There is so much we don't know in medicine that could make a difference,
and often we focus on the big things, and the little things get forgotten. To
highlight some smaller but important issues, we've put together a series of
pearls that the Red Whale found at the bottom of the ocean of knowledge!

Ask WHY before HOW
“Don’t ever take a fence down until you know why it was put up.” Robert Frost
We have discussed the importance of understanding what your vision is. Once you have decided this, you are now ready to work out
what your strategy should be.
When developing your strategy, you really need to understand WHY you will choose one strategy above another (i.e. one version of
working at scale above another). Part of this involves working out what problem you are really trying to solve.
One of the key mistakes people make when thinking about working at scale is to jump straight to working out what they want to do
and how they want to do it. This can lead to hasty and ill-thought-out decisions, with practices jumping on the local bandwagon for no
good reason.
Starting to work at scale without first understanding why you want to do this can have disastrous consequences. It will be very
difficult to work out what your subsequent vision is and to take people with you if you can’t give a compelling ‘why’.

Are you solving the right problem?
“If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said ‘a faster horse.’” – Henry Ford
There is a huge benefit in first trying to define what a problem is, and then seeing if you can reframe it. In a fascinating piece in the
January 2017 Harvard Business Review, Thomas Weddell-Weddellsborg describes the following problem:

The slow elevator problem

You are the owner of an office block which needs refurbishing. Tenants are threatening to move out because the elevators are too
slow. You scratch your head for a while and wonder if you can install a faster motor, replace the lifts or change the way they
function to avoid stopping so often? All of these cost a lot of money, and they are all solutions to the same ‘problem cluster’ – the
lifts don’t go fast enough.
Instead, you may take a more innovative approach. What if you put mirrors up outside the lifts? You can’t make the lifts go any
faster, but you can give people something to do while waiting (gazing at yourself is a popular pastime!). In a flash, you have solved
a different problem (the annoying wait for the lift) without causing great expense and disruption. The problem of waiting too long for
the lifts has disappeared and a different problem entirely has been solved – people were just getting bored with waiting for the lift!
As this example illustrates, problems rarely have just one aspect that needs solving. By reframing a problem, we can come up with
more interesting suggestions and solutions. Problems are multicausal and can be addressed in several ways.
For example, if access to appointments is a problem for patients, how can we reframe the problem so that it isn’t always a case of
the problem being ‘there are never enough appointments for patients’? Some examples of how this may be reframed include:
Patients don’t like waiting two weeks.
Patients need reassurance about their minor and self-limiting illnesses.
Patients can’t access physio, CPN or OT appointments in your area without a GP referral.
Addressing these problems might lead to very different solutions, such as ‘work with another practice and employ your own physio
which patients can access directly’ or ‘suggest that your federation provides a nurse to staff a walk-in clinic in your local pharmacy’.

Reframing the problem
Thinking like this can be difficult to adapt to. How do we define what the problem is in the first place, and how can we think creatively
enough to solve it?
Weddellsborg suggests several practices you could try to help you reframe ‘the problem’:
Bring an outsider into the discussion. Sometimes we are just too close to the problem. Get someone else’s perspective on the

problem. Choose someone who understands but is not part of your usual world, and someone who will speak freely. Look for
input not solutions! Consider using your patient participation group.
Get people’s definitions of the problem in writing. You’ll be amazed at the different iterations of the understanding of the
problem even within your own team.
Ask what’s missing. Rather than focus on the details of the problem, scan for what is not there .
Consider multiple categories. Is it an attitude problem? A workload problem? A workflow problem? A training problem? You
can come up with many more categories.
Analyse positive exceptions. Look for instances when the problem didn’t occur – ask why this was, what was different?
Question the objective. In the problem of access above, is the objective to provide more appointments, reduce demand or get
patients to see different healthcare professionals.
Focus on people’s underlying needs and interests, which may be unexpressed.
See the article on Negotiation for more examples on how to focus on needs and interests.

The power of ‘why?’
The question of WHY you want to work at scale should fit in with your vision (as outlined in the article on Vision, values and
purpose).
Thus, working at scale is just a STRATEGY to deliver your vision. You’ll need to understand your vision to help you work out the
‘why’ for working at scale.
In his book and much-viewed TED talk, ‘Start with Why’, Simon Sinek describes a clear process for setting the direction of an
organisation. Put simply: ‘ask why before how and what?’ Sinek describes three golden circles; these are concentric circles with
‘what’ in the outer ring, ‘how’ in the next ring and ‘why’ in the circle in the middle. He argues that most businesses don’t have a good
understanding of their why, and largely define themselves by their ‘what’ and their ‘how’. This understanding is crucial for
communicating the vision and taking people with you.
“People don’t buy WHAT people make, they buy WHY people make it.” Simon Sinek
Apple is a brilliant example of this. Sinek argues that its products aren’t significantly different from those developed by other leading
tech manufacturers, but Apple has made an art form out of communicating ‘why’ to its customers – it wants to challenge the status
quo. As a result, it has an extremely loyal customer base.
When people lose the focus on the ‘why’ of an organisation, teams can start focusing on other things such as the numbers (an
important element of most decisions but not the basis for a decision – unless financial survival is the only objective).
Having a strong leadership team with a strong WHY is important here, particularly because in working at scale you may have
several different people involved in decisions. The more people involved, the higher the chance of watering down an original WHY.
Taking people with you is especially important in working at scale. Our later chapters on change explain this more fully, but starting
with WHY will produce the emotional engagement you need, as well as provide a great platform to hang later decisions on.

Don’t do HOW first
“Form ever follows function.” Louis Sullivan
Successful architects and designers start the day by reciting the mantra “form must always follow function”.
If you are clear about why you have decided to work at scale and what you want to achieve, then the organisational form, structure
and the HOW that you need to deliver your aspirations can follow – it will often be clear by this point, and you can get professionals
in that field to help you set it up.
In our experience, GPs often get tied up in deciding what the structure and associated legalities of working at scale may be, to the
detriment of arriving at a clear and joint vision. And even when the ‘model’ has been established, it will need constant reassessment
and fine-tuning.

In conclusion
Once you’ve worked out what your vision is (by considering your values, purpose and envisioned future), you will want to work out
what strategy you need to achieve this.
Working at scale holds endless possibilities for innovation and transformation, but isn’t an end in itself. In order to understand which
option of working at scale you should choose, be extremely clear about what problem you are solving and why you need to change.

