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The value of understanding staff attitudes and behaviours 
when planning and implementing large scale change

Background

The EMAHSN was engaged by Emma Challans, Lincolnshire 
Community Health NHS Trust to carry out an evidence review into 
staff attitudes and behaviour when implementing large scale change.

This SPARK is based on the evidence review (SPARKLER) and 
provides a snapshot of the complexity of the area, as staff are not a 
homogenous group.

“The NHS employs over one million people and it is 
difficult to generalise about their attitudes. However, 
it is clear (from this research) that people react within 
the NHS system differently according to their emotional 
and rational response to the way it operates. Their 
rational considerations include practical behaviour; 
operating according to processes and procedures and the 
infrastructural guidelines that make sure the job gets done”. 

Ipsos MORI, 2008:22.

For further information

Contact the EMAHSN Project team emahsn@nottingham.ac.uk or 
visit www.emahsn.org.uk
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Key points

• Content, context, process and individual attributes together form beliefs or readiness to 
change and it is the interrelatedness of these which ultimately leads to behaviours.

• Transformational change in a complex system takes time and demands consistency, 
constancy of purpose and organisational stability.

• Changing the structure of an organisation is far easier than changing its culture.

• It is the ability of an organisation’s culture to shape or stifle change that acts as the 
greatest determinant of its success.

• There is no one unifying theory of change that is applicable in all contexts.

• Transformation requires strong leadership with clear goals and vision, however unless 
the staff respond to the vision, by opting in, change will not occur as planned.

• You cannot ‘do’ change without ‘doing’ implementation, however you cannot ‘do’ 
implementation without first ‘doing’ engagement, as it is the staff that make change 
happen.

• Whilst staff engagement is shaped by the culture of the organisation, it is articulated 
through the behaviours of individuals or groups of individuals.

However when considering change and the need for an engaged workforce to achieve 
successful transformation, the following provides a cautionary note:

”By introducing an employee engagement process, employers are essentially entering into 
a psychological contract with their workforce – the expectation is that action will follow. 
If this does not happen, there is a very real danger you can unwittingly demotivate large 
numbers of your staff”.

Cattermole, 2014:2.

Summary

Engagement as ‘a state of being’ is thought to be based upon 
more than job satisfaction, as it also includes organisational 
commitment, job involvement and feelings of empowerment. 
Whilst job satisfaction is related to morale, simply measuring 
job satisfaction cannot tell you how employees are behaving. 
It is however believed that measuring engagement can go 
a long way towards doing so (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009). 
However, individual’s engagement levels are also psychological 
states or individual constructs that are affected by previous 
experiences and the broader context in which the beliefs and 
behaviours are said to occur (Holt et al., 2007). 

The interrelatedness of context, content, process and 
individual (personal) differences which influence beliefs 
and subsequently behaviours.

About Sparks 

Spark stands for Spreading Applied Research and Knowledge – They provide a 
short ‘at a glance’ digest summary of research evidence intended to improve and enhance 
practice and provide details of where to find further information.

Sparks are not a result of a systematic review, nor are they written for an expert academic 
or to advance theory development. They are an independent presentation 
of the evidence that exists designed for the managers and clinicians responsible for 
making the decisions on a day to day basis in our health and social care system. 

At all times we advise that these are read in conjunction with the
relevant NICE guidance at www.nice.org.uk


