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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was
the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was
the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was
the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.
Charles Dickens.

It may seem strange to begin some thoughts on
women in leadership by quoting an old dead white
man - albeit a very talented and famous one! But
I love this Dickens quote as it does exemplify the
strange time we live in at the moment with the
global pandemic, where there have been examples
of wonderful human behaviours and also the
opposite, but at the end of all of this hopefully a new
Spring dawning.

In pharmacy, politics, business and life in general it
seems that no matter what the question posed then
leadership is the answer! But in my opinion leadership
doesn’t just come with a title - it is within all of us -
and felt at every stage of our career from the cradle
to the grave!

My early years in pharmacy were completely
unremarkable as a white working class female who
was quite bright and managed to navigate the
comprehensive state school system and with the love
and support of my family - and with little history of
academic achievements, I went to study pharmacy
at my local School of Pharmacy at University of
Strathclyde in Glasgow. My pre-registration year was
in hospital pharmacy, absolutely not in a prestigious
teaching hospital but my local district general hospital
where I learned the basics of hospital pharmacy and
went onto further academic studies, undertaking my
MSc while working in the hospital and also doing
community pharmacy work to help finance my
studies. I was lucky enough to find out early-on that
education in pharmacy was my real passion and both
teaching and learning the knowledge and skills of this

great profession was where I was most fulfilled. So
I continued my learning by undertaking a PhD in
education at Glasgow University on pharmacy
education and was lucky to be employed on a national
basis working as the Director for what has now evolved
into NHS Education for Scotland.

I have been extremely lucky and fortunate to live, love
work and fulfil my career aspirations and passions
through pharmacy. However, like all careers there
have been some bumps and lots of detours along the
way but mostly it has been extremely positive and, as
a woman in pharmacy, I have seen many important
changes happen over the years. In particular and early
on, in a national setting in the UK in both profession
and management areas, it was very marked that
women were in the vast minority around the table.
Indeed, on many, many occasions I would often be the
only female at the table, something that is thankfully
unheard of now, hopefully?

So, what have I learned along the way as a woman and
leader? - a few hints that helped me…

Firstly, be authentically you. Don’t just emulate others
and don’t try to copy what some successful people do.
Women bring different and valuable skills to the table so
don’t be afraid to remain true to yourself, your own
personal and professional values - and still be successful.

Secondly, be kind and compassionate as you go
through both work and life. Kindness is not a
weakness but a critical ingredient to a successful
team and kindness starts at the top. Kindness leads
to a culture of growth and learning, rather than being
negative and judgemental and helps others around
you thrive and improve but also remember to be kind
to yourself and celebrate kindness and success in
equal measure.

Thirdly, take some calculated risks along the way.
When it seems that there are only binary options in

Leadership and Lessons Learned               

Rose Marie Parr, previously Chief Pharmaceutical Officer for Scotland

40



Journal of Pharmacy Management •  Volume 37 •  Issue 2 •  April 2021

going forward and the world looks either only black or
white, then look for another way. Sometimes real
lateral thinking does work, against all expectations.

Fourthly, everyone’s voice matters - and most
especially when people disagree with you. Diversity
is critical to being true to yourself and listening to
critical voices. Leadership isn’t about having all of
the answers but it is about asking the right questions
and encouraging the team around you to flourish and
be successful.

Lastly, don’t forget luck and serendipity in life. One of
the best opportunities in my career came about as a
joke to help break the ice at a pharmacy celebration.
A former Chief Pharmaceutical Officer in Scotland
(sadly now no longer with us) and myself had a brief
unexpected conversation about a national post that
had just been advertised in the Pharmaceutical
Journal. Over a canapé and a glass of wine I laughingly
said that I heard that the advert was a mistake and
instead of being advertised as a professional post it
was in fact printed as a professorial position and I
asked him if this was true or just a misprint by the
publisher. This brief conversation then unexpectedly
led him to ask if i was interested in applying for this
post, a thought that never entered my head till then.

However, it did give me the confidence to apply and
when I was lucky enough to get this position it
completely changed my career trajectory. So luck and
being at the right place and right time and most
especially, professional help and mentorship along
the way really does matter.

To also finish with a quote that I love and use often; it
is penned by the Irish poet and Nobel Prize winner for
Literature Seamus Heaney - and is also the epitaph on
his gravestone and it’s:-

Walk on Air, Against your better judgement.

It is a beautiful line and very inspirational and it is
about taking those risks in life. As pharmacists we are
naturally cautious but just sometimes we should
throw caution to the wind. It is about keeping your feet
on the ground but remembering to look up at the stars
as well. 

Good advice for all of us - I think.
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