact 
on engagement and wellbeing in times of disruptive 
change. 

1 Kahn, W A (1998) Relational systems at work. In: B B, Staw & L L Cummings (eds) Research in Organizational Behavior, 20, 39–76. Elsevier Science/JAI 
Press 

2 Kahn, W A  & Heaphy, E D (2014) Relational contexts of personal engagement at work. In: C Truss, R Delbridge, K Alfes, A Shantz & E Soane (eds) 
Employee engagement in theory and practice, Routledge 

3 Kahn, W A (1990) Psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement at work. Academy of Management Journal, 33, 692–724 
4 Solomon, R C (1993) The Passions: emotions and the meaning of life. Hackett Publishing Company 

What do we already know? 

Here comes the science – this section covers some 
of the academic thinking as background to both 
understanding what is behind the question and 
findings, but also to help explain why the research 
was designed as it was. If you want to cut to the 
chase, please jump to Part 2. 

Engagement: Kahn’s work on engagement over the 
last 30 years tells us that to be engaged, people 
need three conditions at work: meaningfulness and 
belonging; to feel psychologically safe and 
supported; and to feel available by having the 
physical and psychological resources they need. For 
him, engagement has a strong emotional element as 
he sees individuals fitting an ‘emotionally charged’ 
organisational life by building relationships with 
others as a coping mechanism3.  

Emotions: In the past, an emotional context at work 
was denied – an impersonal workplace assumed 
that people interacted for the purposes of their 
work and organisational goals. Traditionally, 
emotions were seen as caused by environmental 
forces and separate from the rational selves that we 
took to work. More recent thinking recognises that 
most of them come from interactions with other 
people and involve our sense of self, what we value, 
our self-esteem, they are ‘a personal evaluation of 
the significance of that incidence … [and] endow our 
lives with meaning’4. Negative emotions (such as 
anger) come from a feeling of our sense of self being 
violated by someone else, or positive emotions 
(such as admiration) arise when working together 
increases joint self-esteem.  

Workplace relationships: the interest in friends and 
relationships at work has increased recently, with 
research recognising benefits from communication, 
information sharing, team effectiveness to 
leadership theories. Opportunities to work together 
have increased, often leading to a continuum of 
relationships with special, close colleague 
relationships (akin to friendship) at one end and 
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weaker co-worker acquaintances (where the 
interaction is about exchanging work information), 
at the other end. 

Seen as the ‘white spaces’ or the organisation’s 
nervous system, workplace relationships contribute 
to the creation of meaningfulness, safety and 
availability in organisations. They provide 
Winnicott’s ‘holding environments’ as they support 
people in establishing a sense of identity and 
belongingness, offering safe spaces where emotions 
can happen and promote wellbeing5. 

Our research – How we went about it 

The Henley Forum collaboration with FHintuiton 
enabled us to work with an adaptation of their tried 
and tested SPEaC Happy app. The app was used as a 
diary to capture the mood of participants and their 
experiences of interactions with colleagues in rapid 
time, allowing us to understand the importance of 
different relationships in supporting their 
engagement. 

The three organisations from the Henley Forum 
which volunteered to take part in the study all faced 
disruptive change challenges in the second half of 
2019. Two of the organisations were experiencing 
externally derived unplanned changes, both with 
ongoing uncertainty. The third organisation was 
undergoing an internal extensive but planned 
change. Two were from the public sector and one 
was private sector. The 120 potential participants in 
the study contributed more than 400 comments and 
likes to the diary through the app. The comments 
were anonymous and had no biographic data but 
this guaranteed anonymity. All comments were 
moderated and many were followed up with a 
question to prompt further thought. We followed 
this up with interviews involving 25 volunteers to 
explore their experiences and reflections on the role 
of workplace relationships in more depth. 

The study was designed to collect people’s 
experiences in the diaries close to the time they 
happened. These were followed up by the 
interviews on the participants’ longer-term 
experience of relationships at work.  

The questions included how they distinguished 
between different types of relationships, transition 
points between them, the history of a close 
colleague relationship, what those relationships 
have given them and how they had an impact on 

5 McBain, R & Parkinson, A (2017) Putting relationships in the foreground: the role of workplace friendships in engagement. In: W J Zerbe, C E J Hartel, 
N M Ashkanasy & L Petitta (eds) Emotions and identity. Research on emotion in organizations, 13, 199–221. Bingley: Emerald Publishing Limited  

different aspects of engagement. The combined 
data from the comments and interviews have been 
analysed qualitatively using a mixture of analysis 
software and visual display tools (magnetic 
hexagons) for conceptual modelling.  

Key findings 

• The process of the research and the diary app

provided a valuable intervention at both a

personal and department level in helping

reflection and understanding the impact of

relationships.

• It is all about people – relationships are major

contributors to what keeps people in

organisations but also what pushes them to

leave. They are behind teams working well

together and feeling aligned, or feeling

frustrated, distressed or angry.

• It is the little things that make a big difference –

the chats and catch-ups, starting the day with a

smile, creating the touchstone.

• Relationships are key contributors to

engagement and wellbeing, particularly

psychological safety. Our interactions with

others reinforce or change how we feel and how

that affects our work. What comes through

strongly is that relationships seem to precede

engaging in work, perhaps to check we are

feeling in a good place – safe, connected and

able.

• The good news is that emotionally aware

leaders, teams and individuals are already

providing the supportive environment to enable

people and teams to feel engaged and find

meaning at work even when it feels hard. The

challenge is knowing what is going on in the

organisation and identifying the pinch points.

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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PART 2 – WHAT IS THE REALITY ABOUT 
RELATIONSHIPS? 

This part sets out the results of the research study 
under the key elements of the nature of the 
relationships we found, the disruptive context of 
2019, what it meant for engagement and what 
interactions with colleagues told us about the 
support relationships afforded at work. We conclude 
with some reflection on the research process itself, 
followed by the overall implications of the research. 
The results are illustrated by the voices of the 
participants through the comments and short case 
studies from the diary entries and interviews. 

Different levels of relationships 

‘What is it about relationships? Time and history I 
suppose, working together and shared 
experiences’   

We all have to interact with others at work, 
including those we see as external to our workplace 
such as clients and suppliers. We all think of our 
relationships differently and have different criteria 
for the continuum from co-worker to close 
colleague. They all have the potential to make us 
happy, including those outside the organisation. 

‘Call from a customer to say a big thank you. It 
was so good to receive… made a difficult task 
with lots of problems come to a happy ending’  

They can also make us feel anxious and distressed. 

‘Another organisation changing arrangements for 
an event with short notice and passing details on 
that I need to pass on to others’  

Co-workers: those we have to deal with but don’t 
know very well personally can be a positive source 
of sharing experiences and achievement. 

‘Great to hear and see collaboration starting to 
take shape as we work more closely’  

They can also be seen as challenging and frustrating, 
which demonstrates the contrast with how we 
normally feel about colleagues and close colleagues. 

‘Someone who thinks they know better and fails 
to understand their impact on people’  

Colleagues: are those we grow to like but the 
relationship remains more transactional. They are 
the people we work and share ideas with and are 
fundamental to what we do. We learn from and help 
each other with our work to achieve joint outcomes. 
Good relationships set the background to help us 
feel energised and move forward. 

‘Really good meeting with like-minded 
colleagues. Plenty of discussion and ideas’ 

‘Sitting with this person… really opened my eyes 
to the process and I learnt so much; and the 
impact my work was having’  

‘Felt friendly and generally set a good tone for 
the work discussion’  

Interactions with colleagues are positive but can 
have some more neutral emotions reflecting the 
work-related nature of interactions. 

‘Kind of positive... but also some worrying 
feedback about a key piece of work’  

Close colleagues: Most of us have close colleagues 

at work, the two or three special relationships that 

sustain us through difficult times as well as good. 

The majority of comments were about close 

colleague interactions and this was explored further 

in the interviews. Participants described colleagues 

as: ‘enabling me to be myself,’ ‘being interested in 

me as a person,’ ‘they have my back,’ ‘allow you to 

let out what you feel and relieve stress,’ ‘the person I 

can be open and vulnerable with,’ and ‘share more 

of myself with.’ These comments demonstrate the 

importance they have in making us feel supported as 

well as significant. When close colleagues ask for 

help, people often felt honoured. 

‘I am honoured he feels like he can speak with me 
as he is a very private person’  

At the heart of the relationships was a sense of 

shared values and interests, a trust and respect 

which had moved on from a professional respect as 

former colleagues to personal respect. Relationships 

are built over time and involve shared experiences, 

often (but not always) having worked together, that 

have spilled over into the personal domain.  

The focus was on mutuality and reciprocity – these 

were relationships where people shared concerns, 

gave each other feedback, talked through issues and 

offered a different perspective. Individuals felt 

understood and genuinely concerned about each 

other. Outcomes included feeling connected to the 

bigger picture and in it together.  

‘Even when everything is hard, we come together 
as a team’  

Some people felt that there was another level of 

relationship where people separated their work 

from social space. There was a point where they 

became friends, socialised outside of work, knew 
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each other’s families, and were invited to significant 

events. 

‘A daytime guest at each other’s weddings.’ 

For others, this was a close colleague relationship. 

When asked the history of one of their close 

colleague relationships, everyone had a story to tell. 

However, when it goes wrong, when close 

colleagues have difficulty communicating with each 

other or are not seen as supportive, the emotions 

are stronger and have the more active feeling of 

frustration or disappointment.  

Enjoyable conversations 

We met four years ago on a course, got on 
well during it and ended up going for a drink 
with others afterwards. We didn’t see each 
other for some time until we were involved 
on a programme together, which meant 
seeing each other more regularly. The 
relationship is off the books, open and 
honest with each other and different – the 
things they don’t teach you. We see each 
other when in the same city together. It is 
about common interests, shared values, 
seeing each other and enjoying 
conversations about our common 
understanding of the organisation. It is 
refreshing when you meet people who 
understand the rhetoric of the organisation. 
in the same way you do. 

An act of kindness 

This was someone who used to drive me 
crazy, I had [a meeting] where I got 
feedback that had upset me, seeing that 
they bought me a hot chocolate and I told 
what had upset me. From someone who 
annoyed me to, in that moment, was in the 
right place when I was upset and ever since 
that moment, we have been friends. It was 
that ability to be vulnerable. My emotional 
defences were already down, that was the 
trigger when you allow people to come in 
and, as the result of that, I felt very 
differently because they turned out to be a 
very good friend, over and above what a 
colleague should have had to do and they 
hadn’t taken advantage of it.

Someone like me 

[A] colleague was thinking about moving to
same city and I had made that move myself
earlier and loved it. They joined same
division and moved. I had remembered
what it was like re-establishing social life
and helped them with it. I realised how
alike we were even though different in age,
I remember I had asked them about how
they felt about something and I really
recognised that because it was identical to
how I would be feeling about it too, the
things they struggle with are the same that
I have struggled with. They are someone I
would share if I’m feeling really rubbish
about something. Their standards of
behaviour are similar, integrity is really
important to both of us, so if I say
something, I know I’m not going to hear it
repeated.

The instant click 

We had an instant connection, we had a lot 
in common and just gelled. I had been on 
secondment when they joined and the first 
time we met I knew I could trust her 
immediately and we’ve been working 
together ever since. She is my confidante at 
work, we work really closely together and 
are friends. It is rare for me to let people in. 
She challenges me, steers me in the right 
direction, focuses me, has given guidance 
and support, helping me through a difficult 
time and helped me raise my work to the 
highest level. 

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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Where does a line manager 
relationship fit? 

There are plenty of good managers in our 

organisations, many classed as close colleagues, but 

others as colleagues, co-workers and other, all 

helping people to feel appreciated and engaged. 

These relationships with line managers and their 

teams demonstrate all the hallmarks of good people 

management skills. These include: providing 

feedback, showing appreciation, discussing concerns 

and arriving at solutions together, having career and 

development conversations.  

‘1:1 with my line manager… Encouraging and 
motivating to hear feedback on myself from a 
person I trust.’  

‘New team leader joined in – they sound lovely 
and very positive. They said how important our 
wellbeing and work/homelife balance was too… 
that support makes all the work pressures not 
quite so bad.’ 

‘My team leader always calls to check in with the 
team individually. They make me feel really 
valuable and that I am more important.’ 

‘Able to share concerns and left feeling energised 
despite the uphill struggle in front of us which at 
times can feel overwhelming and 
insurmountable.’ 

‘Mentoring session, fantastic support and 
practical help to further develop myself.’ 

When negative, the comments demonstrate the lack 

of feedback and feeling valued.  

‘Not sure my manager thinks I have done a good 
job on an urgent piece of work.’  

‘I find monthly feedback chats really draining, 
especially as whatever I say is challenged.’  

‘[My] line manager left me feeling 
unappreciated.’  

In the interviews, some line managers reported that 

when there was a direct relationship with close 

colleagues or friends, they had to step back from 

that relationship and pick it up again when one of 

them moved on.  

‘Line managing a friend caused tensions, so it 
needs to be separate unless it is a very mature 
relationship’  

The impact of context 

The timing of peaks and troughs of feelings in the diary 

reflected the national context, especially for 

government departments where key parliamentary 

events affected the pressure they were under.  

People talked emotionally about the issues of not 

being able to be authentic with their teams and other 

stakeholders as they had a script they had to deliver 

but they knew the reality was different. It had an 

impact on their integrity and sense of professionalism 

and pride in what they do. They also talked about the 

demotivating impact on people when a change of 

minister meant projects being abandoned after 

months of investment. This particularly had an impact 

on civil servants who cannot express opinions and can 

only express their frustrations to colleagues.  

‘We absolutely do vent to each other – I can 
share with my colleagues and I can’t with a 
stakeholder and it impacts us personally.’  

‘Over the last year it’s always felt on the brink of 
something or you can’t really make plans yet, 
that uncertainty, that uncomfortableness… has 
got more acute over the last month or so but we 
have had to tolerate not knowing what next week 
is going to bring for some time’  

‘Relationships have been used as a mechanism 
for support, when in normal times you would 
have had a vision, but that has been lacking for 
quite a while, so relationships are important in 
giving you a sense of security and stability’  

‘Brexit is awful. I’ve been caught between a rock 
and many hard places with what I’m allowed to 
say publicly, what we’ve been told internally will 
happen and what the commission is telling us. So 
basically, I’ve been delivering frustrating 
messages all day every day… I want to treat other 
people with all the trust, fairness and honesty 
with which I want my human interactions to be 
based on and I’m being forced to deliver this 
script and it makes the interactions very negative 
for me as I feel I’m not acting in good faith.’  

Engaged or not? 
Relationships contribute to the conditions of 

meaningfulness, safety and availability that create 

engagement and disengagement as shown by the 

comments quoted in Table 1. The experiences of 

people demonstrate the extent of their engagement 

and also the closer the relationship, the more personal 

that experience feels.
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Table 1  Impact of relationships on conditions for engagement 

Relational 
dimensions 

Close colleague Colleague Co-worker 

Meaningfulness 

Making a difference 

Connected/ 
belonging 

Confused/ 
Alienated 

Able to add another perspective 
which will re-shape the piece of 
work. I feel like I'm helping us 
make progress. 

When in the nearest office there 
is no one that sits with you – a 
quick messenger can help lift 
your spirits and know you 
belong. 

Our team meeting made me 
feel like I belong 

Feels like we are moving apart, 
writing documents rather than 
true conversation because we 
don't have time. 

I was able to positively 
contribute and help my 
team. 

Monthly team meeting I was 
made to feel fully included 
despite being the only one 
on the line. 

Email chain with no clear 
ask left me feeling 
bewildered and confused as 
to who was leading what 

Working with colleagues in 
another part of the business 
to make improvement. 

I felt really useful and 
connected to my work and 
colleague after this 
particular email 
conversation 

You offer and then you are 
stood down because of a 
policy that is supposed to 
help your wellbeing – which 
causes you stress. 

Safety 

Safe/supported 

Appreciated/ 
trusted 

Challenged 

Anxious/distressed 

Team have all been very 
supportive. Checking in if I'm ok 
and whether work was part of 
the cause [not being well]. 

a really good unplanned 
conversation with a close 
colleague today …made me feel 
trusted and appreciated; 

very concerned about the risks 
we hold and how to resolve 
them 

Made me feel sad and a little 
guilty that I can’t be there for 
them more. 

Team is great, always trying 
to make things better. I feel 
supported because they are 
so honest and open. 

Views sought on an 
approach to a new piece of 
work. Felt trusted, 
appreciated and energised. 

My colleague shut down my 
suggestion. 

Same problems coming 
around again raised up and 
same solution as end point. 
Had enough.  

Felt able to say things that I 
wouldn't have written in an 
email… but via phone call I 
felt supported and trusted. 

- it made me feel like we had
a shared understanding,
trusted to make the right
decision

Someone who thinks they 
know better and fails to 
understand their impact on 
people. 

Feel like I am failing at 
everything doing too much 
and delivering it all badly. 

Availability 

Energised/ 
motivated 

Helpful/ 
Understood 

Enervated/drained 

Overwhelmed 

Meeting with senior leaders. 
Strong support for our work and 
reaffirmed that our approach is 
sound. 

Helped a colleague cope with 
troubles at home by lifting their 
mood that in turn made me feel 
good. 

They know I’m busy, but they 
chase for a response on 
something we’ve agreed a 
timetable – feel overwhelmed 
and unable to prioritise my 
work with so many demands for 
attention. 

Working on a project to 
support staff... Great 
meeting, sharing ideas and 
approaches. 

Clear communication and 
clear outcome. Help and 
support offered from both of 
us. Enjoyable interaction. 

Hearing about not having 
enough resources and 
everyone has got to do more 
to help each other – we are 
actually already doing that – 
I don't think I have any more 
to give. 

Fab phone call with a 
colleague that sparked some 
seriously interesting ideas. 

You forget how much 
knowledge you have and 
how you can help someone 
else do their job. I just did 
that… it helped make 
someone else’s job easier. 

I feel like I’m doing my job 
and someone else’s job as 
well and it’s too much to 
think about. 

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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Relationships and support 

We analysed the comments and interviews to 
understand what these interactions were about 
and how they contributed to the relationships 
that underpinned their individual engagement at 
work. 

We found that the conditions for engagement 
needed enablers at different levels as illustrated 
by the comments and quotes in Tables 2, 3 and 4. 

Table 2  Personal value as an individual and a professional 

Emerging 
theme 

What are people experiencing? Example quote/comment 

Significance Affirmed as a person 

Affirmed as a professional 

Feeling insignificant 

Was surprised that it made me stop and think 
and made me feel understood and valued. 

[The] senior I have a lot of respect for, 
contacted me unexpectedly to ask for support. 
Made me feel like my expertise and experience 
is noticed and valued. 

Feeling alone and isolated: My previous advice, 
which turned out to be correct, ignored again. 
We are on the same wrong path. 

Listened to In discussion 

With a problem/issue 

[A] colleague listens and engages in
conversation proactively. I can rely on them,
and they me.

Really supportive and empathic and listens. 

Respect Part of being a close colleague 

Respect has to be earned before 
becoming a colleague or closer 

Our continued working relationship will aid my 
own work and also theirs. Mutual respect was 
gained very quickly. 

Previous history of me having no respect for 
individual due to [them?] being self-orientated 
and failing to deliver. 

Feedback How others see me and what I do 

Respecting the source – adding value 
to the feedback  

Feeling safe to take critique 

Good to hear points of view and gain clarity 
with open and honest conversation. 

Encouraging and motivating to hear feedback 
on myself from a person I trust. 

A colleague messages me if she finds I need to 
make a tweak – she does it such a lovely way 
you never feel told off. It’s the way she does it 
that makes all the difference. 
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Table 3  The informal workplace – getting ready to engage 

Emerging theme What are people 
experiencing? 

Example quote/comment 

The importance of the 
start of the day (or 
week) 

As a start to a meeting 

Feeling positive at the start 
of the day 

Sensemaking with others to 
check out their worldview. 
Feeling part of it 

Working with others 

Preparing to enter work 
mode 

A nice Monday morning call with a colleague 
which has taken away the Monday morning 
blues and we have put the world to rights, plus 
we had a giggle – good way to start the week. 

People stopping to say good morning, chat 
about the weekend and also deconstruct the 
difficult conversations from Friday. 

Connecting with people, discussing the 
weekend as an introduction to business 
conversations. 

Chats and catch ups: 
informal and mostly 
with individuals 

Feeling safe to share 
information that may be 
sensitive 

Working through issues 

Avoiding difficulties or 
conflict 

Keeping up relationships 
with individuals 

And groups 

Relieving pressure, preparing 
to engage 

It’s really good having someone who you can 
trust and chat with. 

With friend and chatted about some issues. 
good to have a sounding board. 

Just a little chat of limited time can help smooth 
things over through the day. 

Lovely walk and talk with a colleague I hadn't 
seen for a while. It was nice to catch up. 

Lunch to celebrate a colleague’s birthday. Was 
lovely chatting and talking about stuff other 
than work and connecting with each other. 

Before launching into a conversation about 
work matters, we had a quick chat about how 
we were doing and talk a bit about gardening!  
This made such a difference to my day which 
had been really challenging so far. 

Humour: informality 
and having some fun 
before starting work 

Team building and creating 
energy 

Finding connections 

Diffusing potential pressure 
or stress 

We laugh a lot, telling jokes to lighten the 
mood as icebreakers before the meeting, it 
helps establish a bond.  

Just found out someone else likes Love Island in 
the team haha... just had a giggle and recap 
and then chatted about work. 

Heard a colleague having a difficult phone 
conversation. Asked if they were ok. Sat and 
listened. Ended up having a joke and made 
them a brew. 

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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Table 4  Working with others 

Emerging theme What are people 
experiencing? 

Example quote/comment 

Sharing 

With someone else 
who understands 

On a joint activity 

Safe to share 

Shared emotion and 
support 

Shared 
understanding 

Sharing work and ideas via messenger with a trusted 
colleague. 

Happy that another person shared that frustration and 
was able to support me to clarify how we could work it 
out and make a positive change to improve our 
processes. 

Working with… on a shared objective which will aid our 
department. We feel aligned and work well together 
it made me feel like we had a shared understanding, 
trusted to make the right decision – and, therefore, 
made me feel more relaxed about it. 

Remote working 

Being in a virtual team 
is hard – as you can be 
sitting on your own or 
even when in the 
nearest office, there is 
no one that sits with 
you. 

Technology enables 
inclusion 

Keeping in touch 

I was made to feel fully included through the right 
behaviours and effective use of the technology. 

Email was an ideal way to communicate – I felt really 
useful and connected to my work and colleague. 

Being a virtual team, you work on your own pretty 
much most of the time. However, you can always share 
a message and have a giggle or chat something 
through if you have any issues during the day – so you 
don't feel on your own. 

Teamwork Meaningful 
objectives 

Similar outlook; 
achievement and 
delivery 

Help each other 

Belonging 

Safe 

It’s about people 

Feel part of a great team who want to do amazing 
things. 

Like-minded pro-active colleagues so we can deliver a 
challenging outcome as a team :0) 

Felt it was really great how everyone was coming 
together to help each other. 

Made me feel like I belong somewhere. 

In our team weekly call, I felt psychologically safe and 
could be open and honest without fear of being judged. 

Feel more connected and motivated about the future 
when you know who you will be working with.  

A cautionary tale for disruptive times: ‘I’ve slipped through the net’ 

‘It has been a very unsettling interlude. I was really excited to start my job but I have been thinking about my 

interactions at work and they have been in the main negative, I’ve seized on the positive to think about what 

made it good and what did I do to increase the positive. It’s not the place for me as I have not been able to 

find a place for myself, the sense of belonging that we all look for and need at work…  

I feel that I’ve not settled and found my place, that sense of loneliness, my experience has been that I’ve 

slipped through the net, been ignored just by circumstances and the constant shifting of things, shifting and 

competing priorities… the context and uncertainty has been a factor rather than any one person.’ 
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The how of interacting 

The research looked at the setting of the 
interactions, whether it was informal 
(conversations, messaging) or more formal 
(meetings, emails) or could be either (phone calls, 
skype/video, text, social media).  

• Most interactions were conversations or
meetings; these were interactions where
people noticed the impact on their emotions
as they interacted directly.

• Remote meetings often reproduced personal
interaction with skype or teleconferencing.

• Organisations used communication differently
– close colleagues messaged each other in one,
but in others, messaging was hardly used.

• Emails were usually formal, work related and
more likely to be behind negative responses.

Research as intervention 

In the interviews, we asked people about their 
experience of using the diary and what came out 
for them as they thought about their entries. 

Encouraged reflection 

‘Achieved a constructive mix of recognition/ 
encouragement/feedback to reflect on in a 
development conversation. This diary process 
has made me reflect on why that was effective 
and some others have been less so.  
A good lesson!’  

‘Really helpful to use the one line of comment 
and to have the further prompt from your 
comments and questions to kinda think that’s 
really interesting.’  

‘Helped order thoughts – useful to have the 
discipline, to acknowledge how you’re feeling 
and depersonalise it, what has upset me.’  

Appreciation of relationships 

‘Made me realise I don’t interrogate 
relationships in that way and hence miss out 
on something.’  

‘It made me really value people.’ 

Catharsis effect 

‘It was cathartic particularly on the reds, it was 
quite nice to be able to click an 
unhappy/angry/sad face and release some of 
the post engagement frustration in that way… 
it was nice to put closure on an engagement 
and move on.’  

Gave voice/felt heard 

‘It gave permission to express an emotion.’ 

‘Having an outlet, the app gives some of that, I 
feel easier because I’ve told someone’  

‘Needed to become a habit just getting into the 
rhythm when study finished’  

What are the implications? 

The change context can exacerbate issues and 
intensify feelings, often relying on our workplace 
relationships to provide support. That support, 
and being valued by colleagues, provides a 
valuable resource for wellbeing and may mitigate 
mental health issues. It also provides the basis for 
engagement. How each organisation manages 
change and relationships is different but there are 
some key messages. 

Key messages 

At an individual level 

• Encourage self-awareness of feelings, likely

impact on others, feedback from trusted

sources.

• Encourage getting to know and valuing

colleagues as individuals.

• Encourage reflection on interactions, what

happened, why, lessons for the future.

At a management level 

• Pay attention to team members and how they

relate to others

• Provide opportunities for positive interactions

informally and in formal meetings, at

individual and team level.

• Be aware of lack of engagement conditions

and mitigate them.

At an organisational level 

• Monitor organisational mood and climate

regularly.

• Encourage a culture that promotes good

relationships. Positive relationships avoid

people leaving.

• Plan in relationship building in major change

projects, or when external change impacts the

organisation, to ensure positive wellbeing,

sense of self and working together.

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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PART 3 – SHAPING POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS 

Ideas and tools for relationship-
friendly cultures  

There were great examples of good and 
innovative practice in the research. Good 
management practice exists in most organisations 
but, when under pressure in times of disruptive 

change, it can often be difficult to keep focused 
on people as well as the task. This is when good 
supportive relationships are most important and 
often the environment needed for this isn’t 
available. These tools and ideas to create good 
habits build on the findings and positive activities 
going on in the organisations studied. 

This short overview of the tools will help you to 

select which ones to use and when.

 

Table 5  Tools for relationship-friendly cultures 

 Tool 1 Tool 2 Tool 3 Tool 4 Tool 5 

 Individual 
relationship 
diary  

It’s the little 
things 

Collaborative 
relationship 
management 

Emotional 
readiness 
matrix 

Organisational 
mood 
awareness 

What it is Diary of mood 
and feelings 

Ideas for 
everyday actions 
to make others 
smile  

Pairs/team session 
to improve 
relationships 

Matrix to assess 

readiness for 
engaging in new 
activity 

Tool for 
measuring 

organisational 
mood 

Why use it To reflect on 
how you feel, 
the causes and 
outcomes and 
what you could 
have done 
differently  

To create the 
habit of keeping 
in touch and as a 
reminder of small 
actions that can 
make a difference 

To open up 
discussion about 
relationships and 
come to agreed 
future behaviour  

To make sure the 
team is in a good 
place to engage 
in a new task or 
project with the 
right resources 

To assess the 
mood of the 
organisation and 
predict 
engagement 
problems before 
they occur 

Who it is 
for 

Everyone  Anyone Predominantly 
teams and possibly 
individuals 
experiencing minor 
relationship 
difficulties 

Teams (and 
individuals) 

Anyone 

When to 
use it 

Daily/any time 
or end of day 
 

Anytime With new teams or 
with significantly 
changed 
membership or if 
an issue has arisen  

Team meetings, 
new project or 
activity launches. 
Revisit regularly 

Ongoing and 
reviewed 
regularly  

Time 
needed 

5 minutes to 
complete diary 
and 10 minutes 
reflection 

1–30 minutes 
 

90–120 minutes 
(teams) and 60–90 
minutes (for two 
individuals) 
 

45 minutes Ongoing  

Skill 
needed 

Low  Low  High Medium   Medium 

Prep 
required 

Low  Low Medium  Medium High  
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Tool 1: Individual relationship diary 

About the tool 

This tool reflects the diary/journal developed for 
the research study to understand how 
relationships impacted how people were feeling. 
The themes and relationships build on academic 
literature on engagement, relationships and 
emotions but can be adapted.  

Step 1 – daily mood diary 

Category What happened? 

Mood Do I feel happy? 

Sad, angry etc? 

Neutral  

Setting – what 
am I doing? 

Example:  
talking to someone: 
o in conversation
o in a meeting
o on a phone call
o on Skype/Messenger

writing to them: 
o email
o messaging
o other

Where and who 
with? 

Made me feel? What was the outcome 
feeling following the 
interaction? 
Suggestions: 

o making a difference
o connected/belonging
o appreciated/trusted
o understood
o safe/supported
o energised/motivated
o helpful
o challenged
o neutral
o alone/isolated
o coerced
o anxious/distressed
o confused/alienated
o enervated/drained
o overwhelmed
o other

Comment/notes 

Step 2 – end of day/week review 

Looking back on what happened today, what 
themes or thoughts emerge when you think about 
the relationships that you have with people at 
work and how they affected you? Please include 
any thoughts about the context, your mood, and 
what had happened earlier.  

• Who helped/hindered you the most?

• How did they make you feel?

• What did they do that made you feel that

way?

• What were the other factors that affected

you?

• What have you learned about yourself from

tracking your interactions?

• What would you do differently another time?

• What other thoughts do you have?

Week end reflection 

What recurring themes or thoughts have emerged 
about relationships with people at work and how 
they affect you and how you feel about your 
work, include any thoughts about the context, 
your mood etc. 

Hint: It may help to set a daily reminder for this. 

How and where diary entries are logged is a 
personal preference. Find what suits you best. 

• Paper diaries or journals have the advantage

of being flexible, or you can copy these into

Word and create your own.

• Electronic diaries can be adapted, for

example, in Outlook green, red and orange

categories can be used for mood. After a

notable interaction, or at the end of the day,

log feelings and mood as a private

appointment.

• There are a number of apps for mood diaries

and many are free.

For the reluctant reflector 

Agree to do this with a friend or colleague where 
you have mutual trust. Check in with each other 
regularly to discuss what you are learning about 
yourselves perhaps over a coffee.  Agree ground 
rules on confidentiality and what you are 
prepared to share with each other. Set objectives 
for how this is going to help you – for example, 
dealing with situations you find difficult.  Share 
and celebrate successes. 

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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Tool 2: It’s the little things 

• Small acts of kindness: the little things that

make the difference, such as thanking people,

or complimenting them on good work. It

could be taking them for a coffee break when

they’ve had a difficult meeting or celebrating

an achievement. Even saying ‘Hi’ when

passing someone, opening the door or just

smiling – it is hard not to smile back!

• Start of the day: taking time at the beginning

of the day to say hello and have a brief check-

in with colleagues.

• Remote workers: need to feel involved.

o Arrange a regular time for a ‘coffee

break’ with a Skype call to check-in

with remote teams.

o Catch-up for a quick chat with a

colleague working away.

o Encourage remote workers to have at

least one interaction with someone

else, preferably near the beginning of

every working day and near the end,

to be able to diffuse any negative

situations that have occurred.

• New team members: help people fit in new

team/project/department so that they can

build relationships.

o Introduce people even if they are

already familiar with the wider

organisation. Spend time with

everyone understanding their roles.

o Have a team coffee break to welcome

the new team member and include

people from other departments that

the team and the new person will

interact with.

o Arrange random coffee dates across

the department with people who

would not normally come across each

other to help get to know each other

and what they each do.

o This involves existing team members

as well. This needs more organisation

and management commitment with

someone nominated or volunteering

to manage it.

Tool 3: Collaborative relationship 
management  

About the tool 

One way to improve relationships with others is 
to understand how they see us. The reflections 
from the diary tool will also be valuable for this 
tool. 

This tool uses the outcomes of the research to 
support individuals and teams. The value of doing 
this as a group is that it depersonalises any issues 
that may exist between people. 

How to use the team tool 

Awareness and assessment 

Work in small groups (of up to five). 

1. Each person completes the column – How I

see myself – scoring themselves on the

feelings and behaviours in the first column (0

to 9) and extent of agreement with the

statement.

2. Then score each of the others with how you

see them, not what you think they would

score themselves. Put their names in the top

of the appropriate column.

Feedback 

3. The group decides who will go first.

One at a time each of the four tells the 

first person: 

o How they see them by sharing their

scores.

o Why – the basis of their perception.

o The first person records the scores in

the column – How I am seen by.

o Then the first person reads out how

they scored themselves.

o The group selects the next person to

receive feedback.

4. When everyone has had their turn at giving

and receiving feedback, they work out the

difference between their self-awareness and

how others see them, before moving to the

final resolution stage.
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Self-awareness and team feedback 

Feelings and behaviour 
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Add names/initials 
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P
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(disagree) 0 – 9 (agree)  (disagree) 0 – 9 (agree)  

I feel connected and included 

I connect with and include people 

I feel supported 

I support others 

I feel appreciated 

I appreciate other people 

I feel helped by others 

I help other people 

I feel energised/motivated 

I energise and motivate others 

I feel trusted 

I trust other people 

I feel I am open with people 

People are open with me 

I feel listened to and understood 

I listen to others 

I feel I am respected 

I respect others 

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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Resolution 
5. Place the names of the members of the group

in the name column and think about the

feedback.

6. Complete the following statement for each

person on the list.

‘Things would be better between us if only you would…’ 

Name 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Continue if more people in the group 

Write down the responses given by group members to you when they complete the following statement. 

‘Things would be better between us if only you would….’6 

Name 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

Continue if more people in the group 

Note – this tool can be adapted for use in other circumstances when different behaviours are required, here 
it has been focused on feelings and behaviours for workplace relationships. 

It can also be adapted for use with pairs who have difficulties working together, perhaps focusing on what 
they appreciate about each other and their behaviour. Allow plenty of time for feedback and discussion.    

6 This tool has been inspired by Schutz’s Elements: Schutz, W (1994) The Human Element. Business Consultants Network 
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Tool 4: Emotional readiness matrix 
(for teams) 

About the tool 

This tool builds on all the previous tools and is 
based on the workplace relationships research. It 
also mirrors the preparing for change matrix in 
change tools for teams. The tool uses the 
conditions for engagement to understand how 
engaged the team are in a new task or project and 
what barriers there may be, as well as emotional 
(and physical) support they may need. It can also 
be used as a checklist for individuals, perhaps in 
preparation for a review with a manager.   

How to use the matrix 

• Draw the matrix on a whiteboard.

• Also prepare a ‘wants and offers’ grid – three

columns headed: name, wants, offers.

• Individuals reflect on each segment, write

thoughts on a sticky notes and add a happy or

sad face depending on the reasons.

• When ready (approximately 10 minutes),

everyone posts notes on the appropriate

segment of the matrix.

• Review the matrix using the faces to highlight

the problem area(s) and decide on priorities –

the faces will help.

• Individuals reflect on the outcomes and work

out what they need to achieve their element

but also what support they can offer. Write

these on the second ‘wants and offers’ grid,

perhaps using sticky notes.

• Next steps – identify actions, take into

account the ‘wants and offers’ of team

members.

Meaningfulness Psychologically safe Availability 

Where am I/are we 
now? 

Does this activity feel 
meaningful for me/us? 
Reasons why? 

Do I/we feel safe, 
supported to do this 
activity and why/why 
not?      

Do I/we feel we have 
the personal and 
physical resources for 
this activity and what 
are they?  

Where do I/we want to 
be? 

What would make this 
activity meaningful for 
me/us?   
What could get in the 
way? 

What would make this 
activity feel safe? 
What could get in the 
way? 

What resources do I/we 
need to achieve this 
activity? 
What could get in the 
way? 

What do I/we need to 
get there? 

What do we need/who 
can help me/us to get 
there?  

What do we need/who 
can help me/us to get 
there? 

What do we need/who 
can help me/us to get 
there? 

Name: Wants Offers 

Rob To feel able to be open within team Constructive feedback for Ed 

Carol To feel part of something while 
working remotely 

An exercise to help build trust to run 
next time the team is together. 

Ed Confidence that others understand my 
ideas and contribution 

Undertake to set up regular team 
informal check ins with Carol  - coffee 
time? 

Shaping Positive Workplace Relationships 
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Tool 5: Organisational mood 
awareness (for organisations)  

The importance of relationships in supporting 
engagement makes it necessary to understand 
what is going on in organisations or within areas 
of them. If organisations have already made the 
investment in improving its relationships, it is 
sensible to monitor and track improvement to 
ensure they gain the benefit. As relationships are 
about emotional connection it is this area, and its 
links to engagement, that are of most interest. 

Tools for taking the temperature 

Monitoring mood and feedback  

• The research used the tried and tested SPEaC 

Happy app as it provided the opportunity for 

immediate response and enabled continuous 

monitoring of mood; entries were made when 

people felt there was an issue, and it was well 

‘tried and tested’.  

Climate or engagement surveys 

• Traditional employee surveys offer ‘pulse’ 

options to be able to sample the climate at 

regular intervals, usually in small parts of the 

organisation or with a reduced question set.  

• The annual engagement survey is a snapshot 

covering a wide range of areas and where 

questions can be embedded. It serves a useful 

function as progress can be viewed over time 

but not necessarily why. 

• A word of caution – employees can become 

cynical about completing surveys if they 

perceive that nothing has happened as a 

result. 

Employee groups 

• Focus groups can be very effective when 

participants feel they are being listened to 

and see actions as a result. They can be time 

consuming to organise and need to be 

facilitated.  

• Informal groups, such as having coffee or 

lunch with small groups. 

• If senior leaders want to know how people 

feel, the effective way is to ask them directly 

by being visible in places where they will be.  

 

Making it an everyday habit  

• Creatine a culture of ‘check-ins’ in the 

organisation, for example where people say 

hello to each other when they arrive. 

• Check-in on how everyone is feeling at team 

meetings.  

• Check-in with remote workers regularly (but 

not checking up!). 

• Make sure everyone in a meeting knows each 

other.  

The bottom line 

• Know the organisation’s tangible relationship 

problems, such as grievances, bullying and 

harassment cases, stress absences and, 

particularly, retention rates. Monitor these 

areas. 

 
‘Our team meeting made me feel like I belong 
somewhere… If it wasn't for the culture 
(leadership, behaviours, values, ways of 
working, type of work, capabilities) of the team 
I would leave.’ 
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