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The purpose of the SLDA is to encourage the understanding of the sustainable applicaƟon of systems 
leadership theory in diverse work environments.   

This newsleƩer will be published at minimum on a bi-annual basis in 
January and July. Content contribuƟons from members are welcome, 
please forward these to Clive Dixon via dixonfreelance@icloud.com 

Welcome to 2023! 
Hello and welcome to 2023! On behalf of the operaƟng            
commiƩee (OC) I want to thank you for your conƟnued               
parƟcipaƟon in the AssociaƟon. As we conƟnue to emerge 
from the restricƟons of the previous couple of years, we are 
looking to reengage with all of you across a broader range of 
acƟvity. 

We recently met as an OC and idenƟfied who will be looking 
aŌer each area of acƟvity, this matrix is included on the       
following page in this newsleƩer. For those unfamiliar, the OC 
looks to organise a range of acƟviƟes to support the purpose 
of the associaƟon - effecƟve applicaƟon of systems leadership 
across a range of industries and seƫngs. Input into this               
discussion comes from sessions such as annual conference and 
also directly from you, the members. We look as much as               
possible to respond to the needs which people bring to us and 
are keen for all members to parƟcipate as is feasible for them. 
We see a large part of our role as being a conduit for input and 
parƟcipaƟon; e.g. last year’s conference subcommiƩee of six 
people only contained two OC members. Can I ask therefore, 
that you look at the matrix of acƟviƟes and make contact with 
us to indicate areas in which you would be happy to provide 
support and input. Our intenƟon is then to form effecƟve                    

sub-teams to work on these areas. 

This year we are also going to look for the opportunity to hold 
a funcƟon/conference in North America as well as in Australia. 
While exact planning for this is not commenced yet the                   
indicaƟons are that this will be in quarter three of the year.  

We are also keen to explore the conƟnued establishments of 
hubs which can operate across geography and Ɵme zones to 
allow for more accessible conversaƟons to support members 
in a broader range of locaƟons. We had success with the              
development acƟvity based on this design last year and will 
look to run several more across 2023. We are also keen to talk 
with any members who would be interested in supporƟng the 
creaƟon of an SLDA hub in their region. 

Beyond this we are always interested in the views of the mem-
bers about how we can provide value around and purpose and 
would welcome any comments or 
correspondence around that. 

Phillip BartleƩ Chair of the OperaƟng 
CommiƩee.  

Membership fee & website password 
As previously communicated to members, the decision was 
made by the operaƟng commiƩee to re-instate the annual          
membership fee of $50 for 2023. Members who aƩended the 
conference had the annual membership fee included as part 
of the conference cost. Those people who were unable to 
make it to the conference will have received an invoice due 
for payment by 31 January 2023. 

For the first Ɵme, we have provided the ability for members to 
pay via credit/debit card or direct credit to the associaƟon 
bank account. We have had a great response and thank all 
those who have paid to date. 

Now that the due date for payment has passed, the password 
for access to the members only resources area of the SLDA 
website will be changed shortly and all financial members will 
be advised via email. Anyone who subsequently becomes a 
member or pays their 2023 membership fee will of course be 
likewise informed.  

Mark PoƩer AssociaƟon Secretary,         
OperaƟng CommiƩee. 
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Matrix of OperaƟng CommiƩee roles for 
2023 
As menƟoned in Phillip’s welcome message, the OperaƟng 
CommiƩee met recently to idenƟfy which operaƟng com-
miƩee members will look aŌer specific areas of acƟvity for 
2023. Please see below the matrix of roles. We would like to 

invite  members to get in touch with us if you are happy to 
support a parƟcular area(s). Please contact us                           
via email to enquiries@sldassociaƟon.com to indicate where 
you would be happy to provide support and a member of the 
OperaƟng CommiƩee will be in touch to organise sub-teams 
for the work.  

Membership update 
We would like to extend a very warm welcome to our newest members who have joined us in the previous 9 months:   

Ellen Cardias Belinda Hampton Zoe Disselkoen 

Jennifer Lawrence Cathy Campbell Natalie Fisher 

Robert Blanckensee Emma Hayes Mia Hardcastle 

JusƟn Kuskie Aditya Chaudry  KaƟe Davies 

Yolanda Mclean Kerry Rule  Nafeesa Zulfiqar 

Suberia Bowie  Bree Killeen   Kirsty Smith 

Emma MerriƩ Carly Jones Dani Harris 

Vanessa Dempsey Kylie Gurney  MaƩ Kaged 

Paul Hood John Grisby Samantha Walshman 

Ellen Downs Janet Austen  Lucy Wall 

Max Roche Karen O’Brien Jess Fraser 

Melanie Hyde Cate WhiƟng Tom Norton   

 Linda ScoƩ  
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2023 Systems Leadership Conference            
Australia save the date  
AŌer a 3-year hiatus, over 50 delegate members gathered at 
the Gold Coast to reflect, connect and progress the work of 
Systems Leadership globally. We were treated to presenta-
Ɵons of extraordinary systems leadership-led work outcomes 
and learnings through unprecedented work disrupƟons in the 
UK, USA, Canada and Australia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The SLDA conference commiƩee has confirmed the dates for 
the 2023 conference, to be held in Australia. 

When: Friday 8 September—Sunday 10 September 

Where: To be confirmed 

The commiƩee will meet frequently throughout the course of 
the year so many updates will be available. In the interim, we 
ask members to ‘save the date’ and share with colleagues. 

Furthermore, we will be reaching out to members and               
business partners to present at the conference in 2023. If this 
may be something you have or your business partners have 
considered please contact the commiƩee at                                                     
enquiries@sldassociaƟon.com. 

A member of the commiƩee will be in 
touch with you to discuss this further. 

We look forward to seeing you in        
September 2023! 

Sam Symes Conference CommiƩee Australia OperaƟng   

Learning and Development Events 
We have a very  exciƟng year ahead for our members, the  
following provides you with some informaƟon on the currently 
scheduled events.  

Please email us at  enquiries@sldassociaƟon.com if you are 
interested in aƩending any of our events or would like further            
informaƟon. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please note: 

· the online sessions are open to mem-
bers and non-members, we invite you to 
share the opportuniƟes with your col-
leagues/friends. 

· Master Class sessions are subject to 
the number of parƟcipants, we suggest 
you act quickly to ensure your seat is 
secured.  

Our intenƟon is to provide you with rele-
vant and useful learning sessions, please 
do not hesitate to contact us at          
enquiries@sldassociaƟon.com with any 
suggesƟons or requests. 
Sarah Cox  Membership 
Development            
OperaƟng CommiƩee  

Details Event Facilitator Cost 

LocaƟon: Online 

Date: Tuesday 28th February 
2023 

IntroducƟon to                      
Systems Leadership 

Phillip BartleƩ $89  

LocaƟon: Brisbane 

Date: Tuesday 18thApril 

DuraƟon: 1 Day 

Master Class Ian McDonald $200 

LocaƟon: Tablelands  

Date: Wednesday 26th April 

DuraƟon: 1 Day  

Master Class Ian McDonald $200 

LocaƟon: Online 

Date: Tuesday 16thMay 2023 

DuraƟon: 8am – 11am (AEST) 

IntroducƟon to                                 
Systems Leadership 

TBA  $89  

SLDA Conference Sept 2022 
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InterrupƟon and distracƟon 
The consequences for our work and some pracƟcal soluƟons. 
Or How I can get my work done, and done well?   
Richard Huelin, June 2022 
 

It’s hard to think of a job more affected by interrupƟon than 
that of a school leader. We accept that regular interrupƟons 
to our work are expected and inevitable.  

“I have liƩle to no control over that aspect of my role; it’s just 
a part of the job.”  

“A lot of the stuff I do is meeƟng the needs of others.”  

It can seem that those who rely on your assistance, advice, 
counsel etc. think you should stop what you’re doing so that 
you can help them. 

InterrupƟons and distracƟons have 2 primary effects on our 
work. The first is on the quality of our work. The second is on 
the quanƟty of work we get done at work. 

The two parts of this arƟcle are designed to influence your 
thinking and pracƟce regarding interrupƟons to your work: 

1. By sharing with you some of the most recent brain funcƟon 
research about the impact of interrupƟon on your ability to 
perform successfully in your role, and 
2. By explaining how you can miƟgate endless interrupƟons to 
your work. 
 

Why?  

1. There are profound cogniƟve effects which result from in-
terrupƟon and distracƟon. As a leader, you are thinking and 
making criƟcal decisions constantly. Can you afford to be do-
ing this sub-opƟmally? 
2. Both your work and non-work lives will be more fulfilling if 
you can successfully complete all (or at least most) of the 
work you plan to while you are at work. 
 

There are two disƟnct objecƟves in reducing interrupƟon and 
distracƟon: 

1. Reducing cogniƟve underperformance. 
2. Geƫng a lot more work done during the work day. 
 
Part 1. What recent research tells us about interrupƟon and 
distracƟon, in terms of our cogniƟve capability: 

Acknowledgement: The majority of the material for this arƟcle 
has been drawn from “Stolen Focus”, by author Johann Hari, 
2020. It is compelling reading and heavily researched. I have 
only extracted themes which relate directly to the work of a 
leader in an organisaƟon. 

MulƟ-tasking: 

MulƟ-tasking is a fallacy. Computers can do it. We can’t. And 
we can’t learn to do it. It is not possible to think about 3, 5 or 
10 things at a Ɵme. Our brains produce only 1 or 2 thoughts in 
our conscious mind at once. We have very limited cogniƟve 
capacity. It’s not changeable; it’s a funcƟon of brain structure. 

Task Switching: 

When people think they’re doing several things at once, they 
are actually ‘juggling’. They task switch, back and forth. With 
each switch, they must reconfigure their brain.  

Task switching comes with profound and costly effects that 
reduce your ability to do your job. 

1. The cost of switching:  
You’re reviewing a document and an email pops up on 
your screen. You glance at the email, then you go back to 
your reviewing.  
In that moment … 
Your brain has to reconfigure. You have to remember 
what you were doing before and what you were thinking. 
That takes a liƩle bit of Ɵme.  
When you do this, your performance drops. You are slow-
er. You lose the Ɵme it takes to scan the email subject 
and the Ɵme it takes to refocus. 
One study by HewleƩ Packard demonstrated that 
‘technological distracƟon’, emails, texts, and phone calls, 
caused an average drop in IQ of 10 points. (That’s about 
twice the effect of smoking cannabis). 
 

2. The screw up effect: 
When you task switch, errors that otherwise wouldn’t 
happen start to creep in, because our brains are error 
prone. When you switch tasks, your brain must backtrack, 
pick up and figure out where it leŌ off, and it can’t do 
that perfectly. Instead of spending criƟcal Ɵme thinking 
deeply, your thinking is more superficial, because you 
need to correct errors and backtrack. 
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3. The creaƟvity drain: 
New thoughts and innovaƟons come from your brain 
shaping new connecƟons from what you’ve seen, heard 
and learned. Your mind, given free, undistracted Ɵme, 
automaƟcally thinks back over everything it has absorbed 
and forms links between those things in new ways. This 
happens subconsciously. 
If you spend a lot of brain processing Ɵme task switching 
and error correcƟng, you have less Ɵme to follow your 
associaƟve links to new places and original and creaƟve 
thoughts. 
 

4. Diminished memory: 
A UCLA comparaƟve study demonstrated that people 
who were asked to perform two tasks at once could later 
remember less of what they did than the group who per-
formed one task. It takes mental space and energy to 
convert experiences into memories. If you spend energy 
on task switching, you’ll remember and learn less.  
Another study of 136 students involved their siƫng a 
test. Some had their phones off and some had them on, 
receiving intermiƩent texts. The laƩer group performed 
20% worse on the test. Other studies have shown this 
distracƟng effect to be up to 30%.  

Having your phone on and your email noƟficaƟons on while 
you’re at your desk or computer reduces your cogniƟve capa-
bility significantly, because you’ll be conƟnuously task switch-
ing.  

And if you think you are good at task switching or geƫng 
beƩer at it over Ɵme … 

I’m sorry, but you’re wrong. 

 

How oŌen are people typically task switching?  

The average office worker spends 40% of their Ɵme wrongly 
believing they’re mulƟ-tasking.  

The average American worker is distracted every three 
minutes. 

Uninterrupted Ɵme is becoming rare. One study showed that 
most office workers never get one uninterrupted hour in a 
day.  

Does this sound familiar? 

And … interrupƟons double your error rate.  

So what’s the answer? 

To do your job well, you need to be able to focus on one thing 
at a Ɵme; not all day, every day, but at least for a significant 
proporƟon of your work Ɵme.  

You might say that you have liƩle or no control over your 
Ɵme, but the truth is you can create space in your week 
where you have uninterrupted Ɵme to do your work (The 
work for which you are directly accountable). You will need to 
alter some of your behaviours and to influence some col-
leagues to change some of their behaviours. This will benefit 
them as well. You’ll create some dissonance, but you’ll be 
able to explain to your colleagues how they will also be beƩer 
off. 

InterrupƟons are oŌen unavoidable in school leadership 
roles, but you can reduce the frequency dramaƟcally through 
the expectaƟons you set, the behaviours you model and how 
you plan and carry out your work.  

DistracƟons can be substanƟally minimised by changing your 
behaviour. You have control over the things you allow your-
self to be distracted by, though there may be informal sys-
tems which cause you to feel a degree of obligaƟon to do cer-
tain things. This might require a system change. For example, 
“The people I work with expect that I’ll respond immediately 
to a phone call, text or email.” 

 

If you create uninterrupted Ɵme to focus your thinking, you 
will improve the quality of your work, accomplish more and 
have greater work saƟsfacƟon. Changing behaviour comes 
through pracƟce. You may experience dissonance and change 
requires consistent and persistent applicaƟon. And you may 
iniƟally find it difficult to stay focused, but that will pass. 

 

See you in Part 2. 

Regards, Richard. 

Richard Huelin , Consultant  

For more informaƟon please contact                                                   
richardjameshuelin@gmail.com 
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VALPEO: A new, “SLT-friendly” way of as-
sessing capability? 
By Andrei Stepanov1 

The Task 
For any organisaƟon that embarks on the Systems Leadership 
journey, becoming beƩer at assessing individual capability is a 
mission-criƟcal task. To this end, the Systems Leadership The-
ory (SLT) provides conceptual underpinnings in three areas:  

the five levels of capability (MPA, knowledge, technical 
skills, social process skills, applicaƟon)  

the frame of reference of Work Levels used to assess role 
complexity and individual MPA, 

the fundamentals of a system for assessing potenƟal in-
ternally emphasizing the role of the manager’s man-
ager (M+1). 

The Dual Challenge 
My experience shows that such a work-levels-based internal 
“M+1” system for assessing potenƟal can be very powerful – 
but also that invariably there are two challenges.   

The first challenge is the Ɵme and effort it takes to develop 
the “M+1” system to a level where both senior leadership and 
HR have full confidence in it as the main way of assessing tal-
ent. This level of confidence can only be reached once the 
organisaƟon has achieved a criƟcal mass in three areas: 

The organisaƟonal structure must be aligned with Work 
Levels, 

The “M+1”s must get to know their organisaƟonal 
“grandchildren” well enough to make informed 
judgements of their potenƟal, 

The current capability of “M+1”s must be aligned with the 
complexity of their roles.  

MeeƟng these three pre-condiƟons takes Ɵme and effort. 
Meanwhile, the organisaƟon will conƟnue to make appoint-
ment mistakes cosƟng 5-15 Ɵmes2 annual salary each. These 
mistakes can fuel opposiƟon to the “M+1” system and cast 
doubts on its validity even in the minds of its proponents. 

The second challenge is that this system is not applicable to 
external hires. For organisaƟons that look for strategic leader-
ship talent both internally and externally, this can be a major 
limitaƟon.  

That’s why most organisaƟons, in addiƟon to the “M+1” as-
sessment system want to have the opƟon of using an inde-
pendent assessment of potenƟal they can trust:  

as a safety net during the build-up of the “M+1” system,  
as a second opinion for criƟcal promoƟons / high-

potenƟal employees, and  
as a permanent feature for recruitment. 

A Possible SoluƟon? 
To overcome the dual challenge, I have been on the lookout 
for SLT-compaƟble external assessment soluƟons that can 
complement the “M+1” system. In my view, such a soluƟon 
must meet four criteria: 

Assess MPA and do so in the frame of reference of Work 
Levels. 

Cover other capability elements, especially social process 
skills and applicaƟon. 

Give insights to the degree of compaƟbility of a person’s 
value system with an organisaƟonal culture using the 
SLT’s six universal values and a mythological lens. 

Be scalable. 

The search for the best approach is sƟll ongoing. Based on the 
four criteria above, the soluƟon I have so far found to be most 
helpful, relevant, and conceptually compaƟble is called 
VALPEO.   

VALPEO (VALuing PEople and OrganisaƟons) has been devel-
oped by Fabiaan Van Vrekhem of Accord Group (Belgium). Its 
“people” component is focussed on studying three 
“orientaƟons” of an individual:  

Complexity OrientaƟon that integrates concepts of verƟ-
cal development formulated by EllioƩ Jaques and 
Robert Kegan. 

Values OrientaƟon, based on the framework of funda-
mental human values developed by Shalom 
Schwartz.  

Behavioural OrientaƟon: based on the widely accepted five-
factor model of personality3 that VALPEO has translated into 
business-friendly language. 
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My analysis shows that against the four criteria outlined above VALPEO stacks up as follows: 

 

Next Step 
For those SLDA members who would like to learn more about VALPEO and evaluate its uƟlity for the organisaƟons they work 
with, we will be happy to organise a more detailed presentaƟon and discussion. To give us an idea of aƩendance and help us 

focus on what’s most useful to you, please complete a 1-minute survey by clicking on this link. 

Andrei Stepanov  Accredited InternaƟonal Partner, Leadership Assessment & Development, Valpeo  
For more informaƟon please contact andrei.stepanov@gmail.com  
 

1Andrei joined Macdonald Associates Consultancy team in 2019.  

2Mallory T (2018). What does a Bad ExecuƟve Hire Cost You. Acadia Associates, Atlanta, GA hƩp://
www.acadiaassociates.com/Cost_of_a_Bad_Exec_Hire.pdf  

3 as developed by mulƟple researchers, most notably, Fiske (1949), Norman (1967), Smith (1967), Goldberg (1981), and McCrae & Costa 

Criterion VALPEO CompaƟbility 

Assessment of MPA using 
Work Levels as frame of ref-
erence 

Complexity OrientaƟon uses seven complexity levels with enough similari-
ty to SLT to ensure interoperability 

Assessment of social process 
skills and applicaƟon 

Among forty-nine dimensions used in Values and Behavioural                           
OrientaƟons, 

17 can be used to calibrate a mythological lens and assess individual 
fit to culture against SLT’s six universal values, 

15 can be used to assess social process skills, 
5 can be used to assess applicaƟon. 

Insights to individual com-
paƟbility with organisaƟonal 
culture 

Applicability at scale Online surveys for Complexity, Values and Behavioural orientaƟons are 
available in six languages. 

ValidaƟon interviews are carried out by a growing community of over 30 
accredited partners based in 10 locaƟons across Europe, Middle East, Afri-
ca, and North America. 


