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by Terry Rich, Chair, Public Service Transformation Academy

Foreword

This report and our conference 
it doesn’t have to be this way 
provide a chance to showcase 
some of the ways in which those 
who commission and provide our 
public services are responding 
to the many challenges faced 
in today’s climate of austerity, 
to deliver real public service 
transformation.

All the indications are that the 
climate is unlikely to become less 
challenging in the near future. 
Whilst there are some indications 
that the scale of reductions in 
public sector finances may begin 
to slow, it is all too apparent 
that commissioners of public 
services – local councils, central 
government agencies, NHS 
Clinical Commissioning Groups 
– will continue to face increasing 
demands and limited resources.

We know that the public are 
increasingly unwilling to accept 
poor quality or a service which 
is not of a standard or available 
at a time and in a way that suits 
them. We know that there is an 
increasing view that traditional 
procurement outcomes – detailed 
specifying of activity (inputs) and 
measurement of outputs – all 
determined by the lowest cost – 
are increasingly being questioned. 
There are strong moves towards 
changing the patterns of 
commissioning and procurement 
to focus on commissioning for 
‘outcomes’ with a greater reliance 
on the deliverer of services to 
use their expertise to deliver 
responsive services that better 

meet community need. Our report 
includes case studies that show 
how this approach is being used  
in an increasing number of places.

There is also rising concern that 
the history of outsourcing of public 
services has led to the creation  
of a small number of large 
multi-faceted corporations who 
dominate the provider sector of 
public services. A concentration 
on price and unit costs of inputs 
and outputs has had the effect of 
squeezing smaller organisations 
out of the market, and hence 
reducing the benefits of diversity 
and innovation that can be 
achieved through commissioning.

Recent market failures (Carillion 
comes to mind but is not unique) 
have caused something of a jolt  
in the complacency of thinking that 
size equals certainty (and lowest 
price). This offers a chance for  
a rethink and the potential 
space for the re-emergence of 
a plurality in the market – for a 
renewed vigour in the community 
and voluntary sector and in the 
growing social enterprise world 
to demonstrate the added value 
that can be achieved through 
commissioning services that are 
closer to communities and are 
aimed at delivering outcomes 
that people understand and want. 
The concept of ‘coproduction’ with 
communities and consumers is 
explored in our case studies, and 
is beginning to demonstrate that 
citizens and communities can and 
should be equal partners in public 
service commissioning.

The changes required to  
facilitate this more innovative 
and diverse market approach will 
need challenge within mainstream 
commissioning organisations. 
Local government, for example,  
will need to be able to loosen  
the rigid reins on procurement 
which have, in many areas, led to a 
narrowing of what is commissioned 
with a consequential limitation  
to the value achieved.

But it doesn’t have  
to be this way.
Our case studies show that  
if we embrace a new and  
expanded toolbox of options  
for commissioning, we are better 
placed to come up with solutions. 
The advent of social investment,  
a broader mixed market of  
mutuals, not for profits, social 
enterprises alongside the traditional 
charities sector and commercial 
organisations add complexity but 
bring opportunities for change and 
should be seen as empowering 
choice. Digital technologies  
and AI will also add to the mix  
and offer new and exciting ways  
of delivering outcomes.

The climate of austerity also 
sharpens the imperative of 
revisiting what are the core 
elements of public services that 
have to be maintained – and, 
consequently, what can be let  
go of. Is there still the same 
imperative for the same ‘universal 
offer’ in all areas that seemed 
critical a generation ago? Have  
we got enough evidence to 
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support a real shift towards early 
intervention and early help – not 
just in health and social care but 
across a broader range of public 
service interventions? Are there 
things that public services used  
to or currently deliver that can  
be passed back to citizens  
and communities? 

Clearly part of this transformed 
commissioning environment 
demands a full and open debate 
with citizens and a greater 
engagement with what is being 
commissioned and critically  
– what is not.

Our case studies also demonstrate 
that real transformational change 
has to span organisational and 
professional boundaries. For 
example, social workers and 
technologists must have some 
shared understanding of what 
good care looks like, teachers  
and procurement professionals 
must understand enough of 
each other’s worlds to ensure 
that schools are equipped cost-
effectively. System leadership  
is key to delivering this objective.

Transforming public services 
has never been more important 
than it is today – both because  
we simply can’t afford to go on  
in the current way and because  
the time is right, the tools are  
there, the market is rich with 
innovators and citizens are 
hungry for services that meet 
the challenges of today’s highly 
pressured world.

Our state of 
transformation  
survey received  
a good response from 
across public services. 
Detailed findings  
are interspersed 
throughout the report.

Terry Rich
Chair of the PSTA since 
2017, Terry runs his own 
consultancy in improvement 
and change in health and 
social care, having had a 
successful career of more 
than 40 years in social 
care. He was a director for 
over twelve years in three 
councils, chair of London 
region of the Association 
of Directors of Adult Social 
Services, is chair of the 
Avenues Group, a national 
charity providing supported 
living and residential care 
for people with learning 
disabilities, behavioural 
needs and acquired brain 
injury, and has also worked 
extensively within the NHS.
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Introduction and overview

In this state of transformation 
process, we set out to usefully 
survey what transformation – that 
much-devalued word – could 
mean in public services. I’m 
overjoyed at the intensity that 
these pieces reflect, the vim and 
vigour in the face of the current 
challenges facing public services. 
With some common themes and 
common goals, from the failure  
of Carillion as a symptom of  
a deeper system malaise, to the 
need to engage with people as 
real, equal, human beings, you 
could be forgiven for thinking 
all the authors are drawn from 
a narrow ideological set. Well, 
that’s true in a sense. They are all 
people who are devoted to public 
services, who have spent a long 
time learning some pretty painful 
lessons, and who realise that while 
there are no simple answers to 
complex problems, there is a mix 
of insight, compassion, and grit 
which will see you through. ‘Soft 
heart, strong spine’, as some 
Buddhists say. But, at the same 
time, there are Tories here and 
socialists, social workers and city 
lawyers, police officers and social 
entrepreneurs who are running 
very serious businesses, not just 
adopting a fancy title. They share 
a passion, and with that passion 
comes some strong language  
and strong opinions. I should  
make the usual disclaimer that  
all opinions expressed in this 
report are opinions…

What is clear is that public service 
transformation sometimes starts 
with door-knocking, sitting down 

by Benjamin Taylor, Chief Executive, Public Service Transformation Academy

with the parents at the adventure 
playground, or treating ‘hard to 
reach’, ‘excluded’, ‘difficult’ ‘clients’ 
and service users as human 
beings. And it sometimes starts 
with just getting on with learning 
lessons, with making real the 
concepts that others only toy with, 
with doing the hard stuff, well.  
This means that those – particularly 
in leadership roles – who can’t 
make the journey to the new world, 
are helped – respectfully and 
with dignity – to move on. Those 
who have a narrow definition of 
‘transformation’ – that it’s ‘all about’ 
digital, codesign, programme 
delivery, property, smart working, 
agile or any of a million other 
things, will be disappointed. Each 
of these is in there, but in their 
place. Transformation recognises 
the value of all kinds of specialist 
expertise and methods – but 
knows that, in practice, each  
of these is insufficient on its own.

These think pieces and case 
studies will often be read, first, 
as really inspiring – exciting, 
motivating, close to the true 
motivating factors for public 
service. And then you might think 
– on the other hand, why the hell 
isn’t all public service done like 
this? Whether it is engaging the 
discretionary effort of partners  
or front line staff, or serious down-
to-earth directive leadership that 
gets stuff done (or both), it is about 
cutting the crap, doing the hard 
work, and being really focused 
on outcomes. So, from complex 
partnerships to truly engaged 
codesign, innovation might not  

look like something blindingly new. 
It might or might not use the flavour 
of the month technology or legal 
form. What is clear is that nothing 
really changes unless the rules 
of the game change. This report 
might not change fundamentals 
– but, at the very least, you 
might pick up something about 
a different language, a robustly 
pragmatic and yet idealist way  
of thinking. And that might be the 
most fundamental change of all.

Benjamin Taylor
Benjamin is the PSTA chief 
executive. He has been  
in local public service 
reform for nearly 20 years, 
from front line work in an 
advice centre through work 
at the heart of a council’s 
leadership, and worked  
for both a partnership firm 
and a managed services 
provider before setting 
up RedQuadrant, now 
a top ten public service 
transformation consultancy. 
He believes passionately 
in the power of systems 
thinking and system 
leadership to improve the 
experience of organisations 
and public services for 
employees, customers,  
and citizens. 

@antlerboy
www.linkedin.com/in/antlerboy
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Most powerful drivers for transformation

Most significant barriers to transformation
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The challenge of austerity, while the largest single driver 
for transformation, is overmatched by our own realisation 
of the need for change

Leadership, staff approaches, and mindset  
are truly significant barriers

The state of transformation survey

Cultural issues both drive and block change

Cultural issues: 81% 
(disengagement, change fatigue, ineffectual  
leadership: distrust / lack of communication,  
silo mentality, traditional or fixed mindsets,  
politics, short-termism, lack of focus on  
citizen needs)

Finances, lack of the right people: 12%
Procurement challenges 4%
National approaches over-ride local 
willingness: 3%

l

l

l

l

Austerity: 30%
Cultural issues: 28% 
(leadership, vision, staff engagement,  
joint working, systems thinking)
Community and localism 8%
Public expectations 6%
Market issues and failures 3%
Technology 3%

l

l

l

l

l
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by Nick Hopkins

Advice and advocacy supporting 
public service transformation

The advice and advocacy sectors 
are being squeezed from both 
sides. Austerity means public 
services that are struggling to 
deliver on their responsibilities, 
further fraying of the safety net, 
and an increase in poverty and 
homelessness. That means more 
demand from people seeking 
redress from, or help to navigate 
or engage with, our welfare state. 
At the same time, advice and 
advocacy services are no more 
protected from cuts than any other 
part of the system.

The most basic argument for 
investment in advice and advocacy 
services lies in their human impact: 
helping people deal with systems that 
are imperfect or unresponsive, and 
arguably, on occasion, intentionally so.
 
But even in these times, continued 
investment in advice and advocacy 
is a necessity. The sectors have 
unique roles to play in supporting 
public sector transformation, roles 
that can be strengthened further.

The most basic argument for 
investment in advice and advocacy 
services lies in their human impact: 
helping people deal with systems 
that are imperfect or unresponsive, 
and arguably, on occasion, 
intentionally so.

Advice and advocacy services 
change the circumstances and 
lives of clients in ways that they 
would not manage alone. From 
the person with mental health 
problems successfully claiming  
PIP because the presence of  
an advocate at their assessment 
helped them talk in detail about the 
challenges in their daily life, to the 
vulnerably-housed single parent 
helped to escape a dangerous 
flat and abusive landlord, to a 
distressed mother finally able to 
access suitable care for her autistic 

child because her advocate wrote 
to her social worker on her behalf.

The most profound positive 
impacts of advice and advocacy 
are often on the way people feel 
about life. The constant refrain in 
discussion with advocacy/advice 
clients is that their wellbeing 
has improved, sometimes 
dramatically so, as a result of 
the support they have received. 
That can be the direct result 
of the changes achieved in 

people’s circumstances; reduced 
debt leaving them less anxious, 
improved housing conditions 
leaving them less depressed, 
appropriate respite care giving 
them the break they need.  
It can also stem from the simple 
act of talking about the situation 
they were facing, even when  
they are not able to resolve  
their problems. There can also 
be some relief in accepting, or 
understanding better, the basis  
of negative decisions.

Advice and advocacy services 
aren’t the enemy of good 
professional decisions. Their 
practical impacts aren’t achieved 
by the welfare state or other 
systems being ‘cheated’. Advice 
workers don’t incant magic upon 
benefit applications or in appeals, 
and advocates supporting  
people to prepare for meetings  
or assessments aren’t coaching 
them to lie.

The immediate practical impact of 
the advice and advocacy sectors 
on public sector transformation is 
to make existing systems work as 
they should: by helping people 
make the welfare state deliver on 
its responsibilities in accordance 
with their rights.

Advice and advocacy 
organisations can help transform 
public services as well as the 
lives of individual clients. They 
can support public services shift 
towards prevention, enabling 
more efficient use of public 
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funds through smarter, earlier 
intervention; provide a stepping 
stone to partnership working for 
organisations looking to break 
down silos; and perhaps most 
critically, provide a feedback loop 
on existing and new services.

Both sectors typically focus on 
issues that are core in the aetiology 
of social problems that risk 
becoming intractable and costly. 
Much of the advice sector tackles 
poverty, debt and homelessness 
head on; the advocacy sector’s 
core work is to help people look 
at whatever issues they face in 
the round, unlocking their ability 
to deal with their problems, taking 
seriously their sense of priorities, 
and ensuring that they are not 
disempowered within the human 
interactions on which the delivery 
of public services depends.

There are manifold examples 
of the sectors supporting early 
intervention and delivering system 
savings. Preventing a tenant’s 
eviction through providing advice 
on Universal Credit can save 
thousands of pounds if it stops 
that tenant entering a spiral that 
leaves them homeless. Services 
linking veterans to advocates 
with military experience can 
help them deal with immediate 
practical benefits, housing and 
employment problems. Doing so 
then creates the psychological 
space to help them engage with 
therapy; potentially stopping 
future expensive hospitalisation, 
engagement in criminal activity or 
homelessness. Advice, information 
and advocacy services for clients 
and carers engaging with social 
workers can help people get  
the right support to stay at home 
in accordance with their wishes; 

Advice and 
advocacy services 
change the 
circumstances  
and lives of  
clients in ways  
that they would  
not manage alone.

in turn helping social care budget 
holders looking to constrain  
the costly growth of use of 
residential care.

Some areas of the public 
sector have pushed ahead with 
integrating advice and advocacy 
into their delivery of services.  
For example, social landlords  
have responded to welfare 
reform and its threat to income 
management and tenancy 
sustainability by intensifying their 
engagement in benefits, debt and 
budgeting advice.

However, even where organisations 
have acted, too often advice and 
advocacy services are funded 
externally or from non-core 
budgets, or investment is based 
solely on the social rather than 
business case. That lack of hard-
headed understanding of what 
advice and advocacy services 
deliver can stop new or expanded 
investment and leave existing 
funding more vulnerable to being 
cut. It may stem from a lack of 
robust empirical evidence for 
the pathways through which the 
sectors deliver system savings.

This need not be the case.The 
theories of change underpinning 
advice and advocacy are convincing 
enough to support sustained or 
new investment. The critical next 
strategic step for the sectors is to 
properly evaluate projects in which 
they invest, to grow the body of 
research that can underpin and 
finesse those theories.

There is nothing new about the 
ideas of breaking down silos 
between organisations, multi-
agency working, or developing  
the role of frontline staff in 

identifying and referring people  
in need of support, but progress 
can feel glacial.

Engagement with the advice or 
advocacy sector, focused on 
tackling a discrete set of issues, 
can help turn theoretical discussion 
about partnership into something 
more solid. Such engagement can 
directly benefit clients and offer 
efficiency savings, but can also 
provide an illustration to frontline 
staff and service managers of the 
importance of their role as trusted 
intermediaries, capable of acting 
as first responding gateways  
to the services that people need.
The advice and advocacy sectors 
have always recognised their role 
in providing feedback on public 
policy and its implementation. 
Organisations like Citizens Advice 
and Shelter have always taken  
a twin approach; delivering 
services direct to clients, then 
using the data generated in social 
policy work to push for change.  
The advice sector as a whole 
has used client data and staff 
experience to keep up an 
informed critique of welfare reform 
throughout the past decade.
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Much of this work is in the 
background, not involving 
campaigning or public debate. 
Senior staff from the advice and 
advocacy sectors may play official 
roles in the development and 
trial of Government policy. More 
locally, advice and advocacy 
organisations are often plugged 
into local authority or local NHS 
working groups, reporting on 
gaps and flaws in local systems, 
identifying what goes wrong and 
for whom.

Despite that, it’s debatable whether 
the powerful data held by the 
advice and advocacy sectors 
always has the impact that it  
could. At all levels of the public 
sector, advice and advocacy 
organisations may find themselves 
kept at arm’s length or regarded 
as irritants, their expertise and 
perspectives seemingly not 
wanted, or, on occasion, finding 
their data or their right to mount 
critiques of policy being publicly 
challenged.

These tensions can be ideological. 
Organisations focused on 
supporting the most disadvantaged 
will often challenge government 
policy at a more fundamental level 
than issues of system function. 
Those ideological challenges 
can and do colour the debate 
that follows, with possible 
consequences for productive,  
data informed, exploration  
of more ‘technical’ policy and 
implementation issues. More 
simply, being challenged, even 
on technical grounds, is not a 
comfortable experience for public 
organisations, particularly when 
those challenges make it to the 
public sphere and risk political  

or personal consequences.
Problems also arise from 
misunderstandings about what 
the data provided by advocacy 
and advice organisations actually 
proves. Advice and advocacy 
organisations mainly deal with 
people for whom things are going, 
or have gone, wrong. The data  
they generate is effective in 
identifying where and why public 
policies and systems are flawed, 
and can throw light on changes in 
the prevalence of such problems. 
That data is not as effective in 
informing an understanding 
of the actual prevalence of 
such problems among a given 
population affected by policies.

These processes can be seen 
together in the debate around 
welfare reform. It’s possible  
to argue in good faith about  
the ideology underpinning  
the introduction of face-to-face 
assessments for disabled 
people claiming Employment 
Support Allowance or Personal 
Independence Payment. It’s not 
possible to argue in good faith that 
issues with those assessments 
have not hurt many applicants. 
However, resolution of those 
technical issues may have been 
hindered by the Government’s 
aggressive defensiveness in 
response to criticism, and by 
rhetoric on the other side that 
can seem to suggest that the 
unacceptable experiences of  
some applicants are universal. 
What’s worse, the nature of 
the debate may put people off 
applying for the benefits they are 
due, or colour interaction with the 
system and create stress for those 
who are applying, compounding 
system failure.
It should be possible to get 

At all levels 
of the public 
sector, advice 
and advocacy 
organisations  
may find 
themselves kept 
at arm’s length 
or regarded as 
irritants, their 
expertise and 
perspectives 
seemingly not 
wanted, or, on 
occasion, finding 
their data or their 
right to mount 
critiques of policy 
being publicly 
challenged.
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better discussions, informed 
by data, even on controversial 
policies, without neutering the 
civil society role of the advice and 
advocacy sectors or preventing 
local or national governments 
from vigorously defending their 
policy direction. Doing so requires 
some mutual shifts in tone and 
more judicious use of rhetoric; 
public organisations accepting 
the right of advice and advocacy 
organisations to challenge, and not 
undermining their bona fides when 
they do so, the sectors in turn 
generally accepting that politicians 
and policy makers are not setting 
out to make policy that hurts those 
they are charged with serving.

Alongside such tonal shifts, the 
public sector needs to create 
more ‘safe spaces’ for discussion, 
working groups/liaison groups that 
involve the advice and advocacy 

sectors. With ground rules on 
honesty, openness and rhetoric, 
a shared understanding of the 
limits of what the data under 
discussion can demonstrate, 
and a shared commitment to 
achieving improvements in existing 
systems, the huge information 
resource held by the advice and 
advocacy sectors can be properly 

brought to bear on public service 
transformation.

Creating such spaces can 
be critically important to the 
development and implementation 
of new policies. The Scottish 
Government assumes power 
over the Personal Independence 
Payment in 2021. Its Social 
Security Bill guarantees a right 
to advocacy for applicants with 
mental health problems applying 
for the new benefit. That provision 
was informed by the Welfare 
Advocacy Support Project pilots 
that it funded partly to guide its use 
of those new powers, and which 
provided advocates to people 
going through Work Capability/ 
PIP assessments. Once the new 
benefit is introduced, the testimony  
and data generated by advocates 
supporting people within the new 
assessment process should be  

Good systems may still have design 
errors, or face tensions that are not 
fully resolvable – and all systems 
depend on flawed human beings.  
The complexity of systems designed  
to support often vulnerable people  
may be reducible, but not eradicable.

an essential resource in shaping  
its implementation.

It’s not only about new systems 
or about those requiring major 
surgery. The advice and advocacy 
sectors can and should be seen 
as essential and long-term parts 
of all effective public sector 
systems. They are not a badge 

or an admission of failure, nor an 
expense that better performance 
can render unnecessary.

Good systems may still have 
design errors, or face tensions  
that are not completely resolvable - 
and all systems depend on flawed 
human beings. The complexity 
of systems designed to support 
often vulnerable people may be 
reducible, but not eradicable, 
and some people will almost 
certainly always need additional 
independent and impartial help  
to navigate their way around,  
or someone to help them in  
face-to-face engagement with 
others. In the case above, the 
Scottish Parliament’s Social 
Security Committee initially felt  
that Scotland’s new disability 
benefit system should and could 
be designed so that advocacy  
was not necessary. But ultimately 
they accepted this was not 
realistic, and shifted position  
to argue for the right to advocacy 
to be included in the Bill.

Feedback from the advice and 
advocacy sectors doesn’t just 
identify smaller system flaws, 
and doesn’t just come through 
statistical data. Looking at what 
advocates and advice staff do,  
and what clients say about them, 
poses more fundamental questions 
about public service delivery.

The essence of an advocate’s work 
is to take a position unequivocally 
on the side of the client, listening 
to their views on how they wish 
to deal with a situation and then 
supporting them to do so. Advice 
work is rarely just about filling in 
forms, writing letters, preparing 
appeals and chasing people on 
the phone; beyond such core 
roles advice staff typically provide 
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a listening ear and a degree of 
emotional support. Both advice 
and advocacy staff can be seen  
as walking alongside their clients.

Clients of advice and advocacy 
services consistently talk about 
being ‘listened to for the first time’ 
or about feeling that ‘for the first 
time someone is on my side’  
in dealing with an issue.

Even advocacy clients who are 
rich in social capital, who are 
dealing with unfamiliar social care 
or benefit systems, and even 
clients dealing with issues of which 
they have some professional 
understanding, consistently refer 
to advice workers and advocates 
helping them achieve solutions 
that they could not have managed 
by themselves, and emphasise 
the stress and confusion they had 
experienced trying to deal with 
things alone.

The detail of client feedback 
conveys powerful messages about 
people’s experiences of public 
services; that too many feel there 
is a lack of support and empathy 
from professionals, or that the 
appointment time they have with 
them is too limited, or that their 
relationships are too fractured or 
oppositional; and that the risks of 
systems failing to meet the needs 
of those with less social capital, 
or those without access to advice/
advocacy, are high. Public sector 
transformation must take seriously 
those messages, and the detail  
of their content, whenever they  
are to be heard.

Service transformation isn’t just  
for the public sector. If the advice 
and advocacy sectors are to cope 
with the challenges they face,  
the way they operate will also  
need to develop.

Chief among those challenges 
is the management of demand. 
Austerity is likely to drive increased 
numbers to seek advice and 
advocacy services for a while 
yet. Public services will continue 
to seek savings through early 
intervention, and any new 
partnership work reaching out to 
people earlier in the development 
of their problems means more 
people seeking help.

There are three areas around 
which responses might be built. 
For the advice sector, triage of 
clients is the most obvious, the 
gateway process within Citizens 
Advice Bureaux being a clear 
example of work to get clients 
to the right advisers to provide 
the right level of support. The 
sector may also have to become 
less protective of its specialisms, 
and think about how it can 
support some of the frontline staff 
who it wants to act as trusted 
intermediaries to deliver basic 
advice and information themselves.

Finally, the sectors can make more 
effective use of IT to help some 
clients help themselves. Advice 
organisations already provide  
an enormous range of information 
online across the range of issues 
on which they work. Advocacy 
organisations can also make use 
of interactive IT, learning from 
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initiatives such as the c-App,  
which helps people prepare 
for ESA and PIP assessments, 
and DocReady, which helps 
young people with mental health 
problems prepare for doctors’ 
appointments. Such approaches 
are not a substitute for face-to-face 
engagement, but can help those 
without access to advice and 
 advocacy, or who do not need  
that intensity of support.
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Predictions for the future of public service transformation

Survey feedback on key transformation initiatives

Learning, transformation, and change are the order  
of the day – for the foreseeable future. 
There are sets of paradoxes hidden here:
    Austerity vs the challenges of increased demand and  
    approaching limits of sustainability 
    Smaller public services – a retreating state – versus  
    more integration and more local drivers.

Health and care integration, as well  
as digital delivery were identified most  
often as the most significant current 
transformation initiatives. The Wigan Deal 
was mentioned a number of times as being  
one of the best examples of transformation.

‘ ‘
50

40
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0

l  Constant and necessary  
change, driven by austerity  
/ unsustainability 44%

l  More integration 24%  
l  Smaller public services,  

more self reliance 16%
l  Digitalisation 8%
l  Increased demand 4%
l  Market factors will be key 4%

The state of transformation survey

l

l
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by Garath Symonds

A few years ago, I led a public 
service transformation. It saw 
a 60 per cent reduction in 
youth unemployment, a 90 per 
cent drop in youth offending 
and the eradication of youth 
homelessness. The ‘T’ word is 
perhaps overused in the public 
sector, I’m guilty of it myself 
but, in this case, these changes 
to delivery were demonstrably 
transformational. Especially 
after a 25 per cent funding cut 
which had no impact on front line 
provision. As a consequence, by 
2015, a teenager growing up in 
Surrey was less likely to be out of 
education, training or employment. 
They were less likely to enter 
the criminal justice system or be 
homeless, and more likely to start 
an apprenticeship than teenagers 
anywhere else in the country.

The Chartered Institute of 
Procurement and Supply UK 
awarded our commissioning 
project ‘best public procurement’ 
in 2012. Our findings were 
presented at two different 
parliamentary select committees. 
It was evaluated by the Institute 
of Local Government Studies, 
attracted attention from seven 
different governments. And was 
showcased by the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development as an example of 
public sector innovation.

This, however, is not the 
transformation I want to share in 
this paper. The one I’m talking of 
happened at the same time and  

is not yet finished. This is about  
my self-transformation.

Building this new model was one 
thing, but I knew my leadership 
needed to adapt in order to make 
it work. As we led the dismantling 
of old services and contracts, 
then designed and built a new 
operating model, I was receiving 
mixed personal feedback.  
While I was seen as inspirational 
and committed to outcomes,  
I was also viewed as abrasive  
and overly directive.

In early 2012, I received 360 degree 

feedback that profoundly impacted 
on me and started my journey of 

Transformation by the bucket load

Perhaps then  
our job as leaders 
is to notice all 
that stuff that 
gets in our 
way: negative 
emotions, 
incessant 
thinking, our 
egoic minds;  
the contents  
of our buckets.

personal development. Supported 
by an excellent coach, I began  
to bring my behaviours and 
thoughts into my awareness 
through the coaching process.

Recently, before starting this 
paper, I was chatting to a friendly 
neighbour in my village pub.  
I mentioned that I had this think 
piece to write, he asked what  
it was about.

‘Public sector transformation,’  
I nervously said.

‘Is there such a thing?’ he replied.

‘Yes,’ I said more boldly, ‘and there 
is a movement of public sector 
leaders trying to change how we 
do things in the UK public sector.’

He wasn’t convinced, and told me 
how, as a taxpayer and user of 
government services, he hadn’t 
noticed much in the way of change 
since his childhood, half a century 
ago. This got me thinking about 
what transformational leadership 
really means to me.

It struck me that we often start 
organisational or systems change 
processes by trying to understand 
the system we are trying to change 
– and that this may be no different 
to personal transformation.

My process involved an enquiry 
into my inner system, its origins 
tracing back to my childhood; 
my relationship with my parents 
and my life experience. As a child 
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my emotions take control of me. 
Because emotional reactivity is 
infectious, leadership requires 
the self-discipline to observe the 
emotional process calmly, and  
not to become aroused through  
a process of identification.

The more I watched myself, the 
more I noticed that I was not in 
control. I was a machine controlled 
by my environment and not my 
self. I would present as angry and 
later feel shameful. Or perhaps I 
would give overly critical feedback 
and notice hurting a colleague. 
This self-observation work helped 
me accumulate a huge bucket 
of data about myself. It was, in 
essence, a huge bucket of shit; 
festering and stinking and always 
with me.

We all have these buckets and 
most of us never notice they are 
there. We carry them around 
without a problem, until life’s 
obstacles put us off balance.  
Then we lose our composure  
and we spill the bucket’s contents. 
Some of us project the contents  
of the bucket outwards or we spill  
it over ourselves. Either way: it’s 
the same result.

The trick to being a real human 
being is not to try and empty the 
contents of your bucket. The trick 
is to love what’s inside. Not to 
judge or even try and change what 
you observe, to simply accept it  
as part of you, as if you had 
chosen to carry it (and you have).

My work these days is to compost 
the contents of my bucket and to 
use its natural nutrients to grow 
my essence. ‘The cultivated Self 
is the leader’s greatest tool,’ 
observed Laozi in the Tao Te 
Ching, circa 600 BC. This doesn’t 
mean the stuff in my bucket never 

spills out – it means I’m much less 
likely to throw it over the people 
I’m supposed to be leading.
It is with the awareness that we 
can start to really lead, to judge 
less and blame less. To become 
defenceless rather than defensive, 
to extend rather than project. By 
bringing the darkness into the light 
I get to take control of the machine. 
I recall in 2009 researching why 
young people become NEET 
(Not in Education, Employment or 
Training). And then I set about a 
redesign of the system to address 
this social problem.

In 2018, the system I study most 
is my system; my inner conditions. 
This self-enquiry is an attempt 
to put some distance between 
my thoughts and feelings and 
my higher consciousness. Have 
you ever heard someone say: 
‘Speaking as an outsider to this 
problem I can see what needs 
to happen!’? This is the work we 
need to do as leaders: to become 
outsiders in our own system, to 
put distance between us and the 
system we are working in. This 
allows us not to become the social 
and organisational complexity that 
typifies the public sector context; 
our environment may well be 

I acquired a determination to 
achieve goals, to have a plan  
and deliver it ‘no matter what’.  
This trait came from an experience 
of loss and helped me have a 
sense of being ok during periods 
of uncertainty and isolation. Not 
surprisingly, it served me well in 
local government, where delivery 
can be in short supply and 
uncertainty in abundance. Early 
in my career I was promoted very 
quickly. The problem, however, 
was the ‘no matter what’ aspect.

All too often, I delivered at the 
expense of relationships with the 
people I was supposed to be 
leading. I remember knowing I had 
hurt someone’s feelings, feeling it 
in my own body as a visceral bite, 
and then discounting that valuable 
data. I failed to notice what was 
going on in me or for the other 
person. I continued to do well at 
work, and yet I knew at some level 
I wasn’t really leading. It was only 
after being in senior leadership 
positions in local government for 
over a decade that I developed  
an ambition to be a leader.

There is some sage advice in  
the Chinese Confucian Theory  
of Leadership (551-479):
‘Becoming a real human being 
really is the primary leadership 
issue of our time… If you want to 
be a leader, you have to be a real 
human being. You must recognise 
the true meaning of life before you 
become a great leader. You must 
understand yourself first.’

This ancient wisdom is akin to 
modern coaching. The key thing  
I have learnt is to notice what  
is happening for me and also for 
others. To notice my psychological 
process, as it is unfolding, minding 
not to react to it, so not to let 

When we identify 
with what is 
happening, in 
us and around 
us, we literally 
become part of 
the problem and 
not the solution.
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Confucius: 
‘Becoming a real 
human being really 
is the primary 
leadership issue 
of our time…
If you want to 
be a leader, you 
have to be a real 
human being. You 
must recognise 
the true meaning 
of life before 
you become a 
great leader. You 
must understand 
yourself first.’

volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous - but we don’t have 
to be. When we identify with what 
is happening, in us and around 
us, we literally become part of the 
problem and not the solution.

This idea of being an outsider  
in your own system features  
in the Zen Buddhist tradition.  
Zen Masters say that if you want  
to be a great leader you need  
to stop thinking or stop the  
flow of thoughts. Leaders  
who do not achieve this state  
will be obstructed by all kinds  
of different emotions including  
fear, anger, anxiety and sadness. 
These emotions can be found  
in my bucket, and this attachment 
gets in the way of making the  
right decisions.

For those with a beginner’s mind, 
the waterfall of thoughts does not 
distract the ‘thinker’ from seeing 
the single drop of wisdom. As 
someone who has been engaged 
in so called transformational 
thinking, I recognise the problem 
of cascading thoughts, and the 
challenge in getting to the simplicity 
of the single, transformational drop. 
We intuitively know that we think 
most effectively in the absence of 
negative emotion, when we are in 
the moment, and not projecting into 
the future or replaying the past.
Perhaps then our job as leaders 
is to notice all that stuff that gets 
in our way: negative emotions, 

Garath Symonds 
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Commissioners Club,  
and a Go Lab Fellow  
of Practice. 

incessant thinking, our egoic  
minds – the contents of our 
buckets. Then we might stop 
getting in our own way and see 
the system for what it actually is. 
And, well, all of this would have 
been great to say to my mate in the 
village pub. Yet a pint of bitter and 
a bowl of chips got in the way of 
an interesting conversation about 
how, if you’re to become a real 
human being, you must notice  
the contents of your bucket.
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Public service:  
state of transformation
23 May 2019

At next year’s conference, we want to:
l Enable more self-organised discussion
l Bring in partner organisations with their own  

programmes and opinions

And focus the conference on the collaborative action.

Drop us a line if you have a suggestion, or want to contribute:  
info@publicservicetransformation.org
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The collapse of the construction 
and public service contractor 
Carillion has raised old questions 
about the political and commercial 
sustainability of public service 
markets. Is it appropriate to have 
public service delivery models 
that rely on the profit motive 
and the vagaries of the world of 
commerce? What should be the 
relationship between government 
and market when it comes to  
the delivery of public services?

The Nobel Prize winning economist, 
Ronald Coase, wrote of corporations 
as islands of conscious power 

in an ocean of unconscious 
cooperation – the ocean in this case 
being the market. (Ronald Coase, 
‘The Nature of the Firm’, Economica, 
n.s., 4 (November 1937), pp.386-
405 at p.386, quoting Joan 
Robinson). Governments are 
continents, perhaps, not islands, 
yet no government is ‘entire of 
itself’. In the early 21st century, 
no government is going to build 

its own bridges or write its own 
software. No matter how large the 
island or the continent, there will 
always be spaces where politicians 
and civil servants must negotiate 
the relationship on the boundary 
between public and private.
Institutional economists since 
Coase have argued that this rigid 
distinction between conscious and 
unconscious power – between 
command and collaboration, 
between hierarchy and contract – 
fails to capture the complexity of 
the real world. They have argued 
that the corporation serves as 
the meeting point for different 

by Professor Gary Sturgess

Markets – good servants, 
but bad masters

Every public service worker operates 
in a contractual environment – 
from relatively simple employment 
contracts through to extraordinarily 
complex system-of-system contracts 
sometimes employed in the defence 
and aerospace sectors.

contracts and different kinds  
of contractual relationships.
This is true of government 
as well. Every public service 
worker operates in a contractual 
environment – from relatively 
simple employment contracts 
through to extraordinarily complex 
system-of-system contracts 
sometimes employed in the 
defence and aerospace sectors.

And, with very few exceptions, they 
have all won the right to perform 
these functions through some kind 
of competitive process. At the 
heart of the Northcote-Trevelyan 
reforms of the mid-19th century  
lay the notion of appointment  
on merit based on examination.  
The advocates of the merit  
system were widely known  
as the competition-wallahs.

So, the question is not whether 
government will use competition 
and contracting, but what kind 
of competition or contract is 
appropriate for the services or 
functions in question. This should 
not be a matter of ideology, argued 
from first principles or founded  
in political and economic debates 
of the early 20th century. It should 
be determined instead, by what 
works, in what circumstances.

The public service sector is always 
going to be a mixed economy of 
public, private and not-for-profit 
providers. No British government 
is going to outsource the 
management of more than a small 
proportion of its prisons. Every 
British government will continue to 
rely heavily on the non-government 
sector for the actual delivery  
of many social services, as many 
of the social democracies in 
Europe have always done.

It is inevitable that in a post-
industrial society, most public 
services will be delivered through 
complex networks of providers, 
public and/or private. One of the 
most persistent challenges for 
the public sector over the past 
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thirty years has been how to bring 
together the health and social care 
systems so that they make sense 
to and are readily accessible  
by service beneficiaries. Theories 
of industrial organisation originally 

Those responsible for commissioning 
public services cannot walk away once 
the watch has been wound. They have 
a responsibility to ensure that it is 
regularly rewound and that the hands 
are periodically re-adjusted to show 
the correct time.

through command and control. The 
introduction of crude performance 
targets by HM Treasury in the 
mid-2000s was a classic example 
of this corporatist approach to the 
public service sector.

But the concept of the archipelago 
is just as challenging for micro-
economists, who are deeply 
wedded to the Coasean metaphor 
of firm and market. In its capacity 
as lawmaker, government is seen 
as being responsible for correcting 
‘market failure’ – externalities, 
imperfect information, allocative 
inefficiency, and so on – but for the 
most part, regulators are supposed 
to be modest in their interventions. 
Like King Cnut, they are expected 
to approach the ocean of 
unconscious cooperation with a 
deep sense of their own limitations.
There is clear evidence, over many 
years, that policymakers do need 
to be modest about their capacity 
to engage in the design and 
ongoing management of complex 
delivery systems. Evidence of that 
is shown in the problems that have 
emerged in recent years in the 
UK’s social care market, and the 
challenges which have arisen in 
development of voucher systems 
based on individual budgets 
and user choice right across the 
English-speaking world.

Even where civil servants have 
done brilliant design work, 
ministers have sometimes stepped 
in at the last minute to impose their 
own ill-considered alternatives 
that have resulted in widespread 
system-level dysfunction.

But, challenging though it may 
be, lawmakers and policymakers 
sometimes have no alternative but 
to design a new delivery network 
from scratch, or to re-engineer 
existing ones so that they operate 
in a fundamentally different way.

And, where national security 
or individual wellbeing are at 
stake, those responsible for 
commissioning public services 
cannot walk away once the watch 
has been wound. They have a 
responsibility to ensure that it is 
regularly rewound and that the 
hands are periodically re-adjusted 
to show the correct time.

Some of the problem lies in the use 
of the term ‘market’ to describe 
these public service delivery 
systems. All too often when this 
word is used, economists and 
policymakers assume that they are 
dealing with commodity markets 
capable of operating, at least 
theoretically, under conditions  
of ‘perfect competition’.

Until very recently, micro-economists 
had no concept of ‘market design’, 
and the prospect of some govern 
ment official being actively 
responsible for market stewardship 
would have been regarded by 
many as deeply disturbing.

Of course, when we turn to the 
original concept of the marketplace 
– the village cheese market, the 
Mercato Centrale or the London 
Metal Exchange – then the 
notion that a group of individuals 
might deliberately design the 

developed in the late 19th and 
early 20th century, such as 
Taylorism, are of little use in trying 
to resolve these challenges.

The solutions (and the challenges) 
lie in the design and ongoing 
management of systems, not in 
the more effective management 
of individual functions or services. 
Overwhelmingly, this is the 
responsibility of government.  
From this perspective, the public 
service economy is not an island  
or a continent, but an archipelago  
- a myriad of ‘islands of conscious 
power’ scattered throughout 
society, surrounded by less-
structured cooperation – the  
shape of which is only partly  
within the control of policymakers 
and lawmakers.

This is deeply challenging for 
corporatists of both the Left 
and Right, for whom the public 
service sector is largely seen in 
hierarchical terms, capable of 
being structured and managed 
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The question 
is not whether 
government will 
use competition 
and contracting, 
but what kind  
of competition  
or contract  
is appropriate  
for the services  
or functions  
in question.

rules of exchange and assume 
responsibility for the ongoing 
functionality of the market is  
much less challenging.

The award of a Nobel Prize in 2012 
to the North American economist, 
Alvin Roth, for his work on ‘the 
practice of market design’ has 
made the concept somewhat 
less challenging for economists. 
But Roth’s kidney exchange 
is a relatively simple system, 
using mathematical algorithms 
to simulate the clearing-house 
functions of a market (with price 

government. The public service 
economy bears many of the 
characteristics of a market, even 
when private for-profit providers 
are not involved, but the use 
of this term has contributed to 
policymakers taking a restricted 
view of their obligations for the 
design and stewardship of  
these systems.

If we replace the metaphor of the 
market with that of a corporate 
supply chain, then the relationship 
between policymakers and the 
commissioners of public services, 
and the ‘firms’ responsible for 
delivery, whether drawn from  
the public or the private sectors, 
looks entirely different.

It is unimaginable that a 
supermarket chain or an 
automotive manufacturer would 
not take an active interest in the 
ongoing management of its supply 
chain. Indeed, it is commonplace 
for large corporations to actively 
sponsor small suppliers, providing 
them with technical advice and/or 
financial security to enable them 
to build the necessary capability 
and capacity, and adjusting the 
shape of supply chain when 
circumstances require.

The supply chains employed by 
governments to deliver public 
services are often much more 
complex than those developed  
by General Motors or Benetton, 
so the metaphor is not ideal. 
But where public services are 
delivered under contract, then  
it seems more appropriate than 
that of a highly impersonal market 
for pencils or light bulbs.

At least as much as Nike, 
government is responsible for 
its supply chain. Public officials 
are entitled and, morally and 
professionally obliged, to 
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not serving as the mechanism  
for clearing supply and demand).
It bears none of the complexity, 
diversity and fluidity of, say, 
a voucher system for people 
with a disability, where service 
beneficiaries can select their own 
providers from a vast range of 
approved suppliers to meet their 
personal needs, supported by 
individual budgets funded by the 

decide what kind of suppliers 
will be allowed to participate in 
the ‘market’. As the American 
academic, Deborah Avant wrote 
some years ago, referring to the 
defence support contracting,  
‘If customers choose ‘cowboys’ 
more often, they will (intentionally 
or not) reshape professional 
norms’.(Deborah D. Avant, 
The Market for Force: The 
Consequences of Privatizing 
Security, Cambridge University 
Press, 2005, p.226)

If this is a market, then government 
is responsible for the culture of  
that market. If it conducts 
procurements dominated by  
low-price and maximum risk 
transfer, it will encourage a race  
for the bottom, where workers’ 
terms and conditions, service 
quality and ultimately institutional 
integrity and trust will suffer.

Like fire, public service markets 
have the potential to be a good 
servant. They make a poor master.
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Reflect on the pressure to 
reintroduce a blue British passport. 
Why does it matter so much to  
so many? Why do so many people 
care about being British? Why are 
some people proud of being from 
Yorkshire? Our shared sense of 
identity is central to our concept  
of who we are and our sense  
of belonging to the communities  
in which we live.

History can teach us a great deal. 
The French Revolution created  
the blueprint for changing hearts  
and minds and for creating  
a community. The Revolution  
united people by using language, 
symbols and songs, to persuade 
and enable people to work towards 
the new common purpose and 
shared goals of liberté, égalité  
and fraternité.

Often, one of the first actions of 
a new head teacher of a ‘failing 
school’ is to impose a school 
uniform and new, clear rules to 
create a sense of a shared school 

community, identity, pride,  
and belonging to the school.

We all want to belong to a bigger 
group and to differentiate our 
group, ‘US’ from others or ‘THEM’. 
The words and phrases we use 
play a crucial role in the creation  
of identity and how we view and 
treat people.

Great strides have been made 
to eliminate sexist and racist 
words and language. Academic 
studies show that racism is a 
learned behaviour. As such it can 
be unlearned. The humour and 
attitudes of the 1970s are now 
wholly unacceptable.

What has this got to do with the 
professional social worker’s use  
of the phrase ‘service user’?  
Surely this is a respectful term?

When social workers type or use 
the phrase ‘service user’, what 
impression do these words create? 
Do the words influence the social 

We must break 
down artificial 
barriers and start 
treating people  
in the same way 
we would treat 
our own family, 
own friends and 
own neighbours.

Status 
Age
Work
Health
Dependants
Housing

Service User 1 Service User 2

Widow 

Late 50s

Benefits

Stroke

Lives alone

Tenant

Professional Woman

Late 50s

Charity Trustee

Brain Haemorrhage

Daughter at University

Privately renting

What is a Service User, and why do the words matter?  
Consider the following:

by Jan Morgan

‘Service user’
it could be you...

worker’s subsequent actions or 
interactions with service users?  
Is the phrase ‘service user’  
a respectful term or does it create  
a barrier, dividing the social worker 
from those they support?

Who is a service user? What about 
the young IT entrepreneur who has 
their rubbish collected? They use 
the council’s services, so surely, 
they, too, must be a service user?

Return to the table above, which 
description more closely aligns with 
your impressions when you think  
or use the phrase ‘service user’?

Apologies for the trick question. 
You may have guessed that these 
are simply alternative ways of 
describing the same person. From 
this you can see how judicious use 
of particular words and phrases 
influences our view of people, 
which in turn affects how we act 
and interact with them.

By creating a specific phrase, 
that isn’t used in everyday life, 
immediate barriers and divisions 
are created between the social 
workers and those they serve;  
the ‘service users’ – and yet, we 
are all residents of our community. 
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Whether the social worker lives in 
the community or commutes daily 
to the area, they participate in and 
benefit from their local community.

We must break down artificial 
barriers and start treating people 
in the same way we would treat our 
own family, friends and neighbours.

‘But we do that already’ I hear 
everyone shout. Honestly? 

Remember your first impressions 
when reading the table above, 
which column did you most 
associate with? Be honest; you  
felt more empathy, more familiarity, 
with one description rather than  
the other, didn’t you?

accessing adult social care from 
my local authority. Four authorities 
in total, due to enforced house 
moves. Over the past seven years, 
across those four local authorities 
I have only had contact with one 
single social worker who treated 
me as he would his colleagues; 
with professional courtesy;  
as a human being.

That may seem harsh, an 
exaggeration. But reflect on your 
own thoughts and impressions  
from your first reading of the  
table above.

Most social workers have been 
patronising to me, in the ‘I’m an 
experienced social worker so  

how many people they can get 
to attend these groups, no matter 
how irrelevant or inappropriate the 
groups may be to the person’s life.

Imagine you are a social worker 
who receives information that 
someone has just moved into the 
area and has requested a social 
care assessment. You are told that 
the person had a stroke and is in 
their late 50s; that they are a tenant 
living alone and on benefits. What 
thoughts go through your mind? 
What type of person do you expect 
to meet? Do you resonate with  
this person?

I have two undergraduate degrees, 
one in psychology and one in 
astronomy. I have an MSc in 
security studies. I am a qualified 
programme and project 
manager and have worked on 
many transformational change 
programmes. I know quite a lot 
about technology, elearning, and 
management information systems.  
I enjoyed a successful, if somewhat 
eclectic career which began as  
a psychiatric nursing assistant in 
a secure psychiatric hospital then 
local authority housing before 
entering academia, where I worked 
for several universities, including 
the Open University where my 
team won the Queen’s award for 
export. My latter career was in 
management consulting, including 
with PwC. I have worked with 
several local authorities on a range 
of projects including transforming 
education provision to structural 
reviews. I had my first paid job at 
age 16 years, and was a taxpayer 
for over 30 years.

My point is that the words ‘stroke, 
benefits, tenant’ and similar, create 
a set of ideas, assumptions and 
presumptions about who people 
are and crucially, what they  
need – all this before the social 

In fact, tomorrow, you could be  
a service user. Think of that each  
and every time you say or write those 
words. Stop creating barriers and  
start building communities.

I am now going to share  
a little of my story.
One ordinary Monday several 
years ago, my life changed forever 
in seconds. An artery in my brain 
burst and I suffered catastrophic 
and disabling brain damage.  
I have since learned that I was 
probably born with an AVM;  
a weak connection between  
an artery and a vein in my brain.  
It could have burst at any time.  
I had no warning, no symptoms.  
I was speaking on the phone when 
it happened. I have been severely 
disabled ever since.

Since my hospital discharge,  
I have been a service user 

I know what’s best for you’ manner, 
even if unconsciously. Most don’t 
even realise how they come across 
and believe, instead that they are 
doing good. Some social workers 
have spoken to me very slowly  
and loudly – as if I were deaf  
or hard of hearing.

I have been taken to groups of very 
elderly infirm people – to ‘improve 
my social life’. I have been told  
I should join local painting groups, 
despite the fact I have never had 
any interest or ability in learning  
to paint in my life.

At times, it feels as if social workers 
receive commission for how many 
leaflets they leave with me, or 
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worker has even met the person.
Immediately a social worker enters 
someone’s home, what do they do? 
How many carry overshoes to wear 
over outdoor shoes when entering 
a resident’s home? (100 pairs cost 
£2.99 on Amazon). How many 
social workers offer to remove their 
shoes, or ask if the resident would 
prefer them to do so? How many 
social workers or assessors simply 
walk straight into the person’s 
home wearing their outdoor shoes? 
Why does it matter?

In my case, I cannot vacuum 
carpets or clean floors, so if people 
do not cover or remove their shoes, 
my carpets and floors get filthy. 
In winter, I have had to live with 
filthy carpets for days until my next 
help arrives. Do social workers 
or assessors even think of the 
consequences to the resident or 
walking straight into their homes?

Again, I ask, ‘what is a service 
user?’ A service user is anonymous. 
It is it like a widget in a production 
line. How can anyone empathise  
or resonate with the phrase ‘service 
user’? Do social workers consider 
themselves a service user or are 
service people ‘just’ the people 
they provide services to?

The Care Act 2014 places 
individuals at the heart of 
everything adult social services 
does, but do those who work in 
adult social services really do 
this? Does the term ‘service user’ 
prevent social workers from placing 
individual at the heart of everything 
by creating barriers and divisions  
in their minds between them,  
the social worker and the residents 
or service user?

The Care Act 2014 also states 
that local authorities will give 
people ‘more control and help 

them to make more effective and 
personalised choices over their 
care. They should therefore get 
better care that works for them’,  
but how can social workers  
do this if they assume the people 
who need the support are different 
to them? Quite frankly, the only 
person who knows what is best for 
me is me. We are all residents of 
our local community. My own story 
shows just how quickly our lives can 
change – the proverbial bus could 
come along at any moment turning 
you into a ‘service user’. How does 
that make you feel?

To transform adult social care 
practice, everyone must reflect 
on the language used, and the 
influence words and phrases 
have on creating impressions and 
conceptions as well as impacting 
on actions. How can the adult 
social services profession change 
its practice through changing the 
words it uses?

‘But what about the scroungers, 
the fraudsters?’, I hear you cry. 
Statistics consistently show that 
total benefit fraud is under 2% of 
the UK’s total fraud from all sources 
and is less than 1% of the overall 
benefit and tax credits expenditure.

The point is that most residents 
who come into contact with adult 
social; services are honest upright 
citizens just like you, just like the 
social worker and assessor.  
People seeking adult social care 
support are not out to defraud the 
system, nor are they trying to obtain 
money and support for which they 
are not eligible. The overwhelming 
number are simply people like me 
or people like you who just need 
a bit of help to do the everyday 
things you take for granted – have 
you ever tried to put on a bra  
one handed?

My plea is to stop using the phrase 
‘service user’. Why not use the 
person’s name? If adult social 
services must use a more inclusive 
generic or plural word, then how 
about resident or neighbour?

Service users are people just like 
you, with the same hopes and 
wishes for quality of life. In fact, 
tomorrow, you could be a service 
user. Think of that each and every 
time you say or write those words. 
Stop creating barriers and start 
building communities.

Jan Morgan
Jan specialised in 
transformational change, 
education and technology 
and also worked extensively 
in defence on technology 
and training.

In 2010, she was left 
disabled following a brain 
haemorrhage. Despite a 
poor prognosis, she walked 
out of hospital three months 
later and subsequently 
became the 2012 British 
& European champion 
in the LTA category, and 
in 2017, graduated with 
a MSc in Transnational 
Security Studies from Royal 
Holloway, University of 
London. She has been  
a Charity Trustee and 
advisor to Boards focusing 
on good governance to 
enhance shareholder or 
public value, and is open  
to well-paying half time roles 
she can do from home! 
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Learning, improving, reflecting
l Predictive modelling  

and data analytics
l Lessons learned and sharing  

knowledge – optimism bias, sharing success 
and failure

l Markets, unintended consequences,  
‘Brexit’, and the economy

l Structure, central / local relationships, 
constitution

Leadership and management
l Ethics and protecting the vulnerable  

– including equality and diversity,  
mourning what we have lost

l Cultural change and transformational 
leadership, behavioural change within  
public services, nurturing social movements 
for change

l Commercial mindset and income generation
l Collaborating across boundaries and 

commissioning as the layer between policy 
and delivery,

Citizens and communities
l Austerity and what’s ‘core’ to public provision, 

delivering public services with less money
l Social value and outcome focus
l Citizens and communities – our relationship 

with citizens and their role – co-design, 
engagement, personalisation / behavioural, 
self-efficacy, behaviour and cultural change

l Early help and early intervention, revised 
universal offers

Service delivery
l Holistic, real transformation – whole 

system service redesign
l Alternative delivery and governance 

models
l Digital
l Social investment – mixed market  

for funding as well as for provision

The state of transformation survey

We looked at the themes 
for current and emerging 
transformation against the 
RedQuadrant ‘five worlds’ 
system leadership model. 
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Carillion going into liquidation in 
January 2018 might have been 
a shock for the government. It 
wasn’t for many of the charities and 
social enterprises delivering public 
services. They’d seen first-hand 
how government commissioning 
had become a competition for 
FTSE 100 companies to race to the 
bottom in terms of price, stripping 
social impact – and margin – out of 
contracts and, all the while, paying 
their CEOs multi-million-pound 
salaries. As a leader of a large social 
enterprise put it to me: ‘government 
commissioning understands the 
price of everything but the value  
of nothing.’

The response of some to Carillion 
is to frame this around outsourcing 
versus insourcing or Capitalism 
versus Socialism. These arguments 
from the 1980s should remain there. 
They are not the answer. The key 
question is: what are the social 
outcomes that we want our public 
services to create?

What hope should the government 
be giving to the 550,000 young 
people who don’t have a job or 
aren’t in education or training? Or 
to the 80,000 families who are in 
temporary accommodation? Or to 
the 5,000 people that are sleeping 
rough? Or to the 1.2 million people 
in contact with mental health 
services? What about children on 
the edge of care or the 73,000 
children that are looked after by 
the state? This list could go on, 
and many of these statistics have 
got worse over the past few years. 
The public sector was designed 
to support people in acute and 

infrequent need. But the need is 
now neither acute nor infrequent: 
more people need more help.

The experience of these people 
challenges those of us who believe 
that this is too high a level of 
human suffering for a developed 
country. Our reactive model also 
represents a missed opportunity 
to contribute to improving UK 
productivity and economic growth. 
Only six per cent of public spending 
 is spent on preventing social 
problems, instead of reacting to them 
The UK needs to create opportunity 
 for all in society in a new way.

The good news is that – while 
many have been frozen out of large 
public service contracts – charities 
and social enterprises are learning 
from the lived experience of people 
in communities, who are innovating 
and creating genuine impact, 
preventing social problems, and 
creating opportunity for all.

Some of these charities and social 
enterprises were encouraged by 
ministers to bid for government 
programmes such as the Work 
Programme and Transforming 
Rehabilitation. Collectively, they 
have spent millions of pounds 
bidding only to discover that 
large companies got the financial 
backing. Locally, many social 
enterprises have lost their health 
contracts to private companies like 
Virgin Care who promise innovation 
and new technologies only to 
then go grovelling to the social 
enterprise they beat in the tender 
to ask for help when they can’t 
mobilise the contract.

by Dominic Llewellyn

Carillion: commissioning  
at a crossroads

The response of 
some to Carillion 
is to frame this 
around outsourcing 
versus insourcing 
or Capitalism 
versus Socialism. 
These arguments 
from the 1980s 
should remain 
there. They are  
not the answer. 
The key question 
is: what are the 
social outcomes 
that we want our 
public services  
to create?

There are many examples of 
the incredible work that social 
enterprises are doing. They 
include Catch22’s Children in 
Need project, providing early 
support to stop repeat escalations 
in children’s social care through 
a ‘pod’ model of support working 
with the community. HCT Group’s 
travel training gives children and 
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young people with special
educational needs the skills and 
confidence to travel independently 
on public transport, opening up 
a world of possibilities – going 
on to college, employment or 
just being able to get out and 
about with friends. Shared Lives 
matches an adult who needs 
support and/or someone to move 
in with, or regularly be visited by, 
an approved Shared Lives carer. 
Together, they share family and 
community life. The outcomes can 
be startling, with people reporting 
feeling settled, valued and like  
they belong for the first time  
in their lives. They make friends  
– a third make five or more  
friends through Shared Lives –  
and they get involved in clubs, 
activities and volunteering; often  
a new experience.

Exceptional social enterprises 
aren’t just operating in locally 
commissioned services.  
An example within criminal justice 
is The Clink – the remarkable 
hospitality and catering social 
enterprise – working in prisons 
and ‘through the gate’, reducing 
reoffending rates. A recent 
Ministry of Justice report found 
that for every 100 typical people 
participating in The Clink’s training 

Our reactive model represents a missed 
opportunity to contribute to improving 
UK productivity and economic growth. 
Only six per cent of public spending  
is spent on preventing social problems, 
instead of reacting to them.

scheme, 17 would go on to 
reoffend within a year of release. 
For every 100 non-participants,  
29 would reoffend within a year. 

There are some glimmers of 
hope. The Life Chances Fund, 
the £80m top-up fund for locally 
commissioned outcomes-based 
contracts for charities and social 
enterprises, is significantly 
over-subscribed. This supports 
charities and social enterprises 
to deliver contracts that are often 
preventative across homelessness, 
children and families, drugs and 
alcohol, health and adult social 
care, employment and criminal 
justice. Cities such as Sheffield 
are looking to create social 
impact bonds of a magnitude not 
seen before in the UK. Somerset 
County Council has formed a joint 

venture, Discovery, with the social 
enterprise Dimensions, to help 
people with learning disabilities 
and autism get more from life.  
It supports 900 people in services 
including long-term residential 
care, supported living, home care, 
crisis support and employment 
support. Leicester City Council  
has recently started a process  
to build an innovative partnership 
with a social enterprise for its 
children’s services.

However, these kinds of contracts 
are often the exception rather than 
the norm. To take full advantage, 
commissioning must be bolder. 
It’s time for government to look 
beyond economic and physical 
regeneration and to think more 
about societal transformation. 
What can probation workers do for 
someone in prison who wants to 
move to a life free from crime? How 
can children’s services give hope 
and aspiration to someone in the 
care system? How can adult social 
care ensure that the elderly have 
lives of meaning and purpose?

So, what should local and national 
governments do to take advantage 
of the outstanding practices  
of some of our best charities and 
social enterprises?  

Here are five suggestions:
1. Reboot the Social Value 
Act and take risks: the Social 
Value Act has created a new 
conversation around impact and 
public services, but it’s time to 
put it centre stage. Revisions to 
the act could ensure that there is 
a minimum percentage for social 
value in procurement of 20 per 
cent and ensure commissioners 
are clear on the social value they 
want to create.
2. Be sensitive to resources: 
government needs to consider 
the amount of resources and time 
required to bid – especially when 
charities and social enterprises 
don’t have the balance sheets 
of some of their private sector 
competitors. They can help  
provide real support and 
engagement across the provider 
market well before procurement 
begins, ensuring all bidders are 
equally prepared, and then the 
best provider can be selected.
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3. Re-evaluate contracting 
mechanisms such as the parent 
company guarantees: national 
and local commissioners need 
to make it easier for smaller 
companies, charities and social 
enterprises to bid for contracts. 
Once they can do this they should 
work on reducing the barrier of 
a parent company guarantee. 
Charities and social enterprises 
tend to have smaller reserves and 
often cannot provide this. With 
asset backed FTSE 100 companies 
failing, it’s time for government  
to re-examine this situation.
4. Prioritise value over price: 
commissioning mustn’t be a race 
to the bottom in terms of price. 
One option is to set a standard 
price against which bidders are 
asked what they can deliver for 
that cost. This will help stop smaller 
organisations who can’t deliver 
multi-lot bids from being undercut 
by larger organisations, who 
benefit from economies of scale.  
This will ensure value for money  
for the taxpayer.
5. Be more transparent about 
impact: charities and social 
enterprises delivering public 
services are often much more  
open about the impact they are,  
or aren’t, creating. Government 
needs to be much more open 
about its effectiveness and the 
outcomes it creates – and wants to 
create. Without this transparency, 
we’ll still get situation where the 
public don’t understand what 
‘good’ constitutes.

There is significant opportunity; 
and what’s more, there are 
hundreds of millions of pounds 
waiting to invest in projects like 
these through social investment.
Large insurance companies 
are also exploring how they can 
underwrite contracts for charities 
and social enterprises with small  
balance sheets.

Here are three ideas  
that I’m excited about:
1. Creating social primes: 
charities and social enterprises 
should have the opportunity to 
deliver public services at scale – 
and that means the main barrier 
is policy. With the Chief Inspector 
of Probation admitting that 
Transforming Rehabilitation isn’t 
working, there is an opportunity 
for the government to be brave 
and support the creation of more 
social sector prime providers 
within criminal justice. This social 
prime could be backed by social 
investors and would also enable 
the face to face services and 
specialist interventions.
2. Building people centred public 
services: devolution provides a 
‘once in a generation’ opportunity 
to shape public services around 
individuals and communities. It 
makes it easier for budgets to be 
joined up and focused on people 
– not just specific interventions – 
with services shaped around them. 
This should enable those on the 
frontline to support people earlier 
and ensure that they don’t keep 
falling into the poverty trap.

3. Developing Housing First: with 
increased evidence that hostels 
don’t provide good outcomes for 
people moving from homelessness, 
‘Housing First’ – and the move to 
smaller units of accommodation - 
provides an opportunity for social 
enterprises delivering outstanding 
services to tackle disadvantage, 
and end rough sleeping, allowing 
social investment to help with  
the purchase of properties  
for individuals.

The collapse of Carillion 
demonstrates the problem with 
large, private, share value focused 
companies being awarded public 
contracts procured at the cheapest 

price. Social enterprises offer 
a different model, where profits 
are reinvested and interests 
are aligned in pursuit of public 
benefit. Commissioning is at a 
crossroads and now is the time for 
social enterprises and charities to 
showcase what they can deliver. 
It’s time for local and national 
government to take them seriously.

Dominic Llewellyn,  
CEO and Co-Founder, 
Numbers for Good 
Dominic is a social 
entrepreneur and strategic 
thinker with a focus on 
integrating economic 
sustainability with social 
transformation. He is one of 
the UK’s experts on social 
investment and has created 
social investment funds, 
accelerators and social impact 
bonds, working with over 100 
charities and social enterprises, 
investors, corporates and 
foundations. Dominic sits  
on the Advisory Board of Big 
Society Capital.
He previously worked in politics 
and government including 
standing for Parliament and 
co-authoring UK Government 
policy on social innovation, 
impact investing and  
economic growth.
Dominic is a trustee of Home 
for Good, a pioneering fostering 
and adoption charity. He was 
named a Global Shaper  
by the World Economic Forum 
and is a Fellow of Practice  
of the Government Outcomes 
Lab at the Blavatnik School  
of Government.
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‘Seven ways to save and improve’
l Change policy or  
  commissioning approach 17%
l Shape demand 21%  
l Create economies of flow  
  (‘right first time’) 13%
l Reduce waste 12%

l Optimise use of resources  
  (‘sweat the assets’) 9%
l Economies of organisation  
  (manage better) 10%
l Optimise procurement 11%  
l (Generate additional income 7%)  

Against the RedQuadrant seven ways to save 
and improve for public services, we can see 
a clear direction to more complex, emergent 
change that relies on codesign / cocreation 
to achieve results – but a continuing need 
to deliver the more transactional, tractable, 
internal opportunities. It is important to 
note that, done badly, these later more 
programmatic savings opportunities can 
restrict or cut off entirely the possibility  
of delivering more transformational change.

The state of transformation survey

Seven ways to save and improve model
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More complex, 
emergent, 
transformational, 
unpredictable, 
codesign…

More complicated, 
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1 All activity  
is triggered  
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or community  
need...
Shape demand

2 ...which hits  
a contact point 
or triggers  
a response
Create flow

3 ...which 
uses a process 
or project to 
deliver results.
Reduce waste

4 This requires 
the use of 
organisational 
& community 
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Optimise 
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5 ...which are 
structured in 
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& partnerships...
Effective 
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6 ...and have  
to be procured 
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somewhere
Optimise 
procurement

7 ...and how  
we respond  
to demand 
or need is 
determined  
by policy.
Change policy

2
Contact

5 Organisational design

3 
Process 
/project

4 
Resources1 Demand 6 Source

7 Policy and commissioning
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by Adam Leeder, Gurpreet Dulay and Keven West, BDO

Commercialisation – that’s  
the name of the game

Commercialisation has been the 
darling of the local government 
conference circuit for several 
years. A 2015 report by think  
tank Localis estimated that  
58 per cent of councils had  
already established a trading 
company, with that trend set to 
continue. BDO, an accountancy 
and business advisory firm, 
suggests that councils do feel 
growing income sources to offset 
funding cuts is an easy solution. 
This paper distils best practice 
ideas for councils considering  
their commercialisation initiatives 
and evaluating current projects – 
with a playlist!

We worked hard for (income 
generation) money
In considering this paper,  
we grappled with how to define 
commercialisation. Councils  
have plenty of good ideas but 
do they all come under the 
commercialisation banner? At 
first glance, ‘commercialisation’ 
seems to cover the broad range 
of initiatives pursued by local 
government bodies around the 
country which fall within a simple 
definition: ‘activities which are 
making, or intending to make,  
a profit’.

While there are profitable success 
stories out there - one council-
owned company posted a profit  
of £5.1 million last year – we 

In 2015 Localis estimated that  
58 per cent of councils had already 
established a trading company,  
with that trend set to continue. 

all know that focusing only on  
profit maximisation can lead  
to heartache.

Profit as a single metric is not by 
itself an indicator of a stable or 
well-performing business. How 
does a council know that current 
profits are adequate and cannot be 
improved? We therefore suggest a 

broader definition: ‘activities which 
have profit rather than other values  
as a primary aim’.

Remembering that commercial 
ventures are not always a 
success, what do we recommend 
for councils that want to exploit 
commercial opportunities but 
are not sure where to start? We 
suggest that councils should not 
assume that income generation 
measures oblige them to start 
their own local authority trading 
company (‘LATCo’). It may be 
worthwhile investigating all of the 
options, which may include one-off 
transactions or collaborating with 
private or public sector bodies.

Have you lost that 
commercialisation feeling?
Is your commercial vehicle not 
going as you had hoped? Fear 
not. We have put together a ‘mix 
tape’ of greatest hits from our work 
on commercialisation with local 
authorities to set you on the path  
to commercial success!

Track one:  
‘If you don’t know me by now’ 
Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes
Understand your service  
and your market
Markets are competitive. Trading 
successfully needs a strong 
product or a gap in the market. 
Preferably both. Focus on selling 
services where your team has  
a proven reputation – such as 
award wins – and do not rely  
on the assumption your product 
will sell because ‘the council is  
a trusted brand’.
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Track two:  
‘Bridge over troubled water’ 
Simon and Garfunkel
Get the structure of your 
venture right
Simon and Garfunkel naturally 
carried out a full options appraisal 
before deciding a bridge was the 
best way to cross troubled water. 
Follow their lead. Do you need a 
company or can you trade legally 
within the council’s accounts?  
If you’re selling services back  
to the council from which you’ve 
spun out as well as the open 
market, does it make sense to 
form one company which will find 
it easier to contract direcly with 
your authority under the Teckal 
exemption, and another to trade 
with external organisations. 

Track three: 
(Don’t) ‘Always look  
on the bright side of life’ 
Monty Python
Be wary of optimism bias  
in your business plan
Monty Python’s approach was 
great for sketch comedy but 
not really the best for assessing 
business cases. Do not repeat 
their mistake. The UK public sector 
has a tried and tested business 
case template (which utilises HM 
Treasury-approved principles) 
that it uses for investment and/
or transformational change, the 
structure of which would certainly 
be suitable for any commercial 
venture or developing a LATCo. 
Even if this is not used, then 
you need to follow a structured 
approach to business planning.

While plenty of intelligence on 
business planning already exists, 
we suggest you remember  
the mantra of structuring the  
plan around:

also seen examples of where too 
many indictors can be detrimental; 
it’s important to strike a balance 
between meaningful and easy 
to monitor as well as providing 
genuine insight.

Track five:
‘Decision or collision’  
ZZ Top
Produce a watertight 
Shareholder Agreement and 
Scheme of Delegation so it  
is clear who has the right  
to take decisions
Inertia is a particular risk for 
council-owned companies. 
Elongating due process, while 
valuable for public services, is not 
necessarily an asset in commercial 
markets. Council-owned 
companies must act commercially. 
Shareholder agreements should 
set the parameters for companies 
to act within eg not allowing 
fundamental changes in company 
direction or deviation from agreed 
terms and conditions without 
consent. Take care to avoid the 
council as shareholder becoming 
a de facto board. Similarly, the 
company Scheme of Delegation 
must allow company staff to 
enter into contracts and pursue 
opportunities. When it comes  
to companies, the board should 
steer, not row.

l  Where are we now?
l  Where do we want to get to?
l  How will we get there?

Business cases for commercial 
ventures should also be wary 
of optimism bias, include 
sensitivity analysis and ideally 
be underpinned by a financial 
model which can test the 
impact of different cost and 
income scenarios. Finally, when 
developing a business case, 
perhaps consider the proposal 
from the perspective of a private 
investor or a bank. Does it really 
make commercial sense to invest 
in this new business?

Track four:  
‘Thanks for the information’ 
Van Morrison
Agree expectations about 
good quality management 
information at the outset
Many a budding musician’s 
career has suffered from 
unsustainable spending and lack 
of focus. Like those musicians, 
poor management information 
means a business is flying blind. 
The board should agree at the 
outset what financial information 
it needs (profit and loss, cash 
flow, and balance sheet) and 
how regularly (at least monthly 
at the start). Financial indicators 
should be complemented by non-
financial performance indicators 
relevant to the business. For 
example, if success of a business 
is determined by trading with 
external clients, what percentage 
of turnover comes from non-related 
parties, or how exposed is the 
company to losing one big client? 
Performance indicators should 
always be focussed only on what 
matters, consistently reported in a 
way that shows trend over time, not 
a static picture. However, we have 

Do not rely on  
the assumption 
your product  
will sell because 
‘the council is  
a trusted brand.
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Track six:  
‘Big spender’  
Shirley Bassey
Have a clear process for draw 
down of funding against loan 
agreements and agreeing 
dividends
A State Aid-compliant loan 
agreement is a necessary but 
not sufficient underpinning of the 
financial relationship between 
a council and its commercial 
subsidiary. Councils should put 
a drawdown process in place to 
determine the advance notice and 
burden of proof required to access 
funding against agreed facilities. 
Saying ‘we’ve run out of money and 
have a back catalogue of invoices 
to pay’ is not good enough. 
Remember, the council is acting 
as a funder in this scenario and 
should make investment decisions 
on this basis. With an interest in 
providing funding as well as being 
a shareholder in the company, 
the council has to ensure that 
it acts both professionally and 
commercially when fulfilling its 
obligations. Similarly, both the 
company and the council should 
sign up to a dividend policy to deal 
with questions such as ‘can the 
council reinvest profit to deliver 
future growth?’

Track seven: 
‘All the right friends’ 
REM
Get people with the right 
capacity and capability  
on your board
A bad idea led by the right people 
can still be a commercial success. 
A good idea led by the wrong 
people cannot. How will you staff 
your LATCo? Are you relying on 
simply transferring existing staff 
into the new commercial venture? 
How can you employ the best 
people for the job?

When selecting LATCo board 
members, have you considered 
running an open recruitment 
process? Councils should look 
to get a balance of ‘harder’ skills. 
Composition should balance 
market knowledge, commercial 
input from directors with a 
background in business, financial 
insight and political sensitivity 
(yes, councillors have a valuable 
role to play). Several projects BDO 
have worked on show that losing 
councillor support can create a 
difficult political climate for council-
owned companies. Councils 
should also target softer skills  
such as consensus forming,  
active listening, networking and 
ability to take quick decisions.

Conclusion:  
Don’t go chasing 
(commercialisation) 
waterfalls…
There is no doubt that commercial 
investments can be a practical 
and cultural departure for councils. 
Every venture has risk attached 
and some will fail. Zuckerberg’s 
law – ‘move fast and break things’ 
– may have lost some traction in 
light of recent events at Facebook. 
It is certainly not always applicable 
to council investments with  
public money.

To coin a homily, ‘every mistake 
is a lesson waiting to be learned’. 
We suggest that for effective 
commercialisation activities,  
the council needs:
l A detailed understanding of the 

environment in which is seeks 
to operate (commercial, social, 
cultural, political)

l Honesty in its assumptions and 
the challenges it will face before 
launching a commercialisation 
project, including the potential 
risks and the council’s appetite 
for taking them

l A clear view on the market  
and the impact the initiative  
will make

l A well thought-through  
business strategy  
as well as the right skills  
and capabilities in place  
to execute it

l An accurate assessment  
of the political impact  
and whether legislative  
changes will be required

l Extensive information about  
the environmental issues  
that may arise throughout  
the project lifecycle

In the meantime, there is a shortcut. 
Why not put on our mix tape in your 
cassette player or add it to you 
Spotify list? It could be time for you 
to adopt the right innovative culture 
for your next project.

Adam Leeder 
Adam Leeder is a senior 
consultant in BDO’s 
Public Sector Advisory 
practice, supporting cost 
improvement, service 
reviews, business cases, 
options appraisals, 
service integration, 
and development of 
alternative deliver models. 
He specialises in health 
and social care and 
commercialisation.

Adam has also been  
a Labour and Co-Operative 
Councillor at Ipswich 
Borough Council for the  
last six years.
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by Peter Hay

If leadership is what happens 
when leaders aren’t in the room, 
then perhaps the best perspective 
on the relationship between 
citizens and the state is when we 
are without the power promised 
by ‘empowerment’. Of course, 
individual budgets, coproduction 
and greater engagement have 
changed people’s relationship with 
the state, but the power dial has 
quivered rather than shifted. A truly 
transformed relationship between 
citizen and state would see a shift 

in power, particularly to value the 
contribution that people bring, to 
connect together and to share in 
the creation of new approaches to 
meeting the needs that arise from 
living longer.

This is, however, a partnership, 
which needs each party to fulfil 
its role. The state needs to act to 
create trust, and also to facilitate 
shared approaches to establishing 
solutions, to building our control 
and connectedness. We can 
and need to do this at the macro 
level. We can and are doing it at 
the micro level and we can take 
responsibility for the values and 
behaviours that we bring as agents 
of the state into the relationships 
we build. While we hanker for the 
much-deferred reform of social 
care at a policy level, we cannot 
allow the waiting period to set back 
the start made to a new balance  
in the relationship between state 
and citizen.

A valued life
Looking from the points in life of 
greatest vulnerability, the view  
isn’t pretty:

l Looking in one direction is  
a coroner’s inquest into how  
a young man with learning 
disability can die from 
constipation, apparently  
with his care and dietary  
needs changed by a shift  
to independent living

Valued, connected, good lives – a new  
relationship between the state and people

If leadership is 
what happens 
when leaders 
aren’t in the room, 
then perhaps the 
best perspective 
on the relationship 
between citizens 
and the state 
is when we are 
without the power 
promised by 
‘empowerment’.

l Glimpsing the television news, 
where people who are frail 
and sick lie waiting in hospital 
corridors for the time when  
a bed becomes available  
and they can start treatment

l Picking up a paper,  
the malnutrition taskforce 
suggests that one in ten people 
over 65 is malnourished, 
and an unquantified number 
dehydrated, which it describes 
as: ‘a moral scandal and  
a huge financial burden’

l Building out from personal 
and family tragedy, Justice for 
Laughing Boy is campaigning 
for proper informed debate 
about the status of learning 
disabled adults as full citizens

l Those families who have 
experienced poor care have 
a range of reflections, but all 
convey a common message for 
carers to be more questioning, 
and urge us to guard against 
our default position of assuming 
professional benevolence

Looking at such a picture suggests 
it’s no longer about a state that 
makes an offer to ‘other’ people. 
Dementia doesn’t discriminate, 
making us all participants or 
potential participants. As we face 
ageing, our personal power is 
transitory. Some years ago, the 
principle that a child in the public’s 
care was ‘a child in trust’ emerged 
from tragedy. We are collectively 
defined by how we meet the needs 
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Humility, transparency, and  
a willingness to learn from our 
mistakes rather than defend them 
would sit as hallmarks of the truly 
transformed system.

across our lives, a debate recently 
captured by the focus on the first 
and last 1,000 days of our lives.  
A transformed state has to offer 
its citizens the peace of mind that, 
should our powers decline as we 
head towards the end of our lives, 
the state will afford us the same 
level of trust as we now expect  
at the beginning.

Transformed relationships with the 
state revolve around fundamental 
rights, albeit that systemically this 
remains ambitious as, for example, 
jobs and secure housing are still 
not fairly shared with people with 
disabilities and mental health 
needs. Most basic of all, is the right 
to be treated as an equal when 
things go wrong - we are after all, 
complicated beings with plenty  
of scope for that to happen. We all 
make mistakes and our responses 
to those shape the relationships 
between people and the state. 
Steve Scown, Chief Executive of 
Dimensions, wrote a blog on how 
a person in their care had died of 
constipation, and of what they had 
learned. As Steve wrote: ‘Sharing 
learning with the intent of reducing 
risk to people is too important 
to ignore or side step.’ Humility, 
transparency, and a willingness  
to learn from our mistakes rather 
than defend them would sit as 
hallmarks of the truly transformed 
system. If state and citizens hold  
a shared purpose, it requires  
a learning and adaptive system, 
not a defensive one.

A connected life
The state has transformed our 
chances of living long lives through 
the post-war settlement of better 
education, the treatment of ill 

health, housing, wealth, safety  
and support. Yet, the state remains 
unable to walk with us into old age, 
rather it chooses by its neglect to 
leave us at the precipice of chance 
facing the lottery of personal 
care costs.

Government has sought to set 
out a planned route. In all the 
royal commissions on social care, 

countless policy papers and more, 
no government has been able 
to emerge with a clear sense of 
direction, let alone start building 
the roads. It’s not just with older 
people that the state struggles 
to assert its direction. In learning 
disability, the government laid out 
a clear road map and put in place 
the ‘transforming care’ initiative 
to close units like Winterbourne 
View. Now, 2,400 days after 
Panorama was screened, 2,265 
people remain living in such units. 
Judged on its capabilities in social 
care, this country, one of the most 
centralised of nation states,  
isn’t working.

We all have to own up! The state 
does not hold all the answers: 
no society has ever faced the 
demography of long lives or lives 

lived with complex disabilities. We 
can’t expect the state to know best 
about the unknown and it can’t 
continue to ignore the contribution 
of people’s lived experience  
to creating value. Exploring new 
territory needs intelligence from 
those ahead. This is not a journey 
down paths determined by maps 
drawn in Westminster, rather it’s  
a path into the unknown that citizen 

and state must explore together.
That starts with becoming good 
travelling companions and learning 
to delight in the journey.

A truly transformed relationship 
would see a state that seeks  
to explore the opportunity it has 
created through longer lives. 
Older people contribute massively 
through informal care and 
volunteering. Their health and care 
needs make a large proportion of 
local employment and potential 
wealth. Ron Powers argues that 
people with severe mental illness 
offer all of us and our communities 
the chance to be the best we can 
be – inclusive, supportive – and are 
diminished when not afforded the 
value offered by all people in the 
mix of community life. Some places 
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It’s no longer 
about a state that 
makes an offer  
to ‘other’ people.

are learning to travel together - the 
Wigan ‘deal’ harnesses the power 
of place with the potential of its 
people. We need to work with  
each other – to negotiate, 
influence, enable. When we  
co-produce we should remember 
that we are working together 
through the lifecycle of co-design 
into evaluation and renewal.

conditions. That narrative is usually 
a weaving together of the people 
and places that are the fabric  
of our being.

That we see ourselves through 
these mosaics of who we are 
defines what we want to sustain 
or rebuild that makes for a good 
life. This strikes to the heart of the 
new relationship we should build 
between state and citizen. It’s not 
defined by a set of services, but by 
the quality of the offer to the simple 
desire to be and stay connected, 
valued and contributing in 
whatever way. This is as unique to 
each of us as our DNA, requiring 
the state and those who work 
for it to develop new ways of 
responding to people being in 
control. Not only does this require 
behaviours that support control, 
but it also requires acts to facilitate 
our connectedness. Community 
Connectors in Derbyshire and 
Gloucestershire work to build 
up networks and knowledge 
so that we can be sustained in 
what matters to us, exemplifying 
again the shared nature of the 
relationships between us.

There is always a danger that 
talk about ‘transformation’ sits at 
such a high level that we can opt 
out. The enormity of changing 
services, particularly when set 
within a context of benefit reform, 
austerity and reduced access to 
legal recourse, can overwhelm 
us. However, the state is made 
up of a multiplicity of actors and 
the values and behaviours of 
those in these roles can shape 
the services offered locally and 

individually. Transforming the 
relationship between citizen and 
state remains an urgent imperative, 
particularly for people with needs 
for social care support, but this 
is not a change programme. 
Changed relationships between 
citizen and state are not won on 
Gannt charts; rather they are won 
one relationship at a time. We 
can all play our part by becoming 
connected, offering peace of 
mind and walking with people 
on a shared path, delighting in 
the journey of exploration and 
the contributions we all bring to 
building good lives for today and 
tomorrow. Maybe others would 
then care to join the journey…

Peter Hay, CBE
After a long career as  
a Director of social care 
services, and a past 
President of ADASS, 
(Association of Directors 
of Adult Social Services), 
Peter is now pursuing  
a range of interests  
in different roles across 
social care, housing and 
wellbeing. Peter is curious 
about ways of developing 
people’s control over their 
own lives, passionate 
about building good lives 
and fascinated by the 
leadership styles that 
support these aims.

A good life
Setting out an approach which 
recognises the capacity and 
expertise of people would break 
new ground. In doing so we may 
start to strengthen the network 
of connections between us. We 
become better connected and 
mould our civic society when we 
act from what drives us, or from 
wanting to be with people we love 
or through a desire to build and 
sustain friendships. The recent 
spotlight on loneliness highlighted 
the extent of this across the 
life course, yet we know that 
better connectedness reduces 
risks to health and well-being. 
The University of Birmingham’s 
commission on ageing well found 
that our personal sense of narrative 
about who we are is vital to staying 
well or living well with long term 
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We understand the problems  
you’re facing. Our network provides 
the public service expertise you need.

We have extensive experience working closely  
with public service organisations from the NHS and 
mental health trusts to police and probation services, 
local authorities, and central government. 

Unlike most, we start with the positives, and what 
works well. We support innovation, enable in-house 
learning, and ensure long-term, sustainable results.

We believe in conversations: 

Benjamin Taylor  
07931 317230  
benjamin.taylor@redquadrant.com 
Frank Curran 
07515 875381  
frank.curran@redquadrant.com

www.redquadrant.com

Our goal: to help the public service 
to successfully transform
We are a dedicated public service consultancy working 
to build capacity, reduce costs, and improve outcomes. 
Our approach to change interventions and major 
transformation is to make the change happen and 
ensure that it is sustainable. 

In the short term, we help to set 
direction and solve problems

In the medium term, we deliver 
change through transformation 
resources or interims

In the long term, we build your 
capability as well as capacity

transformation 
interims

tra
in

in
g a

nd
 

co
ac

hi
ng

consulting

navigating
change

building  

capability

pr
ov

id
in

g 
 

fo
cu

s

l

l

l

Our goal is that you don’t  
need us any more

Announcing the launch of  
http://govtransformation.org
A website for all case 
studies and methods 
for public service 
transformation, from 
the Public Service 
Transformation 
Academy, sponsored 
and maintained  
by RedQuadrant.

Proud to lead the PSTA and proud to support this report and conference

This is an open access, Creative Commons-licensed 
site with the goal of crowd-sourcing links and  
content to cover all useful public service 
transformation case studies and methods.

This simple site can contain open and accessible  
new content, and can easily link to existing content 
from partners like TLAP, apolitical, CCIN, and the 
many others who have contributed to the state  
of transformation process. 

You contribute content and links – just go to the  
site and click ‘register’. Email contributing editor,  
Clive Gilbert at clive.gilbert@redquadrant.com  
with any questions.

Our goal: to help public services  
successfully transform.
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Prologue
Much effort has gone into what we 
casually and often inaccurately call 
transformation. Deep, meaningful 
and sustainable improvements 
in health, wealth and happiness 
require a profound understanding 
of power, and the value of 
relationships and collaboration  
in unlocking the cultural manacles 
which stop us doing the right 
things right. If people, politics  
and transformation are to be 
unified in a new holy trinity that 
delivers change for the better, 
then some serious power sharing, 
humility, unlearning and courage 
are required. Very few have 
cracked this.

Monologue
As Groucho Marx once said:  
‘I’ve had a great experience,  
but this wasn’t it.’

Services to the public are at a 
watershed. Ten years of growing 
demand, rising expectations and  
a digital revolution – underpinned 
by still-diminishing resources – 
show us, beyond doubt, that the 
mid-to-late 20th century model of 
public service has passed its use 
by date. Citizens are no longer 
content to be told what they need, 
when they need it and how they 
need it. And, dammit, nor should 
they be. But the stranglehold  
of centralisation and paternalism  
is hard to break.

When I was a just a lad, taking my 
first faltering steps into the world 

of education, it was still the case 
that teaching – along with many 
other disciplines – was given 
near-automatic respect, and even 
occasional reverence. We had 
chosen our vocation; we trained 
(most of us); we passed (most of 
us); we completed our probation 
(most of us); and we were licensed 
to edify (some of us). All hail 
the heroic actor-teachers and 
their arcane repository of skills, 
knowledge and understanding  
par excellence.

Alas, dividing the population into 
heroes and their beneficiaries 
hasn’t done us a lot of good. 
Citizens are hacked off with self-
serving and self-referencing 
politics. They’re hacked off by 
being told ‘we know what’s best’ 
by proponents of those politics, 
many of whom live lives completely 
unlike theirs. Recently, I actually 
heard someone still refer to 
themselves in all seriousness as 
Le Grand Fromage. La Grande 
Illusion, I say.

The overconcentration of power 
in the UK is at all levels. We are, 
allegedly, only out-centralised by 
Albania. Westminster, it seems, 
holds onto power in the face of 
devolution like a Premier League 
defender holds onto his manhood 
in the face of a Salah free kick.  
The burgeoning devolution and  
city deals have some potential,  
but too many of these have 
dressed up, even subverted, 
the distributed leadership and 
networked power paradigm to the 

by Mark Rogers

You never knew me

Deep, meaningful 
and sustainable 
improvements 
in health, wealth 
and happiness 
require a profound 
understanding  
of power, and 
the value of 
relationships and 
collaboration in 
unlocking the 
cultural manacles 
which stop us  
doing the right 
things right.

Dividing the 
population into 
heroes and their 
beneficiaries 
hasn’t done  
us a lot of good.
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were hardwired to control such 
people. Asking them to lighten 
up and bask in the warm glow 
that is the notion of ‘the more 
you give away, the stronger 
you are’ is necessary, but the 
challenge is huge. So, when we 
talk of transformation, we should 
understand this, and how far there 
is to go. We may be transforming 
services, albeit a bit, but are  
 really changing substantively  
the thinking and doing of the 
humans tasked with leading, 
encouraging, advocating,  
and securing the revolution?

unworthy cause of de-centralisation 
for re-centralisation. Power, as you 
know, rather likes power, and, if 
it is leaving Brussels, it is going 
to Westminster, and if it leaving 
Westminster, it is going to the City/
Town Hall. A masterclass in sleight 
of hand self-aggrandisement 
is here misrepresented as 
empowering the people.

That this has been tolerated is 
hardly surprising with human 
nature and nurture being what they 
are. People like control – and to 
be controlled, preferably without 
noticing too much – because the 
opposite frightens the life out of 
them. A wonderful contradiction. 
Civic institutions and the public 
services that they commission  

In our favour, we have become 
really good at conceptualising  
a new framing of the public sector  
as ‘services to the public’ – and this 
seems spot on to me. Reflecting, 
as it does, the mixed and complex 
economy of commissioning and 
delivery arrangements – public, 
private, third, social, etc – and, 
more importantly, the implicit 
positive assumption that the  
raison d’être for these services  
is to meet the needs and wishes  
of the public, and not to be 
subverted to the validation  
of those who deliver them.

We have also signed up to holism. 
If services are to serve the public, 
then they must take account of 
where the public is born, lives, 

complex ecosystem that forms 
the reality of a place: whether 
it’s a single street, or an entire 
set of communities. We are 
understanding more and more 
about the power of this collective 
and collaborative leadership,  
a post-New Public Management 
approach. It’s a power to 
create previously only imagined 
possibilities for social change, 
precisely because it eschews 
the individualistic and polarising 
essence of single person 
leadership heroics, and replaces  
it with the binding salve that is 
group bonding.

To many, the final ingredient 
in this brave new world is the 
development of an understanding 
of system change theory.  
I understand what these words 
mean on their own; together, 
however, they cause me to quake 
in my very old skills analysis model 
boots. And I am not the only one. 
A lack of comprehension means 
that well-intended, but unscientific 
interventions generally replace the 
old unintended consequences with 
new unintended consequences.

Now, don’t get me wrong. All of  
this is good. Very good indeed.  
But something still needs to 
be added. The above relates 
to outward-looking, inclusive, 
collaborative leadership and the 
transformation opportunities it 
affords. It is a simple and helpful 
codification of how we need  
to reconceive our relationships: 
moving on from leading institutions 
to leading beyond them, and 
developing meta-values, meta-vision, 
 meta-priorities, meta-strategy, 
meta-implementation and meta-
evaluation. A metamorphosis.

Westminster, it seems, holds onto 
power in the face of devolution like  
a Premier League defender holds 
onto his manhood in the face of  
a Salah free kick.

works, plays and dies – in the 
places they call home. So now, 
more than ever before, we have 
placed-based thinking informing 
the reshaping of services.

To place-based public services  
we have added system leadership. 
The bringing together of all those 
people – vertically, horizontally 
and diagonally – who, when acting 
collaboratively, can bring aligned 
values, common purpose and 
agreed priorities to bear on the 
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There will never be a transformation 
of services to the public worth 
shouting about unless it is 
accompanied by a transformation  
of the external and internal nature  
of the leadership intended to deliver 
the new world.

The (Agathist’s) epilogue
But (there is always a but)... if we 
are to be true to our intentions, to 
tend everything to the good of the 
people we are here to serve, then 
the revolution in transformation 
starts inside. It is a personal, inner 
leadership journey that we must 
experience. One in which we say 
to ourselves: ‘Are we really, really 
up for this kind of change?’ And,  
if we are, have we thought enough 
about how we reform ourselves 
in order to hold the moral high 

ground of wanting and expecting 
others to change too?  

There needs to be a genuine 
commitment to subjugating self-
interest to the public’s interest 
if we are to persuade others of 
our mission. There will never be 
a transformation of services to 

the public worth shouting about 
unless it is accompanied by a 
transformation of the external and 
internal nature of the leadership 
intended to deliver the new world.

Until we address our own history  
of accreting power and control, 
then whatever the shiny exterior 
of these new services look like; 
whatever the involvement of 
individuals and communities  
in their shaping; whatever the 

post-austerity, post-Brexit politics 
resemble; underneath the bonnet 
will still be the same diesel 
engine, pumping out the pollution 
equivalent of power for the few; 
some power for the many; but 
never power for all. Let’s make 
sure that in the future, we have  
a great experience.

Mark Rogers
Mark has extensive public 
service leadership and 
delivery experience.  
He has been a teacher  
and head teacher  
in a variety of special 
schools between 1985  
and 2001. Subsequently,  
in local government,  
he became a Director  
of Children’s Services 
(Solihull 2006-09) and  
twice a Chief Executive 
(Solihull 2007-14 and 
Birmingham 2014-17).  

Mark has led on some  
of the largest-scale
improvement and change 
programmes in areas  
as diverse as devolution, 
health and care reform,
alternative delivery  
models for children’s 
services and organisational 
and partnership culture
change.
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by Aidan Ward

I am writing this in a citizen’s 
voice. You will see why. While I am 
capable of appreciating some local 
government services, I must insist 
on seeing their impact, good and 
bad, in a citizenly way that could 
never be captured by a focus 
group, or a questionnaire.

Many things flow from the 
relationship between councils and 
their citizens. The things that flow 
are not all good: there are endemic 
frustrations and dysfunctions 
in both directions. Here, I am 
focusing on the relationship 
and its dynamics in a broad 
historical perspective, relying on 
anthropological insights into how 
large groups of people function. 
This will not be concerned with 
service processes or measures of 
effectiveness and efficiency – and 
if that statement triggers something 
in you, then please read on.

In Seeing like a State, James 
Scott describes how the mere 
observation of natural social 
systems by a state can destroy 
their very basis. The metaphor he 
uses is of the raising of revenue by 
mediaeval monarchs by selling the 
timber from the royal forests each 
year. By asking first for a prediction 
of next year’s revenue, and then an 
implied maximisation of revenue 
on future iterations of the cycle, 
the very ecosystem of the forest is 
destroyed. And revenues decline 
dramatically, even to zero.

In the historical writings of my 
father, Professor W. R. Ward, 
societies exhibit an endless cycle 
through the giving of alms, where 
the beneficiary is the giver, and 

through charity, where the intended 
beneficiary is the receiver, to 
social policies where attempts are 
made to correct the social systems 
that give rise to the problem. The 
necessary partial failure of social 
policy leads to the start of the next 
cycle in a way that is relevant to 
our concerns here. It has been 
well established for 40 years that 
professionalised services create 
the need they purport to serve.

The relationship between citizens 
and local government

The mere 
observation of 
natural social 
systems by a state 
can destroy their 
very basis.

The difference between today and 
40 years ago is that professionals 
are now under attack from 
populist politicians. Austerity is a 
‘trumped-up’ mantle under which 
to hide a rabid individualisation of 
responsibility. You need to find a 
job when there are none. You need 
to lose weight when official advice 
will make you obese. You need to 
acquire meaningless qualifications 
when actually you need to educate 
yourself. The political attack on 
professionals does not free up 
individual action: it cements the 
powerlessness of citizens.

Schismogenesis
The dynamic of a social body 
splitting is called schismogenesis. 
In 1936, Bateson defined it as  
a process of differentiation in the 
norms of individual behaviour 
resulting from cumulative 
interaction between individuals.

‘It is at once apparent,’ said 
Bateson, ‘that many systems 
of relationship, either between 
individuals or groups of individuals, 
contain a tendency towards 
progressive change. If, for 
example, one of the patterns  
of cultural behaviour, considered 
appropriate in individual A, is 
culturally labelled as an assertive 
pattern, while B is expected to 
reply to this with what is culturally 
regarded as submission, it is 
likely that this submission will 
encourage a further assertion, and 
that this assertion will demand still 
further submission. We have thus 
a potentially progressive state of 
affairs, and unless other factors are 
present to restrain the excesses 

The argument, vigorously put 
forward here, is that a community’s 
capability to meet its own social 
needs is necessarily destroyed 
by the provision of professional 
services of all kinds. Particularly 
council services. In understanding 
the relationship between councils  
and citizens, it is this infantilization 
of citizens that we must grasp. 
Infantilization is an accelerating 
trend: the current generation  
of young people is called the 
bubble wrap generation. Service 
provision is not and cannot be an 
add-on to be judged on its narrow 
merits: it is necessarily part of  
a dynamic relationship. 
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of assertive and submissive 
behaviour, A must necessarily 
become more and more assertive, 
while B will become more and 
more submissive; and this 
progressive change will occur 
whether A and B are separate 
individuals or members of 
complementary groups.’

A Cold War arms race helps 
illustrate the second type of 
schismogenesis. This is where 
the behaviour of two or more 
parties elicit similar or symmetrical 
behaviors from the other parties. 
If you take the US and the USSR, 
they each continually sought  
to amass more nuclear weapons 
than the other.

Our argument recognises this 
process in the way citizens in a 
locality interact with people who 
supply council services and run the 
council. These are complementary 
groups of service providers and 
service receivers. We already 
know that citizens’ ability to provide 
services has been thoroughly 
undermined if not destroyed.  
The question is whether some of 
the dysfunction in the relationship 
can be usefully described as  
a schismatic or splitting process?

Bateson found that complete 
schism did not happen when the 
dynamics indicated that it should, 
because of strange role reversal 
ceremonies. Take, for instance, 
the American Deep South during 
its universal reliance on slave 
ownership. Once a year there  
was a complete role reversal and, 
for one day, the masters looked 
after the slaves. Or perhaps the 
modern custom on BBC Radio 4  
of occasionally asking listeners  
to be editors and control 
programme content.

The constructive question then 
asks, what the ritual may be that 
puts local government managers 
and professionals in the position  
of disempowered citizens 
according to citizenly notions  
of appropriate service?

We are so deeply mired in what 
could be learned, or what insights 
could be gained, that it is difficult 
not to feel the existential weight  
of such a ritual.

than teaching. It seems as if 
radical approaches to what we 
eat are far more effective than 
expensive healthcare for most 
modern ailments and yet official 
advice is contradictory. Properly 
funded mediation services  
achieve far more than legal 
processes, etcetera. 

The lesson is: we need to support 
people resolving their own issues 
and needs. Professionals left to 

Professionals left to define their 
own measures of success are fairly 
consistently destructive – negative 
value, if you like. They not only 
mislead, they actively prevent  
real change.

The difficulty in imagining an 
existential change indicates the 
depth of the challenge of any real 
transformation. A transformation 
must affect the dynamics of the 
relationship, or it can have no 
lasting outcomes. Conversely, 
changing the relationship’s 
dynamics is a deeper and more 
lasting transformation than 
anything to do with the content  
of services.

The roots of social action
People know how to look after  
each other. The principles of  
asset-based community 
development are well understood. 
If you take Unschools and the 
Reggio Emilia approach to 
education, they show that child led 
enquiry is far more effective 

define their own measures of 
success are fairly consistently 
destructive – negative value, if you 
like. They not only mislead, they 
actively prevent real change.

Here is an image or two. Friends of 
mine moved house in London just 
before Christmas. An early visitor  
to the door was an Asian neighbour, 
and his children, carrying boxes 
of chocolates. That simple action 
had a huge reach. And, a work 
colleague in Ilford, who lives in 
an area of large houses of mostly 
transient multiple occupations, 
holds street parties and persuades 
people to bring their own ethnic 
food. This is just so people 
meet each other. Irreplaceable 
neighbourliness simply cannot  
be sponsored by a local authority, 
although micro-grants can help.
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A proper relationship between 
local authorities and citizens would 
see citizenly and neighbourly 
action flourish, especially where 
this challenges the received 
wisdom of professionals. It would 
see citizen led initiatives that  
would radically reduce demand  
for professionalised services.  
That is so because the pendulum 
has swung too far towards policy 
even in our conceptual climate  
of neoliberalism.

kids still pass exams? What  
a stupid question!

Outside the UK this notion 
of balance can be better 
understood. In Berlin, local 
government funds 97 per cent of 
professional teachers’ salaries in 
unconventional school settings. 
There is no longer an assumption 
that councils know best how to 
spend citizens’ tax contributions.

have on civil society: or rather they 
can only see effects and impacts 
that are part of their plan. The 
effect of the split is to ensure  
that there is no empathy across  
the gap. Be assured, however,  
that destruction adds to bad blood 
as it remains unaccountable.

If we use education as an example, 
we can easily see that its desired 
outcomes have been captured 
and narrowed by education 
professionals, and to the point 
where calling it ‘education’  
is a stretch. Personally, I am 
appalled at the thought of my 
grandchildren going to school  
– it risks all the real education they 
have enjoyed to date: freedom, 
inventiveness, athleticism, 
curiosity, independence, wildness. 
The question of whether schools 
achieve their objectives is so 
annoying. My best guess is that 
real education suffers when they 
do. Of course, many frontline 
professionals are appalled too,  
and there is almost nothing they 
can do about their professional 
ethical doubts. We lock up our 
young people at the start of 
their lives and the majority gain 
nothing but a justified cynicism. 
I have patiently explained my 
concerns to senior management 
in a top grammar school, which 
three of my children attended, 
and the deafness was total and 
unequivocal. This is the schism  
in practice.

There are always technocratic and 
legalistic arguments put forward: 
citizens cannot know what the 
experts do. If we look at health  
as a context we can see the 
real status of these diversionary 
arguments. Medical professionals 
can be sued for malpractice 
or incompetence if they make 

Irreplaceable neighbourliness simply 
cannot be sponsored by a local  
authority, although micro-grants  
can help.

These natural and productive 
roots of social action are the 
proper counterbalance to the 
complementary service provider/
client polarity. Parents can develop 
better educational provision 
than state or private schools. 
Community gardening schemes 
can produce better food than 
is provided in hospitals. Social 
enterprises can provide much 
more sensitive support and  
service than social services.

However, where these things are 
encouraged by local government, 
there tends to be a cost cutting 
or cost avoidance subtext, which 
implicitly says professionals 
could do a better job, if only 
they were funded. That move 
entirely negates the symmetrical 
relationship that is needed. These 
alternative successes also tend to 
be evaluated against criteria from 
the management domain of the 
professional: do unschooled  

The schism
The easiest way to understand 
what transformation could mean 
is to study this schism. This gap 
or split means that two groups 
are, essentially, in a state of 
low grade war and aggression. 
Communication in either direction 
is manipulative and destructive. 
When attempts are made at 
collaboration or partnership,  
they are viewed with suspicion  
and hostility: the council’s job  
is to assertively provide services 
and the citizen’s job is to passively 
receive them!

Let’s return to the king destroying 
his forest by asking about next 
year’s revenue. He doesn’t  
intend to destroy future revenue  
by planting high value trees.  
He cannot see, nor can his staff, 
that destruction is an inevitable 
consequence. Local authority staff 
cannot see the effects their actions 
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mistakes. However, it looks as if 
about half of prescription medicines 
are ineffective and some are 
downright dangerous. For now,  
the healthcare system relies on  
a procedure of proof of efficacy 
and safety that looks good on 
paper, but is clearly broken  
in practice. Again, ‘healthcare’ 
is reduced to taking pills, and is 
captured by the corruption of the 
prescription drugs regime. What is 
the citizen to do? Radical personal 
and community approaches to 
health are going to be hugely more 
successful than the official service 
provision. Especially when official 
dietary advice has been captured 
and is blatantly wrong. Citizens 
need to share information and 
moral support.

These gaps in perception  
are never going to be healed 
without a change in relationship 
dynamics: without a balancing of 
complementary with symmetrical. 
It is not about the context of 
criticism of services: it is about  
the way of relating.

Establishing a ritual?
Given this low-level war, 
establishing some sort of role 
reversal, even in ritual form, 
provides a challenge. I doubt  
most people on either side of  
the war can see the relationship 
and its dynamics for what they  
are. The authorities never want  
to open Pandora’s Box, even  
when they can see intellectually 
that it is necessary. This is the 
existential challenge. Think 
perhaps of Paulo Freire providing 
real education to the poor and 
marginalised in Brazil.

One last positive example. In 
Quebec, there was a council  
of charities and social enterprises 
that met to coordinate action.  
The small players among the 
big and powerful fish were given 
coaching and advocacy support 
so their voices would be heard 
as equals in the council, and 
everyone benefited hugely.  
It is not about the content!

We live in one of the most corrupt 
countries in the world: the City 
colludes in money laundering on 
an eye-watering scale. Cronyism 
is rife at all levels. Carillion, 
anyone? The antidote is to ensure 
that citizens who want to build 
something better are at least not 
prevented from doing so. In the 
19th century there was a great 
flowering of mutual schemes  
of all sorts. People believed in 
making the world better. Most of 
these schemes, especially the 
financially oriented ones, had 
minor scandals and laws were 
passed abolishing or greatly 
constraining them. With hindsight, 
we needed the dynamism, and the 
balance they represented, more 
than the new laws. 

We need to  
support people 
to resolve their 
own issues  
and needs.

Aidan Ward
Aidan finds ways to 
observe and model the 
behaviour of organisations, 
using anthropology and 
cybernetics. He is the author 
of a book on Trust and 
Mistrust and blogs most 
weeks on Medium about 
organisational issues.  
He has worked both as  
a manager and consultant 
in many sectors, public, 
private and 3rd sector. He is 
affiliated to the International 
Bateson Institute and works 
with Nora Bateson on the 
new science of Warm Data.

We need some sort of platform 
or forum where meaningful 
discussions of citizen matters 
can take place. It needs to be 
able to contradict, even overrule, 
official views and policies, without 
becoming subject to destructive 
politics. How can we avoid the 
politically and financially powerful 
imposing their view of the world?  
I don’t think we are talking  
about a reform of the ‘democratic’ 
system, just the introduction 
of something symmetrical to 
counterbalance our out of control 
complementary system.

When Nora Bateson worked 
recently with 17-year-olds from 
across Europe, allowing them  
to develop their sense of the future 
of education and politics, within 
two days they asked questions 
of European Commission officials 
that could not be answered within 
the existing political system. These 
were their questions, not Nora’s.
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These are our values. They are 
a refresh for us and the PRIDE 
acronym is not new. In fact, whilst 
they matter to us, they are not the 
most important elements for you. 
What is important, however, is 
this. For people to thrive in a local 
authority nowadays, they need to 
know that their organisation will be 
smaller in size, bigger in ambition 
and different in how it operates. 
That is increasingly part of our 
DNA and is mandated at every 
level of the organisation through 
our values – it even links to our 
performance-related pay structure.

We have spent a lot of time 
helping staff understand what 
being smaller, bigger and different 
means and, bluntly, we have 
supported people who do not buy 
in to that vision to consider other 
options. That is not because they 
are bad people or poor performers, 
it is because we recognise that 
public service needs people who 
think collaboratively, innovatively, 
and entrepreneurially. Our 
workforce development approach 
can help individuals reinvent or 
refresh themselves but, ultimately, 
people are free to leave.

And this is really important. The 
kind of people who are able  
to step back and reimagine their 
services in a different way are not 
common. There is no correlation, 
that we have found, between 
position in the organisational 
structure and the ability to do 
this. In fact, the people who have 
been most successful are quite 

by Niall Bolger

The eternal return  
of ‘new’ delivery models

‘When we are no longer  
able to change a situation, 
we are challenged  
to change ourselves.’
             Viktor Frankl 
                 
The London Borough of Sutton is 
done with ‘austerity’. We have tried 
the council-wide transformation 
programme that means taking 
lines out of budgets and reducing 
headcount to the minimum 
possible before a service falls  
over – £31m banked. We have  
also embarked on the other kind  
of transformation where we look  
at cross-organisational efficiencies 
– lots of BPR, lean, and outcome 
focused work. 
 
It was supposed to be over  
by now, but with £5.5m savings 
planned to be delivered over  
the next three years, and a further 
£9.9m left to identify, there is more 
work to do…

‘Then’ is now ‘now’, and the 
requirement for local government 
to save huge amounts of money 
has not gone away. We do not 
bother talking about ‘austerity’ here 
anymore as it is no longer a time-
bound period, it is our everyday 
life. Instead, we talk about PRIDE. 
How we are...
 People-focused
 Responsible
 Innovative
 Diverse
 Enterprising
 …in our work.

different in their personalities and 
experiences. What they do share, 
however, is a strong adherence to 
the PRIDE values, and so we have 
tried to create the space for them 
to ‘disrupt’ more traditional thinking 
– and this has had an impact on 
our back office services too.

What follows is our story, divided 
retrospectively into three sections 
to try and help make any similar 
journey more manageable.

Learn
‘This life, as you live  
it at present, and have 
lived it, you must live 
it once more, and also 
innumerable times; and 
there will be nothing new 
in it, but every pain and 
every joy and every thought 
and every sigh, and all the 
unspeakably small and 
great in thy life must come 
to you again, and all in the 
same series and sequence’
   Friedrich Nietzsche

The first step of doing something 
new and exciting is, paradoxically, 
to understand it is probably not 
that new and can be laborious. 
Whilst the end product may 
be quite different for you, it is 
inevitable that for others it is a road 
already trodden. Sutton council 
has a proud history of delivering 
services differently. It has a 
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‘constellation’ (see right) of shared 
services, staff-led spinouts and 
trading companies that date back 
over a decade – and has more  
in the pipeline.

This has led to scores of projects, 
not all of which have led to  
a new service as the business 
cases have not always stacked 
up, all with lessons to learn. On 
reflection, there is very little new 
in these lessons. Overwhelmingly, 
the message is not about legal 
structures (good lawyers will 
always find one that works),  
or governance models (important 
but not at the expense of good 
services), or even money (a good 
business case and good project 
management takes care of that). 
The most important message  
is about people.

People need to be free to disrupt 
their own thinking and have the 
tools and time to do that – we 
like Edward de Bono’s ‘six hats’ 
here but you will find your own 
techniques. People need to 
know the boundaries and what 
permission they have to test those 
boundaries. And people also need 
support through change as they 
will experience the classic seven 
stages of grief, even if it was their 
idea to change to begin with – and 
there is nothing wrong with that. It 
is all about doing things differently 
but is also about re-learning the 
lessons we forget every time we 
start something new.

Our starting point is that the 
individuals who deliver services 
are experts in what they do, but 
often need support to consider 
how to do it differently. Over time, 
we have developed a strong 
approach to programme and 

project governance, and change 
management is crucial to that.  
This means that our projects 
will have a service lead being 
supported by a project resource 
trained in a range of techniques – 
some are to ensure a robust and 
transparent approach (PRINCE2, 
agile, etc), and some are to help 
disrupt thinking and practice 
(shared service architecture,  
six hats, systems thinking, etc).

So, the offer to anyone who 
works here is that if you have an 
idea, there is resource available 
to support the development 
of a business case to get the 
agreement to do something and 
then there is the support to do  
a business plan to explain how  
it will work. Not one element 
of our method is new; nor are 
any of the problems they are 
solving. Where we hope we have 
succeeded is in understanding 
the balance needed to deliver new 
delivery models. Good project 
management is ten percent of the 
battle, understanding systems 

and process is similar. The place 
where these things succeed or 
fail is in the mind of the workforce. 
If they cannot trust that they can 
experiment, fail, learn and try 
again, new delivery models just  
do not work – a new service  
may emerge but it is unlikely to 
solve the problem it was created 
to address. Oh, and that is not  
new either! Ask the NHS!

Lead
‘Alone we can do so  
little; together we can  
do so much’
      Helen Keller

Our journey (which still continues) 
to becoming a commissioning 
organisation has required a 
profound change in the way that 
we think about the things that are 
important to our communities.  
It has challenged us to open our 
organisation to new ideas, new 
ways of working and to liberate  
our colleagues to find solutions  
to delivering differently.
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Creating the conditions for 
leadership to achieve this was,  
and is, a crucial prerequisite  
for change. In 2012, the council 
adopted a policy to become 
a commissioning council, the 
Smarter Council. A part of that 
policy framework was to be neutral 
about the means of production.  
It is crucial to understand that this 
is not code for ‘the private market 
will provide and somehow other 
providers are of a lesser order’. 
This genuinely means that the 
council (and now the council  
and our partners through the 
Sutton Plan) seek the best means 
of delivering the outcomes for  
our communities. It also means  
we liberate our colleagues to think 
differently about how things can  
be delivered.

The tools for enabling this to 
happen have been developed 
and grown over time, but there are 
some constants that are essential 
to create the conditions for this  
to happen.

Firstly, political acceptability 
is crucial, and ensuring that 
councillors are deciding on 
commissioning outcomes is 
essential. Creating our policy 
framework wasn’t an overnight 
process – it required extensive 
and deep discussions with staff, 
councillors, and partners.

Secondly, a firm grip on the 
financial, performance, customer 
and people management policies 
and frameworks is crucial. Without 
reforming each of these elements 
and refocusing them on the 
commissioning framework,  
inherent tensions will occur.  
As we have moved forward on 
our journey, we have increasingly 
focused on our governance 
arrangements and digital strategy 
(investing in enabling technology 
through our shared ICT service 
with Kingston has been key to this).

The third area is about 
transparency and creating 
a values-led approach to 
commissioning. This is rightly 
going to be different everywhere 

and in every organisation and 
system. Our own approach 
is founded on our values, 
encapsulated in the acronym 
PRIDE and our approach to 
empowering and enabling our 
colleagues to rethink what they do, 
to innovate (however incrementally 
that may be) and to think about the 
impact of what we do. This has
required a shift for everyone.  
There is no single answer. I’m 
asking people what they think far, 
far more than telling them what  
to do.

But what does this mean for 
leadership? Firstly, there is no 
room for a hero in this approach. 
This isn’t about setting a goal, 
pointing the troops and achieving 
a point in time or a specific 
objective and claiming all the 
credit. It is about creating the 
conditions for leadership and 
the permission to innovate and 
to act differently. Importantly, it’s 
about recognising that leadership 
can happen in all levels of our 
organisation and in unexpected 
places. Fundamentally, working to 
commission for outcomes requires 
an openness to collaborate with 
others and a recognition that 
this can take time and is built on 
relationships that are about trust.

There is a need for humility in this 
form of leadership. Of course, it 
isn’t about abdicating responsibility 
or accountability nor is it about 
not having a hierarchy. It is about 
nurturing ideas, allowing people 
to fail gently as well as to succeed 
spectacularly. It is about creating 
the frameworks and conditions  
for success and hopefully 
liberating people to achieve  
the best they can.

We do not bother 
talking about 
‘austerity’ here 
anymore as  
it is no longer 
a time-bound 
period, it is our 
everyday life.

The first step of 
doing something 
new and exciting 
is, paradoxically, 
to understand  
it is probably not 
that new and can 
be laborious.
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This isn’t for everyone. As a leader 
in this system, one’s view is one 
of many. Some colleagues find it 
difficult to be asked what they think 
and find it hard to work differently 
(in particular colleagues with a 
strong professional framework - 
but that’s another story). This is 
sometimes termed ‘resistance  
to change’. I think it’s more about 
fear and concern for the future  
and in these uncertain times, 
making sure that colleagues  
have the support they need  
is crucial.

On a broader canvas, our work on 
public service reform crystallised  
in our Sutton Plan is the next 
frontier. Underpinning this 
ambitious programme of multi-
agency reform is the need  
to think about the whole system  
and whole resource available 

the whole system and allowing 
each other to lead what’s ‘ours’. 
Our pilot projects are already 
delivering fundamentally different 
outcomes, but the learning is  
that time and relationships are 
crucial, based on a strong ethos  
of collaboration and partnership.

I’m immensely proud that some 
of our services have flourished 
thanks to the energy and 
entrepreneurialism of the people 
who run them. Cygnet CIC,  
for example, is now trading 
nationally, employing more  
people and contributing to  
our economy locally. It was 
previously our in-house Schools 
ICT Service. This is a good 
example of services that have 
been valued for some time 
rethinking themselves to survive 
cuts and improve their offer.

constant pressure to change and 
innovate in response to perma-
austerity, we need to beware 
falling into the trap of thinking that 
just because something is new 
it is necessarily better. The other 
risk we face is that colleagues 
can easily become cynical and 
fatigued with endless exhortations 
to innovate, and demand – not 
unreasonably – to be left alone to 
‘get on with their job’.

One key element of our journey, 
therefore, has been to think hard 
about how we enable and support 
colleagues to remain energised 
and focused on ‘good’ innovation, 
while not getting demoralised and 
distracted by ‘bad’ innovation. 
This is as important for the 
organisation as for the individuals 
concerned; as the Learn section 
earlier highlighted, the risk from 
‘bad’ innovations is that they do 
not solve the problem they were 
created to address.

Our way of describing the 
challenge of innovation and 
what it means for the people 
who work here has been through 
our organisational development 
strategy: smaller BIGGER 
Different, which seeks to capture 
the paradox of local government 
now: we are becoming smaller 
organisations (in terms of budgets, 
resources and directly employed 
staff), but our ambitions as leaders 
of our place remain undiminished. 
We are also part of a bigger 
network of other organisations 
– other public sector partners, 
private contractors and suppliers, 
local voluntary groups, spinouts, 
shared services and residents 
themselves as we seek to co-
produce better outcomes together. 
This requires us to work in a very 

For people to thrive in a local 
authority nowadays, they need to 
know that their organisation will be 
smaller in size, bigger in ambition  
and different in how it operates.

for public services and the 
talents within our community. 
Underpinning our plan is an ethos 
and a willingness to collaborate 
and work across boundaries 
and to be mutually concerned 
about the issues and pressures 
of each of our organisations. It 
is about knowing ourselves well 
and the communities we serve. 
Fundamentally, it’s about leading 

Live
‘If you’re not confused, 
you’re not paying attention.’
               Tom Peters

There is a very useful German 
word, ‘schlimmbesserung’, which 
means ‘an innovation that makes 
things worse’. In these times of 
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different way, to develop different 
skills and behaviours, and to think 
and feel differently about our work.
smaller BIGGER Different 
describes this paradox for Sutton 
and sets out in four key spheres 
(place, partnerships, people, and 
performance) the actions we are 
taking to equip our workforce 
to meet the challenge. These 
include: a new expression of 
leadership and what it means to 
be a leader in Sutton, as described 
in the Lead section earlier; our 
recruitment and employer ‘brand’; 
developing the core skills of digital 
confidence, commercialism and 
commissioning; and what we 
will do to embed our refreshed 
organisational purpose and  
values into our day-to-day actions  
and behaviours.

The last of these actions is 
probably the hardest. We all 
(particularly leaders, at all levels) 
need to be a mix of coach and 
police – supporting, inspiring and 
role-modelling, while calling out 
colleagues who do not live the 
values and enforcing collaborative 
behaviour, which seems even 
more paradoxical. But behaviours 

are critical for both individuals 
and the organisation to navigate 
successfully the increasingly 
complex web of relationships 
and networks that are created as 
a result of innovation in delivery 
models and approaches. We need 
all colleagues – particularly at 
senior levels – to leave aside hard 
won professional and managerial 

ever-changing, we need to act 
more than ever as One Council. In 
fact, more than that, in Sutton we 
are finding we need to act as One 
Place. Our place based strategy 
developed collaboratively with 
public, private and voluntary sector 
partners, The Sutton Plan, sets 
out common goals and outcomes, 
and also some agreed principles 

The kind of people who are able 
to step back and reimagine their 
services in a different way are not 
common. There is no correlation,  
that we have found, between position 
in the organisational structure and 
the ability to do this.

silos and hierarchies and to work 
flexibly and with humility as part 
of different and ever-changing 
teams. In one meeting I may be 
the provider, in the next the senior 
customer, and in yet another 
the commissioner or client. In 
this world of many new delivery 
models, shared and consistent 
values and behaviours become 
the unifying glue that link us to 
our ultimate purpose, rather than 
a single command and control 
management structure.

The final paradox is that as our 
delivery and supply chain has 
become more fragmented, and  
our roles more confusing and 

for collaborating on their delivery. 
Having created our innovative new 
delivery models, commissioned 
them, spun them out and shared 
them, we almost need to recreate 
the ties that bind us, and find 
opportunities to keep our partners 
on board with our place-based 
goals and strategy.

Whether you work for ‘the council’, 
or for Encompass or Cognus 
LATCs, the Kingston and Sutton 
shared finance or customer 
contact services, Sutton Health 
and Care (from April our planned 
integrated health and social care 
provider alliance), Mitie or Veolia, 
you are working for Sutton. We 

People need to 
be free to disrupt 
their own thinking 
and have the  
tools and time  
to do that.
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are beginning to develop effective 
ways of having those discussions 
with our partners and colleagues at 
all levels, from a ‘staff conference’ 
week to which all are invited, 
regardless of employer, to formal 
and informal governance boards 
that do more than simply hold 
providers to account for delivery  
of a contract. These relationships 
are crucial because they also  
help us future proof what we 
do. We need to be continuously 
reviewing and reinventing what 
we do to keep pace with external 
change, which is moving ever 
faster, as figure two, above, 
demonstrates. So we need to be 
able to have robust and honest 
conversations with colleagues and 
partners, which will be the only way 

of responding effectively to the 
challenge of the dreaded kaizen.

On a bad day, I can lament the 
passing of the old management 
certainties and simpler ways of 
achieving our aims. Having this 
plethora of new delivery models 
to can indeed sometimes feel like 
a Schlimmbesserung. However, 
the benefits of the process 
that has led us here are also 
worth remembering. A renewed 
focus on why we are all here. 
Greater freedom and flexibility 
for colleagues to find their own 
solutions. And when it works, a 
breaking down of old silos and 
barriers, and the living of values 
and behaviours that prevent new 
ones springing up in their place.

The last of these 
actions is probably  
the hardest. We 
all (particularly 
leaders, at all 
levels) need to be 
a mix of coach and 
police – supporting, 
inspiring and 
role-modelling, 
while calling out 
colleagues who do 
not live the values 
and enforcing 
collaborative 
behaviour, which 
seems even more 
paradoxical.
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So what?
We think our journey has been 
interesting/challenging/successful/
educational, so what can you 
take from it that will be practically 
useful? Below is our approach 
captured as a checklist to try  
and help others learn from our 
mistakes and successes:

Neil Bolger
Niall has been Chief 
Executive of the London 
Borough of Sutton since 
March 2011. Over the last 
seven years, the council has 
been completely transformed, 
using commissioning as  
a tool for change and  
reform. This has resulted  
in innovation and new forms  
of public service delivery 
across the all areas of activity. 
Over the last two years, this 
approach to reform is being 
applied to the wide range of 
public sector agencies in the 
borough through a process 
called the Sutton Plan.

The final paradox 
is that as our 
delivery and supply 
chain has become 
more fragmented, 
and our roles more 
confusing and 
ever-changing,  
we need to act 
more than ever 
as One Council. 
In fact, more than 
that, in Sutton  
we are finding  
we need to act  
as One Place.

Learn
l Take the time to find out what  

is out there and how that  
was done

l Think about the system(s) 
around the area you are trying 
to change

l Forget about silver bullets and 
do not be seduced into thinking 
there is a new solution

l Assume people know their 
services and how they could 
improve them. You cannot 
create system change by 
pandering to intransigence

l Demonstrate disruption

Lead
l Do not be a hero
l Actively liberate people  

to try things by giving them 
permission, the tools and  
some space

l Really understand the data  
and what is happening as 
things change

l Understand what drives your 
workforce – and ask yourself  
if they are the right values.  
If not, change them

l Policy based on evidence  
is everything

Live
l Understand the fatigue in your 

organisation, don’t ignore it
l Genuinely and actively ‘live’  

the values you agree

l Make alliances and be prepared 
to give ground, even where this 
is not immediately reciprocated

l Embrace complexity, use  
a value-base to control it

l Don’t be precious about  
your profession

And finally remember this is 
cyclical. What you create new 
today is old by tomorrow so 
how do you design systems that 
can reinvent themselves without 
needing to stop and transform 
periodically? We think you can 
create those conditions but you 
might need to unthink some of  
your preconceptions first. What is 
new and risky to you could well be 
tried and tested for someone else.
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The death of public service began 
in the late 20th Century.

First came a political disillusion that 
more money did not necessarily 
make for better outcomes. Then 
systems thinking confirmed what 
we already knew, that services for 
people are complex and our sense 
of control a fallacy. The economic 
crash of 2008 led to a decade  
of cuts and increasing demand, 
and we often saw the unkindness 
and inequality in our communities.  
At the same time, the world 
exploded in a digital revolution 
and we began to redefine the 
relationship between the state  
and local citizens.

So we need to talk about rebirth — 
navigating from traditional public 
service to a new public system. 
A more compassionate public 
system that is cost effective,  
but also kind and supportive 
for our communities, creating 
resilience and growth as well  
as being the safety net.

In short there are three coordinates 
that point to the future public 
system. A compass that helps 
to guide our innovation and 
ambition for change: our collective 
moonshot for better outcomes.

l Understand and anticipate  
– new data sources and big 
data analytics are creating 
a step change in our 
understanding of population 
needs and outcomes. Better 
understanding increases the 
accuracy of predicted need, 
making it economic to target 
individuals and offer help  
much earlier.

l A compassionate system – 
professionals working in public 
services are compassionate, 
but our systems are not. 
Families are often pushed  
away until their lives get worse, 
they experience long waiting 
times to manage demand,  
and receive services that don’t 
fit their needs. There is now  
an economically viable 
alternative to reach out  
and support citizens earlier 
– a compassionate public 
sector system.

l Integrate to control demand 
– the more we understand 
the local public system the 
more it is seen as indivisible. 
Integration is critical to control 
where demand is met, to build 
trust between providers and 
manage how the statutory, 
community, universal and digital 

by Richard Selwyn

Moonshot

Control will be a 
defining characteristic 
of the public service 
system – so that 
citizens get the help 
they need from 
the many different 
services and types  
of innovative support.

resources are used to support 
citizens. Inevitably funding  
will move from expensive 
statutory services to real early 
help, increasing the volume  
of demand but reducing  
overall costs.

Our current model of public 
service was set up in the 1940s. 
In the meantime, there have been 
enough changes in practice, 
data and technology, community 
relationships and systems thinking 
to usher in a new approach. 
Statutory minimum is a bust mode, 
so collectively we must reach with 
ambition to the next paradigm.
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Understand and anticipate
The first challenge is to better 
understand and then anticipate the 
needs of local citizens – enabling 
much more responsive and cost-
effective forms of support. Local 
authorities are already integrating 
intelligence to create a single 
view of the citizen and family unit, 
including a wide variety of partner 
data, for example: education, 
care, health, benefits, housing, 
marketing and social media.

But this intelligence is insufficient. 
For instance, we barely know 
our population until their needs 
escalate – which gives us little time 
to be proactive. So, we can expect 
new measures such as annual 
surveys of children’s outcomes, 
and real-time measures of  
patients’ health using wearable 

This intelligence is likely to 
replace the joint strategic needs 
assessment. We may also find 
it’s not traditional services that 
deliver the most sustainable 
outcomes, but family and 
friends, the community, local 
economy and environment.

l Commission for outcomes and 
not services – give responsibility 
to providers, for example, 
for the mental health of a 
population, rather than paying 
for entry to services or number 
of sessions (in lean terms, 
paying for failure).

l Anticipate the needs, including 
hidden needs, of every citizen 
and offer targeted and tailored 
early help. This could feel 
tangibly different to the current 
experience of rationed services.

In public services, we want to 
find out the factors that protect 
residents, the factors that 
expose them to more risk, and 
a list of individuals or families 
whose need is likely to escalate 
over the coming years. As the 
data we collect increases, we 
can analyse more inter-related 
factors to spot trends such as 
housing, benefits, education, 
health data and social media. 
When data-sets become too 
big for a person or team to 
understand, we use artificial 
intelligence, learning algorithms 
to develop hypotheses and spot 
data-relationships. For example:

 l Behavioural Insight Team 
analysis of social workers’  
case notes can detect which 
children are at a high risk of 
being re-referred.

 l Los Angeles Police use 
decades of crime data to 
identify areas and times with 
high probabilities for certain 
crimes, and deploy officers 
more efficiently. Police forces 
in the UK have used the same 
software to predict drug crime 
and robbery.

 l The New York City Fire  
Department service analyses 
building inspection records  
to predict the risk of fire.  
They have now added another 
7,500 factors to include 
behavioural characteristics  
in predictions.

 l Research in New Zealand 
combines local authority and 
health data to predict, at 
the age of two years, which 
children will be on the child 
protection register in the 
future. Similar approaches  
are being trialled in the UK.

Our current model of public service was 
set up in the 1940s. In the meantime, 
there have been enough changes in 
practice, data and technology, community 
relationships and systems thinking to 
usher in a new approach.

tech, so people can stay at home 
rather than in a precautionary 
hospital bed.

If we get the intelligence and 
predictive analytics right,  
we can do three things:

l Build the science behind 
our services, based on local 
evaluation of the longitudinal 
impact of interventions, so 
we can invest in what works. 

Predictive analytics has  
been used in business since 
the 1990s to check credit 
risk, detect fraud, or target 
product marketing. At its 
heart is the analysis of trends, 
and comparing the needs of 
individuals we understand, with 
others to make assumptions 
about what they may need in 
the future.
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A compassionate  
public system
Public service failure is often 
institutional, obscured by layers of 
history and culture. Such as when 
the older person whose complex 
needs don’t fit box A, B or C, but 
that’s all we offer. Or the hidden 
children where 24 per cent of a 
class has a mental health need 
but we only have services for 
three per cent. The new parents 
who can’t read but are given a 
pack of information about local 
services. Waiting time targets that 
are gamed by institutions and 
used to manage demand. Or the 
thresholds that say we can only 
help if you’re really ill.

Professionals working in the 
public sector are compassionate 
– but the public service model 
can be let down by a conspiracy 
of institutional blindness. 
For example, in children’s 
safeguarding there is a process 
of triage with a quick assessment 
against thresholds. If the need is 
below the threshold then there is 
no further action, reducing demand 
to expensive social care services. 
Logically this makes sense to 
ration resources, but it also pushes 
families away until their needs 
escalate and their lives become 
worse. Now some local areas are 
removing this stage and offering 
appropriate help for all referrals – 
using the wide range of community 
and public services to help families 
and intervene early.

What a public service system 
could encourage is the move away 
from cuts and statutory minimum 
services to a compassionate 
design that understands citizens 
and reaches out to help them.

It’s a simple choice: demand is 
either managed by ignoring it,  
or because we help people earlier.

Have we fallen into a rationing 
trap? To illustrate, we may 
assume that a citizen coming  
into the housing service is 
looking for social housing, and 
the officer across the counter 
knows there isn’t much social 

relationship with the community. 
This encourages connections, 
self-help, and neighbours and 
families to help each other a little 
more.

But belief in early help has been 
shaken. Business cases that 
promised a return on investment 
haven’t delivered. This is often 
because the business case 
assumes that presenting need 
would eventually cost society, but 
ignores hidden need that has the 
potential to escalate. We have 
now found that many traditional 
case-holding models of early help 
are too expensive and inevitably 
managers have increased 
thresholds in order to be more 
financially viable, leaving a gap 
that we could call real early help.

So, what we define as a service 
is changing. Intelligence moves 
our interventions from reactive 
to proactive giving time for 
different types of support to be 
more effective. At the same time, 
traditional services are blending 
with community resource such as 
social prescribing; blending with 
universal services such as schools 
delivering family support; and 
blending with digital delivery such 
as apps for citizens to support 
each other’s mental health.  
So, we cannot be sure what this 
new tier of innovative support will 
look like, but it is likely to grow 
rapidly and feel a bit different.

Examples of emerging services 
include: volunteers shoulder 
to shoulder with professionals; 
service users recognised for their 
assets and asked to support 
others; self-help and a culture of 
local compassion seeded by the 
state; teachers doing a little more 
with target families; pharmacies, 
taxi drivers and other local 

Professionals 
working in the 
public sector are 
compassionate 
– but the public 
service model 
can be let down 
by a conspiracy 
of institutional 
blindness.

housing. The relationship that 
has been created is already  
in conflict: the client will fight for 
a house, the service will fight to 
ration supply.

But if people coming into housing 
services are asked what they 
want, 70 per cent just want help, 
not housing. Thinking about 
behavioural insights, people 
could be asked to write down 
what they are looking for,  
and maybe use that as 
the starting point for the 
conversation, replacing conflict 
with coproduction. Many local 
areas are recognising the 
importance of social capital 
and deliberately creating a new 



Public service: state of transformation 2018 report from the public service transformation academy56

4 And we want a culture of 
reciprocity and lowering 
inhibitions, so people are more 
willing to reach out and help 
each other.

Integrate to control 
demand
It feels uneasy to talk about control 
in the same breath as compassion. 
But control will be a defining 
characteristic of the public service 
system – so that citizens get the 
help they need from the many 
different services and types of 
innovative support. And demand  
is met in the most cost-effective 
part of the system instead of the  
de facto maze of pathways.

Single point(s) of access will  
make the public system easier  
to navigate and show us where 
more support is needed to  
reduce demand on expensive 
statutory services. For example, 
increasing capacity in primary  
care through digital consultations 
which in-turn reduce demand  
on acute hospital services.

So, the new public system is 
dependent on trust between 
leaders to stop cost-shunting, 
share risks and use the total 
resource in the system. Integration 
will help to improve efficiency  
and create the trust through 
vehicles such as alliances that 
give a legal basis to risk sharing 
for providers. Or the emerging 
combined authorities which give  
a similar basis for risk sharing  
at the commissioning level.  

businesses supporting resilience; 
online training and guidance 
to democratise professional 
knowledge; or digitally pushing 
a tailored list of local community 
groups to residents through social 
media based on analysis of their 
future needs.

In summary, we can expect to see 
a radical expansion of real early 
help in the tier before traditional 
service models are viable. The 
effectiveness of this support will be 
aided by better understanding and 
anticipation of citizens’ needs, and 
targeting individuals to offer help. 
And there is room for innovation 
and investment in these new 
models — to reduce demand  
into statutory acute services,  
and to form an important layer  
of the new public service system.

We talk about communities, but  
I sometimes wonder if we’ve 
created a geographic convenience 
rather than a helpful construct 
to public service design. I was 
struck a few weeks ago by my 
four-year-old daughter talking 

It’s a simple 
choice: demand 
is either managed 
by ignoring it, or 
because we help 
people earlier.

about her friends at school, how 
she develops, makes connections 
and becomes more resilient 
is already personal to her. My 
daughter’s community is not 
mine — so how can we think of 
geographically coincident people 
as homogenous?

Perhaps each resident has a 
different community. I’m tending 
towards a revised model which 
thinks of individual resilience 
connected through four webs:
l Local geographic connections
l  Family and friends who support 

each other
l  Communities of interest such  

as work, football club, etc
l  And digital connections which, 

while impersonal, are good  
at some aspects of resilience 
such as advice and guidance 
and bring together strangers 
with similar interests across  
a wider sphere.

Maybe we should be designing  
a strategy to support these 
individual communities in England, 
all 65,648,000? We are now 
seeing local government embrace 
the following aims in community 
resilience programmes:

1 Connections between 
individuals and groups.

2 People know where to get  
help, both locally and from 
digital help.

3 Individuals and families develop 
their emotional resilience, this  
is key and curiously there aren’t 
a lot of activities or services  
in this box.
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Richard Selwyn 
Richard Selwyn is a public 
sector commissioner and 
systems thinker. His career 
has spanned central and local 
government and consulting 
across a range of sectors.
Richard started in ‘96  
with defence procurement  
and space engineering  
before changing career  
to develop children’s trusts 
policy and lead national 
children’s commissioning.  
He was a Director for the 
Commissioning Support 
Programme and has  
since worked in London  
and Shire authorities  
and central government.
Richard is a regular 
lecturer at the national  
Commissioning 
Academy, writes a 
column in CYP Now and 
authored ADCS Pillars & 
Foundations and Outcomes  
& Efficiency: Leadership 
Handbook — read it for free 
on Amazon.

New providers will be incentivised 
to grow innovative services 
blended with community, universal 
and digital resources that promote 
resilience and reach out to citizens.
The new structures are likely 
to operate in layers: national 
governance and policy, regional 
combined authorities, hospital level 
alliances, local service integration 
around 50k populations, and 
voluntary and community-based 
support at street level. Too much 
focus on one layer to the exclusion 
of another will be sub-optimal.

And not only will we create larger 
public service delivery vehicles  
in each area, but commissioning 
will also integrate and scale  
up to manage these competing 
providers. Short of full integration, 
a combined authority model can 
give robust governance between 
partners, so we can move to 
outcome-based commissioning 
and make best use of all public 
services. This will involve pursuing 
population outcomes, but also 
pushing inclusive growth and 
resilience, and shifting funding 
from acute to real early help.

Bonfire of the sovereignties 
— there is a human behaviour 
(sometimes ingrained in 
government structures and 
legislation) which can fight to keep 
public services separate. Will 
combined authorities and alliances 
allow us to test a truly integrated 
public service model? Integrating 
the support from health, care, the 
police, employment services and 
community services? One could 
argue this is an inevitable position 

if we apply systems thinking to 
service design, but we can’t forget 
the habits of human behaviour.

Moonshot
Moonshot is a term to describe  
the great leaps the human  
race can accomplish when  
we are collectively ambitious 
and bloody-minded. We’ve been 
playing with systems thinking  
and pulling the threads of the 
1940s social reform for long 
enough. Right now, we can  
shoot for a compassionate  
public system.

Democracy exists by the will of 
the people: a delicate balance 
between basic rights, managed 
expectations and hope, and 
capitalism driving growth. 
Some communities, however, 
experience a sense of inequality 
from post-recession recovery, 
a lack of control and little hope 
for improvement. We know that 
inequality is linked to high cortisol 
levels during pregnancy, which in 
turn leads to children who are less 
trusting and mature more quickly. 
Research such as The Spirit 
Level has shown the link between 
inequality and poor outcomes for 
the whole population — affecting 
both the haves and the have-nots.

So, do our services help or hinder 
inequality? Do we design for a 
master-slave relationship to ration 
services, or coproduction that 
encourages resilience? Could a 
more compassionate public system 
heal the citizen-state relationship?
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Let us help you by explaining the key questions 
such as what is covered, who has to comply, 
your obligations and much more.

For more information contact Peter Ware 
on +44 (0)115 976 6242 or email 
peter.ware@brownejacobson.com

public procurement rules 
can be complex

Birmingham | Exeter | London | Manchester | Nottingham

0370 270 6000

www.brownejacobson.com
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The vulnerability equation  
and a joined up public service

Vulnerable is one of the most 
frequently used words in policing 
today. The words vulnerable and 
vulnerability appeared in the 
2016 State of Policing report by 
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector 
of Constabulary no fewer than 
76 times. How policing deals 
with vulnerable people and how 
it manages the demand from 
vulnerability are two of the most 
critical issues facing police and 
public services.

Broadly speaking, vulnerability 
is used as a term within a whole 
range of dreadful crimes, such 
as exploitation, abuse, mutilation, 
slavery, harassment and stalking. It 
is important to appreciate the scale 
of the challenge of vulnerability 
and to look at the totality of risk to 
vulnerable people in our society 
and our capacity to support them. 

We can start by breaking down 
some of the areas of vulnerability.
l  Honour based abuse – the 

Honour Based Violence 
Awareness Network reports an 
estimate of twelve so-called 
honour killings every year in 
the UK. This does not include 
offences where people and 
children are taken abroad and 
where we lose knowledge of 
their whereabouts. It does not 
cover the threats, control over 
freedom, or other such offences 
that mask the true extent of this 
type of hidden crime.

l  Forced marriage. It is estimated 
that there are 8,000 to 10,000 
forced marriages a year; to 
put that into context, assume 
an average of 25 a day. In 
2016, the government’s Forced 
Marriage Unit responded to 
more than 1,400 reports of 
possible forced marriages.  

l  Modern slavery and forced 
labour. The Home Office 
estimates there are 10,000 
to 13,000 victims of modern 
slavery in the UK today. 
The National Crime Agency 
disclosed earlier this year that 
there are roughly 300 ongoing 
policing operations dealing with 
this emerging problem.

l  Hate crime. Hate crime 
can relate to race, sexual 
orientation, religion, disability 
and transgender/gender identity 
issues. Police record about 
62,000 hate crimes a year.

l  Child abuse and sexual 
exploitation. The NSPCC  
report that 58,000 children  
were identified as needing 
protection from abuse in the  
UK in 2016, and that one  
in 20 children in the UK has 
been sexually abused.

l  Female genital mutilation. 
City, University of London, 
estimate that 137,000 women 
and girls are living with FGM 
and as many as 144,000 girls 
are at risk of FGM in England 
and Wales.

by Paul Griffiths

How policing deals 
with vulnerable 
people and how 
it manages the 
demand from 
vulnerability are two 
of the most critical 
issues facing police 
and public services.

l  Domestic abuse. On average, 
100 women and 30 men are 
murdered by a current or former 
partner every year. The Crime 
Survey of England and Wales 
reports around two million 
people in England and Wales 
are experiencing some form 
of domestic abuse. The same 
source suggests domestic 
abuse accounts for 11 per 
cent of all crime recorded by 
the police. The charity Living 
Without Abuse says domestic 
abuse will affect one in four 
women and one in six men 
and that on average it is not 
reported until the 35th occasion.

l  Victims of sexual offences.  
In 2016-17, Rape Crisis centres 
responded to nearly 4,000 calls 
a week. Its specialist services 
were used by 67,000 people,  
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an increase of 16 per cent 
on the previous year.  Police 
recorded more than 120,000 
sexual offences in the same 
year, and there remains a high 
level of under-reporting.

l  Prostitution. Research in 2015 
indicated there were more than 
70,000 sex workers in the UK. 
On average, five sex workers 
are murdered every year.

l  Vulnerable adults. According 
to Action on Elder Abuse, in 
2016-17 there were 109,000 
inquiries under Section 42 of 
the Care Act. These involve 
indications of neglect, acts  
of omission or physical abuse. 
More than 60 per cent of the 
subjects of these inquiries were 
aged over 65.

l  Missing persons. The charity 
Missing People estimate that 
more than 135,000 people were 
reported missing in 2015-16 
in England and Wales. It also 
says almost 250,000 missing 
incidents were recorded by 
police – meaning many of those 
who are missing, go missing on 
more than one occasion.

l  Stalking and harassment. 
The 2009-2012 Crime Survey 
of England and Wales revealed 
that up to 700,000 women are 
stalked each year. In 2013, the 
Office for National Statistics 
estimated that one in six women 
and one in 12 men will suffer  
the crime in their lifetime.  
The Crown Prosecution Service 
prosecuted approximately  
700 stalking offences and 
10,000 harassment offences  
in 2013/14.

l  Mental health. In 2015/16, 
28,000 people were detained 
under S136 of the Mental  
Health Act in England and 
Wales. The College of Policing 
estimates there are four million 
mental health related incidents 
every year.

Now, with the knowledge gleaned 
above, consider we have just over 
123,000 police officers in England 
and Wales. Dealing with this  
scale of vulnerability is, in reality, 
beyond the capacity and capability 
of the police service.

Neither is this an exhaustive list  
of demand on policing. It does  
not include:
l  Crimes committed on the 

internet including fraud
l  Other types of fraud
l  Terrorism
l  Serious and organised crime
l  Traffic collisions
l  Antisocial behaviour
l  Traditional crimes such as theft 

and burglary
l  Knife crime and firearms 

offences
l  Event management
l  Community engagement

I could continue, but I believe  
the point has been made.

I accept that challenges can be 
issued against many of these 
statistics; especially if you consider 
the accuracy of estimating hidden 
crimes, issues of duplication,  
and the role of other agencies. 

However, it’s clear that the 
simple equation of demand 
from vulnerability divided by the 
resource capability of the police 
does not balance. And it is not 
just the volume of crime and 
offending here that needs to be 
considered. The myriad social 
factors influencing these crimes 
and, often, of the circumstances  
of individual victims, adds  
to the overall complexity  
of the landscape. 

We need to look for opportunities 
to simplify this complexity for public 
services staff – after all, simplicity 
is the ultimate sophistication. A key 
start for policing, and its partner 
public services in dealing with 
protecting vulnerable people,  
is agreeing a common definition 
of what vulnerability actually 
means. This sounds like it should 
be very simple, but clearly isn’t, 
or it would have been done by 
now. Nevertheless, I believe 
there is scope for all public 
services to work more closely 
together in developing a shared 
understanding and recognition 
of vulnerability. The dictionary 
definition of vulnerability is 
‘susceptible to harm or injury’ and 
while this is simple and informative, 
we do need to recognise that there 
are two aspects to vulnerability: 
personal and situational. 

Dealing with 
the scale of 
vulnerability is, 
in reality, beyond 
the capacity and 
capability of the 
police service.
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Paul Griffiths 
Chief Superintendent 
Paul Griffiths is a 
Gwent Police Officer 
and is seconded asthe 
vice-president of the 
Police Superintendents’ 
Association. He was  
a Senior Investigating 
Officer, Strategic Firearms 
Commander and a 
Negotiator Co-ordinator.  
He led one of the 
largest Modern Slavery 
Investigations in the 
UK, Operation Imperial, 
which has so far resulted 
in convictions totalling 
31 years imprisonment. 
He holds a BSc (Hons), 
MSc in Criminal Justice 
Studies and is a Fellow  
of the RSA and the  
CMI. In his spare  
time enjoys physical 
challenges, adventures 
and charity work.

Personal characteristics can make 
someone vulnerable and these can 
range from general characteristics 
such as gender, age and health, 
to very specific elements, such 
as substance misuse or mental 
health. Situational characteristics 
are about the circumstances that a 
person lives or finds themselves in, 
such as whether they are isolated, 
being financially controlled, or 
coerced in some way.

The underlying factors, which 
people need to question and look 
out for, are particular signs of 
control or power of one individual 
over another. Violence, threats, 
or supply of anything be it a 
substance, money, or somewhere 
to live, can be a means to control, 
exploit or harm a victim. Public 
services need to work together 
to ingrain a working practice that 
questions human relationships 
– while at the same time gaining 
people’s trust and confidence.  
This clearly has the potential  
to lead to a dichotomy.

There are deep individual and 
societal problems which make 
abuse, exploitation and harm 
possible; few of which the police 
have any hope of combating  
alone. But public services are still 
too far apart in their strategies, 
priorities and available resources 
to effectively address this 
challenge. Such a massive task – 
to protect every vulnerable person 
from harm – requires a ‘one public 
service’ approach. 

This requires every member of any 
agency, who has direct contact 
with the public, to be aware of the 
signs to look for and the approach 
to address the risk, plan an 
intervention, and bring a person 

to safety. This requires a definition 
and approach to vulnerability that 
is simple and recognisable to all.

So, no matter how challenging it 
may be, we have to try and simplify 
how we think of, understand and 
address vulnerability. We need to 
engage all public services more 
effectively – doctors, nurses, 
teachers, social workers, fire 
officers, and anyone in the public 
services that is involved in direct 
public contact. We also need  
to engage and give more support 
to charities and the superb 
voluntary sector.

Finally, we need to help the public 
have a greater understanding of 
the risk, and embrace preventative 
ways to frustrate criminal activities 
and minimise the risks to their 
families, friends or communities. 
With the scale of modern day 
vulnerability, the challenges 
of austerity, and the role of 
technology in both influencing 
behaviour change and enabling 
offending, it has never been so 
important to have this ‘one public 
service’ approach.

I urge all public services to work 
on bringing down departmental 
tensions and silos that are 
hindering a genuine problem-
solving approach. Never has  
it been so important to mobilise 
the public to prevent vulnerable 
people becoming victims and  
to help those in our society  
who are most at risk. In our duty 
to protect the public, we cannot 
afford to miss opportunities  
across the whole of the public 
services to protect people who  
are suffering at the hands of 
inhumane offenders.
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Think Local Act Personal 
(TLAP) is a partnership of over 
50 organisations committed to 
personalisation and community-
based health, care and support. 
TLAP’s unique position as a sector-
wide partnership brings together 
central and local government, 
people with lived experience, 
commissioners, providers and 
social enterprises to ensure 
rhetoric of policy and legislation is 
grounded in the reality of practice.

Our cornerstone is that 
personalisation is fundamentally 
about better lives, not services. 
This means working across 
service boundaries to support the 
achievement of better outcomes 
and improvements in experience 
and wellbeing for people, carers 
and their families. All our work is 
co-produced with the National 
Co-production Advisory Group 
(NCAG), ensuring that people 
with lived experience are central 
to informing and influencing 
policy development and practical 
implementation.

We make an impact by:
l Working through partners 

and networks to deliver front  
line operational support

l Mobilising leaders and  
decision makers to  
contribute at strategic level  
to system change

l Showcasing examples  
that deliver transformational  
outcomes

l Working with partners  
to ensure social care has  
reach and influence in  
health sector.

How can TLAP help you?
l A wide range of tools and 

resources are on our website  
to inform and inspire

l We run events designed  
to educate and motivate

l Our networks on building  
community capacity, market  
development and self- 
directed support share  
learning and innovation. 

Think Local Act Personal

Please sign up to our 
e-newsletters at  
thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk  
and keep up to date with 
the best in asset based 
approaches and community 
development in health  
and social care. 
Follow us on Twitter @tlap1
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by Pia Andrew

This paper explores major 
paradigm shifts in society and 
the need for governments to 
understand and respond. It 
presents a potential vision 
for the future and the role of 
public services in that future. 
Fundamentally, this paper 
challenges all public servants 
to think big, work openly, and 
collaboratively codesign the future 
with the communities we serve.

Things have changed. It’s not that 
change is happening. Change 
has already happened and it 
is incumbent upon us working 
in government to transition our 
organisations to be resilient and 

responsive to the needs of our 
community now and into the future.

Technology is both an enabler 
and a disruptor in our lives. It has 
ushered in an age of surplus, with 
decentralised systems enabled 
by highly empowered global 
citizens, all creating increasing 
complexity. It is imperative that 
we transition into a more open, 
collaborative, resilient and digitally 
enabled society that can respond 
exponentially to exponential 
change while empowering all our 
people to thrive. We have the 
means now by which to overcome 
our greatest challenges including 
poverty, hunger, inequity and 
shifting job markets, but we must 
be bold in collectively designing 
a better future, otherwise we 
may unintentionally reinvent past 
paradigms and inequities with 
shiny new things.

Technology is only as useful as 
it affects actual people, so my 
vision starts, perhaps surprisingly 
for some, with people. After all, if 
people suffer, the system suffers, 
so the wellbeing of people is the 
first and foremost priority for any 
sustainable vision. But we also 
need to look at what all sectors  
and communities across society 
need and what part they can play:
l  People: I dream of a future 

where the uniqueness of local 
communities, cultures and 
individuals is amplified, where 
diversity is embraced as a 
strength, and where all people 
are empowered with the skills, 

Transitioning public sectors  
beyond the tipping point

Technology has 
ushered in an age 
of surplus, with 
decentralised 
systems enabled 
by highly 
empowered 
global citizens, 
all creating 
increasing 
complexity.

capacity and confidence to 
thrive locally and internationally. 
A future where everyone shares 
in the benefits and opportunities 
of a modern, digital and 
surplus society/economy with 
resilience, and where everyone 
can meaningfully contribute 
to the future of work, local 
communities and the national/
global good

l  Public sectors: I dream of 
strong, independent, bold 
and highly accountable 
public sectors that lead, 
inform, collaborate, engage 
meaningfully and are effective 
enablers for society and the 
economy. A future where  
we invest as much time and 
effort on transformational 
digital public infrastructure 
and skills as we do on other 
public infrastructure like roads, 
health and traditional education, 
so we can all build on top of 
government as a platform. 
Where everyone can have 
confidence in government as  
a stabilising force of integrity 
that provides a minimum quality  
of life upon which everyone  
can thrive

l  The media: I dream of a highly 
effective Fourth Estate which 
is motivated systemically with 
resilient business models that 
incentivise behaviours to both 
serve the public and hold power 
to account, especially as ‘news’ 
is also arguably becoming 
exponential. Actionable 
accountability that doesn’t rely 
on the linearity and personal 
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incentives of individuals to 
respond will be critical with 
the changing pace of news 
and with more decisions being 
made by machines

l  Private, academic and nonprofit 
sectors: I dream of a future 
where all sectors can more 
freely innovate, share, adapt 
and succeed while contributing 
meaningfully to the public 
good and being accountable 
to the communities affected 
by decisions and actions. I 
also see a role for academic 
institutions in particular, given 
their systemic motivation for 
high veracity outcomes without 
being attached to one side, as 
playing a role in how national/
government actions are 
measured, planned, tested  
and monitored over time.

Finally, I dream of a world where 
countries are not celebrated for 
being just digital nations, but rather 
are engaged in a race to the top 
in using technology to improve the 
lives of all people, and to establish 
truly collaborative democracies 
where people can meaningfully 
participate in shaping optimistic 
and inclusive futures.

I’ve been thinking a lot over many 
years about change and the 
difference between iteration and 
transformation, about systems, 
about what is going on in the  
big picture. It’s because what  
I’m seeing around the world  
is a lot of people iterating away 
from pain, but not actually iterating 
towards a future. Looking for ways 
to solve the current problem,  
but not rethinking or reframing  
in the broader context.
But we invented all of this...

this is worth taking a moment 
to consider. We invented every 
system, every government, every 
means of production, we organised 
ourselves into structures and 
companies. All the things we know, 
we invented. By understanding that 
we invented it, we can embrace 
the reality that we aren’t stuck with 
it. A lot of people start from the 
normative perspective ‘that it is 
how it is’ and ‘how do we slightly 
improve it?’ But we don’t have to 
be constrained to this assumption 
because we invented it.

rusty anchor that keeps us in place 
in high tide, but they are drawing 
us to a dangerous reef as the water 
lowers. We need to figure out how 
to float on the water without rusty 
anchors so we can adapt to the 
tides of change.

Actually understanding the 
assumptions that underpin what 
we do, understanding our goals, 
and what we are trying to achieve, 
and trying to make sure that we 
move forward with concepts that 
we intentionally want to take into 

The world was known for a long time  
to be flat. At some point it became  
clear the world was not flat and people 
had to change their perspective.  
If we don’t challenge the assumptions 
that underpin our systems, we run  
the significant risk of recreating the 
past with shiny new things.

The reason this is important 
is because the world has 
fundamentally changed. The world 
started from a lot of assumptions.
The world was known for a long 
time to be flat. At some point it 
became clear the world was not 
flat and people had to change their 
perspective. If we don’t challenge 
the assumptions that underpin our 
systems, we run the significant 
risk of recreating the past with 
shiny new things. A lot of our 
assumptions have become like a 

the future, is important. What do 
we want to take with us? What 
do we want to leave behind? 
Because a lot of the assumptions 
that underpin the systems we have 
today were forged centuries or 
even millennia ago. A long time 
before the significant paradigm 
shifts we have seen.

So let’s explore some of those 
power shifts and then consider 
what role government could play 
moving forward.
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Compliance is 
important for 
stability, but blind 
compliance can 
create millstones.

Paradigm #1:  
central to distributed
The independence movements 
created a culture of everyone 
being individually powerful 
through the development of 
individual assumptions of rights. 
More recently, with the internet 
becoming a distributor, enabler 
and catalyst of that, we are 
now seeing power massively 
distributed. Think about it. Any 
individual around the world who 
can get online - admittedly that’s 
only two thirds of us, but it’s 
growing every day - has the power 
to publish, to create, to share, to 
collaborate, to collude, to monitor.

It’s not just the state monitoring the 
people, but the people monitoring 
the state and people monitoring 
other people. There is the power  
to enforce your own perspective.  
It doesn’t matter whether you  
think it’s a good or bad thing,  
it is the reality. It’s the shift.  
And if we don’t learn to embrace, 
understand and participate in it, 
particularly in government, then 
we actually make ourselves less 
relevant. Because one of the  
main things about this distribution 
of power, that the internet has 
taught us is, fundamentally,  
as part of our culture, is that you 
can route around damage. The 
internet was set up to functionally 
be able to route around damage 
where damage was physical or 
technical. At some point we started 
to internalise that socially, and if 
you, in government, are seen to do 
damage, then people route around 
you. This is why we have to learn 
to work as a node in a network, 
not just a king in a castle, because 
kings don’t last.

Paradigm #2:  
analogue to digital
I like to joke that we use lawyers 
as modems. If you think about 
regulation and policy, we write it,  
it is translated by a lawyer or 
drafter into regulation or policy,  
it is then translated by a lawyer or 
drafter or anyone into operational 
systems, business systems, 
helpdesk systems or other systems 
in society. Why wouldn’t we make 
our regulation as code?

The intent of our regulation 
and our legislative regimes are 
important so that we can actually 

speed up, automate, improve 
consistency of application through 
the system, and have a feedback 
loop to understand whether policy 
changes are having the intended 
policy effect.

There are so many great things 
we can do when we start thinking 
about digital as something new 
and not just digitising an analogue 
process. Innovation too long 
was interpreted as a digitisation 
of a process, or basic process 
improvements. But real digitisation 
should involve transformation 
where you are changing the thing 
to better achieve the purpose  
or intent.

Paradigm #3:  
scarcity to surplus
This is critical. Why do we still  
have so many systems that 
assume scarcity when surplus  
is the opportunity? Between  
3D printing and nanotech,  
we could be deconstructing  
and reconstructing new materials 
to print into goods, food, building 
materials or transplant organs  
just to name a few, and yet a large 
inhibitor of 3D printing progress 
is copyright lobbyists. So, the 
question I have for you is: do we 
care more about 18th Century 

Innovation 
too long was 
interpreted as  
a digitisation  
of a process,  
or basic process 
improvements. 
But real 
digitisation 
should involve 
transformation 
where you are 
changing the 
thing to better 
achieve the 
purpose or intent.
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formative approach in doing the 
work we do for the betterment  
of society, rather than ticking  
the box because it is the process  
we have to follow. Formative takes 
us away from being consumers 
and towards being makers. As 
an example, the most basic form 
of normative human behaviour 
is in how we see and conform 
to being human. You are either 
normal, or you are not, based on 
some externally projected vision 
of normal. But the internet has 
shown us that no one is normal. 
So embracing the knowledge that 
through our difference we are more 
powerful, and more able to adapt, 

business models or do we care 
more about solving the problems 
of our society? We need to make 
these choices.

Exploring optimistic 
futures
On the back of these paradigm 
shifts, I’d like to briefly talk about 
the future. I spoke about the 
opportunity through surplus with 
3D printing and nanotech to 
address poverty and hunger.

But what about the opportunities of 
rockets for domestic travel? It takes 
half an hour to get into space, an 
hour to traverse the world, and 
half an hour to return which means 
domestic retail transport by rocket 
is being developed right now. 
This means I could go from New 
Zealand to Canada to work for the 
day and be home in time for tea. 
That shift is going to be enormous 
in so many ways and it could drive 
real change in how we see work 
and internationalism. How many 
people remember 90s sci-fi film 
Total Recall? Self-driving cars,  

We are still 
working on 
industrial 
assumptions 
that the number 
of hours that we 
have is a scarcity 
paradigm, and  
I have to sell the 
number of hours 
that I work.

The internet has 
shown us that  
no one is normal.   

Do we care 
more about 18th 
Century business 
models or do 
we care more 
about solving the 
problems of our 
society? We need 
to make these 
choices.   

If we have moved to an era 
of surplus, but we are getting 
increasing inequality, perhaps 
the systems of distribution are 
problematic? Perhaps in assuming 
scarcity we are protecting scarcity 
for the few at the cost of the many.

Paradigm #4:  
normative to formative
For the past hundred years  
in particular we have perfected 
the art of broadcasting images 
of ‘normal’ into our houses, 
particularly with radio and 
television. We have the concept 
of a set standard or rule, and if 
you don’t follow them we’ll punish 
you. So a lot of culture is about 
compliance in society. Compliance 
is important for stability, but blind 
compliance can create millstones. 
A formative paradigm is about not 
saying how it is, but in exploring 
where you want to go. In public 
service we are particularly good at 
compliance culture, but I suggest 
that if we got more people thinking 
formatively, not just change for 
change’s sake, but bringing people 
together on their genuinely shared 
purpose of serving the public, then 
we may be able to take a more 

is an important part of our story 
and culture moving forward. If we 
are confident to be formative, we 
can always try to create a better 
world while applying a critical eye 
to compliance so we don’t comply 
for compliance’s sake.
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as featured in the movie, are 
close to becoming normal now. 
Interesting fact: some cars are 
designed to tint windows when 
travelling through intersections. 
Why? Human passengers are 
deeply uncomfortable with the 
speed and the narrower proximity 
of self-driving cars to other vehicles.

Obviously, there are opportunities 
around AI, bots and automation, 
but I think it gets interesting 
when we think about future work 
opportunities. We are still working 
on industrial assumptions that the 
number of hours that we have is 
a scarcity paradigm, and I have 
to sell the number of hours that 
I work; 40, 50, 60 hours. Why 
wouldn’t we work 20 hours a week 
at a higher rate to meet our basic 
needs? Why wouldn’t we have 
one or two days a week where we 
could contribute to our civic duties, 
or art, or education? Perhaps 
we could jump start an inclusive 
renaissance? But, no, I don’t mean 
cat pictures. People can’t thrive  
if they’re struggling to survive  
and yet we keep putting pressure 
on people just to survive.

The role of government?
So what’s the role of government 
in all this, in the future? Again 
these are just some thoughts, 
a conversation starter. I think 
one of our roles is to ensure that 
individuals have the ability to 
thrive. Now, I acknowledge I’m 
privileged to have come from 
a social libertarian country that 
believes this: where people 
broadly believe they want their 
taxes to go to the betterment of 
society. Not all countries have that 

assumption. But if we accept the 
idea that people can’t thrive if they 
can’t survive, then our baseline 
quality of life – if you assume an 
individual starts from nothing with 
no privilege, benefits or family, 
state support – needs to be good 
enough for the person to be  
able to thrive. Otherwise we get  
a basic structural problem. Part  
of this is about becoming master 
builders again and needing 
empathy in government. When  
we build systems without empathy 
they go wrong. User-centred 
design is just a systematisation of 
empathy, which is fantastic, but 
bringing empathy into everything 
we do remains important.

Leadership is also an important 
role for government. Part of our 
role is representing society’s best 

and that’s why digital and open 
government initiatives must  
directly align.

It is certainly a role of government 
to create confidence in our 
communities. It is one thing  
to address Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs, but if you don’t feel 
confident, or don’t feel safe, 
then you behave in strange and 
unpredictable ways. This relates 
to regulation and there is a theory 
that regulation is bad because 
it is hard. I would suggest that 
we need to change the way it’s 
delivered. Regulation as code 
gets the balance right because 
you can have the settings and 
levers in the economy, but also 
the ability for it to be automated, 
consumable, consistent, monitored 
and innovative. 

Minecraft is the saviour of  
a generation because all those 
kids are growing up believing they 
can shape the world around them.   

interests and serving the public 
in the public sector, which is 
distinct from the political sector, 
though citizens see us the same. 
The role of a strong, independent 
public sector is essential in 
a post-fact fake news world, 
as it is one of the only stage 
actors naturally motivated, and 
naturally systemically motivated, 
to support the public. That’s why 
open government is so important 

I imagine a future where I have 
a personal AI which I can trust 
because of quantum cryptography 
and because it is tethered in 
purpose to my best interests.  
I don’t have to rely on whether my 
interests align with the purpose  
of a department, company or 
nonprofit to receive services:  
my personal bot can do it all.  
It could deal with the government 
AI to figure out the rules, my 
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taxation, obligations, services and 
entitlements. Where is the website 
in all this? I ask because the web 
is a 1990s paradigm, and people 
need to realise and plan for  
a future where service delivery  
is in building the backend of 
what we do – the business rules, 
transactions, data, content,  
models – in a modular consumable 
so we can shift channels or  
modes of delivery whether it is  
a person, digital service or AI  
to AI interaction.

We need to have a strong focus 
on participatory democracy, 
where government isn’t just doing 
something to you, but where we 
build the future together. This is 
how we create a multi-processor 
world rather than a single 
processor government. This is  
how we scale and develop a 
better society. We need to move 
beyond consultation and into 
actual codesign with governments 
working together across the 
sectors and with civil society 
shaping the world.

If we see government as an 
enabler, or a platform upon which 
society can build, we need to build 
a way of working where we are 
a node in the network, where we 
have to work collaboratively, where 
people are naturally motivated  
to make good decisions about  
their life and how government  
can enable and support people.

So, embrace the tipping point, 
don’t just react. What future do you 
want? What society do you want 
to move towards? I guess I’ve got 
to a point in my life where I see 
everything as a system, and if I 
can’t connect the dots between 
what I’m doing and the purpose, 
then I try to not do that thing.

I challenge you to be thinking 
about this every day: to consider 
your own assumptions and biases, 
whether you are being normative 
or formative, if you are treating 
symptoms or going to the causal 
heart of the issue, to evaluate 
whether you are being iterative or 
transformative, if you are moving 
away from something or towards 
something. And to always keep 
in mind where you want to be 

I think one of our 
roles is to ensure 
that individuals 
have the ability  
to thrive.

Government should also be 
driving the skills required for the 
21st century. Coding is critical 
not because everyone needs to 
code, but because it teaches you 
an assumption, an instinct, that 
technology is something useful, yet 
not something you are intrinsically 
bound to. Minecraft is the saviour 
of a generation because all those 
kids are growing up believing they 
can shape the world around them. 
This harks back to the normative/
formative shift. But we also need 
to teach critical thinking, self 
awareness, bias awareness, maker 
skills and community awareness. 
Personally, it has been delightful 
to move to New Zealand where 
they have a culture that has an 
assumed community awareness.

Pia Andrew 
Pia (Waugh) Andrew,  
@piawaugh is an open 
government and data 
ninja* who has recently 
joined the ‘digital 
transformation and 
government as a platform’ 
cabal. She works within 
the New Zealand (public 
sector) machine to enable 
greater transparency, 
democratic engagement, 
citizen-centric design and 
real, pragmatic actual 
innovation in the public 
sector and beyond. She  
-is also trying to do her 
part in establishing greater 
public benefit from publicly 
funded data, software and 
research. Pia is currently  
the Service Integration  
Lead in the Service  
and System Innovation 
Branch of the Department  
of Internal Affairs.

* Pia has also studied 
martial arts since 1990,  
so she is more qualified 
than most to this title.

and how you are contributing to 
a better society, actively leaving 
behind those legacy ideas that 
simply don’t serve the public  
good. Finally, I challenge you  
to holistically explore the role  
and purpose of public services  
in modern society, and pursue 
them confidently.
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to making. It’s about wearing a 
lanyard which reminds you that 
you are delivering public services, 
not developing the brand of an 
individual organisation.

Given the range and complexity 
of what we do as a local authority 
– both directly, and together with 
others – this means taking such 
reflection as widely as possible. It 
also means taking account of many 
different perspectives. We all have 
our own ways of understanding 
our world – we need to be able to 
connect with other views to check, 

by Carolyn Wilkins

Leave your lanyards by the door: 
reflections on changing culture

In Oldham, we’ve spent a lot of 
time and effort developing our 
focus outwards, beyond traditional 
service delivery. Of course it 
remains vitally important that we 
deliver core services to a good 
standard. But we believe our 
purpose is also to work for better 
outcomes for our people and 
places which means working, at 
scale, in very different ways. In 
part, our outward focus is about 
working in new ways across 
Greater Manchester. It’s also about 
building stronger and deeper 
relationships with a widening range 

where they would go to get ideas. 
What came over strongly was that 
people primarily learnt from  
places that were already similar 
(for example, peer-to-peer  
learning across local authorities) 
or from within their professions  
(for example planners and the 
Royal Town Planning Institute). 
Of course this makes sense – 
not least in terms of maintaining 
professional qualifications and 
standards. However, it can result 
in a narrowness of learning that 
may be limiting to how we imagine 
future possibilities. And, often,  
true learning is when our ideas 
spark against lived experience  
– translating into new ways  
of seeing the world.

Delivering better outcomes must 
mean working with the grain 
of how things are now – within 
organisations as much as for 
individuals and communities.  
It’s hard to work together to reach 
a shared goal if there’s no mutual 
regard for each other’s starting 
points or views of the world. A way 
of seeing can very definitely also 
be a way of not seeing. So this 
means spending time with each 
other, building relationships, and 
acknowledging that contributions 
to outcomes are made by many, 
many players. It also means 
acknowledging that the changes 
we want to see mean changes 
to how we work, changes to the 
services we provide and how we 
organise to make them happen. 
Running through all of this are 
questions of culture.

Our greatest chances of collective 
success come when we leave our 
organisational lanyards by the 
door and enter the room prepared 
to keep our attention and focus 
on what we share, the things  
we have in common.

of actors throughout Oldham and 
beyond. It’s about paying real 
attention to the ways in which 
we currently work; building in 
time to constantly reflect on, and 
challenge, the extent to which 
these are truly coherent with the 
things we say we value, and the 
changes we say we’re committed 

and re-check that we are coherent 
together, not just in our own 
view. This means having different 
conversations; it means visiting 
different places.

Some years ago, I carried out  
a piece of work exploring where 
people felt they learned from, 
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No organisation has a single 
culture – this is true of small 
organisations as much as it is for 
large ones. But there are often 
dominant themes and unwritten 
rules to how places operate. I find 
it fascinating how these are then 
reflected across organisations in 
myriad ways – in the language 
used, in the nature (and quality) 
of spaces occupied, in who 
does and doesn’t wear a formal 
uniform. How these things are ‘just 
how it is here’ for people already 
there, but experienced as alien 
by those outside. In order to be 
able to change culture we first 
need to understand it, and how 
it is presented in conscious and 
unconscious ways.

Part of this connects to the 
language we use. Language is  
part of how we make sense of  
our world, and how things work.  
It can help us feel like we belong...
or make it clear we don’t. During 
the past 12-18 months I’ve spent 
a great deal of my time working 
with colleagues across Oldham 
and Greater Manchester working 
to better integrate health and 
social care within the context of 
devolution. I genuinely believe 
changing the way we work 
improves our chances to drive 
greater and faster improvements 
in healthy life expectancy and 
wellbeing. This includes improving 
the quality of care and timeliness of 
detection and treatment. But for me 
it also means genuinely working to 
tackle the wider determinants of 
health such as education, housing 
and the quality of and access to 
employment. This means we need 
to change the way we think – and 
the way we talk.

This work has meant some very 
frustrating periods thinking we’ve 
got agreement and are moving 
forward, only to find that although 

we’ve used shared terms, what 
they actually meant from our 
perspective was different in 
important ways – giving conflicting 
messages to our wider teams, 
and hindering rather than helping 
progress. Spotting when you’re in 
such a loop is crucial to making 
genuine progress – but so too 
is having the confidence and 

One barrier to making these 
changes, and forging new cultures 
that enable rather than hinder  
the pursuit of our agreed purpose 
is the lack of time together.  
And all too often, the time that  
we do spend with colleagues from 
other organisations or groups is 
framed as a meeting, with all the 
constraints of agendas and reports 

We all have our own ways  
of understanding our world – 
we need to be able to connect 
with other views to check, and 
re-check that we are coherent 
together, not just in our own 
view. This means having 
different conversations; it 
means visiting different places.

competence to surface the issues 
and work through them together.  
It is so important not to see change 
as a zero sum game – but as 
genuinely working to develop 
something new. 

The limitations of language 
were brought into sharp relief 
recently when I mentioned to a 
health colleague I was going on 
a ward visit. Not unreasonably, 
they asked at which hospital the 
visit was taking place. Except 
of course I actually meant I was 
visiting a local authority ward area 
with the three local councillors 
(not counsellors) and discussing 
approaches to ward and street 
surgeries! Language and context 
are important in changing culture.

– all of which, in my experience, 
act to close down discussion  
in the same way closed questions 
function in interviews. They 
restrict the territory covered and 
narrow the debate. They act as a 
straight jacket rather than a guide. 
Presenting a report, all too often, 
feels the same as defending a view 
or position. The work goes in to 
the thinking and the writing (often 
a solitary process) rather than 
engaging and discussing (a much 
more social one). The importance 
of framing our interactions  
to align them with our purpose 
and direction is key, including 
approaches to changing culture 
than mirror the culture we want  
to see.
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In Oldham, our Partnership 
Board had gone through many 
reviews, and delivered on some 
great projects. But throughout it 
all, it remained the council that 
primarily set the agenda, wrote 
the reports and did most of the 
talking! Meetings still took place 
at the civic centre. So, following 
some changes in key roles, we 
took time together to reflect on our 
purpose and the ways in which we 
could enact a new way of working. 
Our central question was: are we 
a team of strategic leaders who 
come together on a fixed schedule 
to consider a set agenda, or are 
we a strategic leadership team for 
Oldham that works together in and 
outside formal settings to deliver 
our shared agenda for the place? 
In the former, the focus is the 
meeting; in the latter it’s outside, 
where the real change happens.

I wrote recently that leadership 
is not just setting out ambition 
and intent. It’s also in the smaller 
things, in the everyday. It’s in 
the conversations we have, 
in the time we take to build 
relationships, in the things we do 
when no one is watching. It’s in 
the encouragement we give to 
people to give something a try – 
and the support to keep going. 
This is could equally be true of the 
kind of culture we need to make 
changing culture possible. We 
can set out our vision of the types 
of organisations and teams we 
want to be. Indeed, it’s important 
we take the time to do this. But 
documents aren’t where culture 
comes alive. We also need to be 
explicit about the work that needs 
to be done to make it real; to build 
it into the heart and rhythm of how 
things are.

Not long after becoming chief 
executive, I was asked to sign 
a letter urging colleagues to 
attend our annual safeguarding 

conference. The letter stressed 
how central safeguarding is to 
all we do, and emphasised the 
importance of attending. Fine. 
Absolutely. Except I wasn’t going 
to be there. There was a conflict  
of commitments. Signing that letter 
felt to me like an important symbol, 
particularly in the early days of my 
new role. And it felt like it would 
signal I didn’t really believe the 
event was important. It felt like 
it would signal that my words 
wouldn’t always be aligned with 
my actions. It also felt like it would 
say something about the culture 
of the organisation. I signed the 
letter. But I also changed my diary. 
Safeguarding is important to us,  
to all of us. And that includes me.

How we frame leaders and 
leadership within and between 
organisations and groups is a 
crucial part of culture. So too, 
therefore, are the ways in which 
we develop our leaders. Far too 
often, leadership is framed as 
being synonymous with position 
in a hierarchy, and therefore 
excludes people from engaging 
in leadership development 
programmes. And, unsurprisingly 
given the way people learn, most 

leadership development still 
takes places within institutions or 
professions (for example: the NHS 
Leadership Academy; the Local 
Government Association; and the 
College of Policing), which then 
also have their own graduate and 
apprenticeship programmes. This 
means that learning takes place 
in an environment with constant 
reminders of who you work 
for – from lanyards, to logos on 
paperwork, cups and pens! And 
then there’s a module or half-day 
on collaborative working which  
has to work against the grain of 
all the context cues and specialist 
topic from your specialist peers 
that has come before.

In Greater Manchester, we wanted 
to provoke a dialogue and create 
a space to come together and 
grow a community of leaders 
where our commonality of purpose 
is connected by the places in 
which we work – the streets, 
towns and communities of Greater 
Manchester. We recognise the 
value of bringing together the 
best of many forms of leadership, 
be they political, community, 
professional or clinical – working 

All too often, the time that we do 
spend with colleagues from other 
organisations or groups is framed  
as a meeting, with all the constraints 
of agendas and reports – all of which, 
in my experience, act to close down 
discussion in the same way closed 
questions function in interviews.
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in a blended way on those very 
issues that can only be addressed 
through our collective effort.
The purpose of the Leading GM 
programme is to ensure that there 
is ‘A strong community of capable, 
resilient leaders across localities 
and the city region who are able 
to lead within, and on behalf 
of, organisations, systems and 
places’. The programme operates 
at Greater Manchester level, and 
development of what a locality 
level programme looks like is 
currently taking place in Bolton and 
Oldham. A central strand already 
identified is the urgent need for 
shared, safe, spaces to bring 
those issues that are preventing 
progress. We already know the 
wide range of things this might 
encompass: conflicting policy 
priorities; different approaches to, 
and appetite for, risk; competing 
financial directives; and differing 
mindsets or ways of seeing the 
world. Owning this as simply part 
of our operating reality is crucial. 
Difference isn’t the same as 
disagreement. Questioning isn’t the 
same as resistance. It is these very 
points of tension that often give us 
the richest understanding of what 
is going on. To be successful in 
changing we need to get better 
at sitting with this discomfort, and 
give ourselves time to explore it 
more deeply and openly.

To support this, I’m fascinated by 
ideas that connect us. Ideas that 
can take us beyond the symbols, 
barriers and borders of our current 
operating models. Ideas that 
connect us on the human level. 
Ideas such as kindness and trust. 
As part of the Carnegie Trust  
work on Kinder Communities,  
we hosted a discussion in  
Greater Manchester on kindness, 
reflecting on the point that 
emotions matter for public policy. 
The language of hopes and  
fears, of dreams and identity  
are as important to public policy 
as the language of performance, 
growth and accountability. 
These things are also important 
throughout the reality of change, 
and shifting cultures.

Our organisations are communities. 
The language of integration, and 
new labels or acronyms all too 
often ignore the reality of the work 
needed in growing new cultures, 
forging new relationships, creating 
new shared narratives. People in 
boundary spanning roles (often 
joint appointments) are part of the 
stories and narratives of two (or 
sometimes many) organisations. 
They have a vital role as 
translators, helping organisations 
understand each other. Public 
health teams are a great example 
of this. They played an important 

Leadership is not just setting out 
ambition and intent. It’s also in the 
smaller things, in the everyday. It’s in 
the conversations we have, in the time 
we take to build relationships, in the 
things we do when no one is watching.

bridging role between local 
government and health when they 
transferred to councils, helping us 
both learn each other’s language 
and understand priorities. They 
helped create space across  
a shared agenda of population 
health to work through our 
challenges and push through  
to a new way of doing things.

So our greatest chances of 
collective success come when  
we leave our lanyards by the door 
and enter the room prepared to 
keep our attention and focus on 
what we share, the things we have 
in common. Our shared purpose.  
Our belief in what we’re doing.  
Our shared stories and our focus 
on what matters to us as people, 
what we believe in, and what we 
stand for.
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by Chris Wright
For whom the bell tolls

I’ve worked in public service 
delivery for 30 years and every  
day I see the painful impact of  
an underperforming and, at worst, 
failing system. Our public sector 
is one of the most centralised – 
monopolised – among advanced 
democracies. Our services are less 
than the sum of their considerable 
parts: the able and dedicated 
public servants within them. We 
have some of the best hospitals and 
schools in the EU, but also some 
of the most expensive and least 
effective. We’re being let down as 
people who need those services 
and who work in and with them. 
However, to conclude that more 
state control and direction is the 
answer means you’ve asked the 
wrong question and misunderstood 
the problems.

A ‘carillon’ is a peal of bells. The 
name Carillion was chosen in 1999 
to symbolise a new direction for 
construction business Tarmac, 
reflecting its ambition to expand 
into facility management and 
maintenance, transport, and energy. 
On 15 January 2018 Carillion went 
into compulsory liquidation and its 
bells tolled for all of us.

Many words have been written 
about Carillion’s collapse, its 
financial difficulties, and the 
immediate implications for 
schools, prisons and hospitals. 
The aftershock is ongoing for small 
and medium sized businesses 
waiting for payment, and employees 

Our public sector is one of the most 
centralised – monopolised – among 
advanced democracies. Our services 
are less than the sum of their 
considerable parts: the able and 
dedicated public servants within them.

hoping for future stability. These 
are direct costs. We may never be 
able to measure the cost of diverted 
resources in Whitehall or City Hall, 
from managing Brexit or supporting 
vulnerable people to designing  
a sustainable rescue package.

A high-profile contract failure 
places yet more strain on an 
already straining system but  
once the initial press coverage 
subsides, the memorable label  
for our collective experience  
file is ‘Carillion Collapse’, not 
‘System Failure’, or ‘Death Knell 
for the Status Quo’. This is our 
opportunity to rethink everything 
about public services: what we  
do, when we do it, how we do it, 
and, crucially, who does it.

Public vs private:  
a meaningless distinction
The collapse of Carillion, some 
commentators say, proves that 
the private sector must never 

run essential public services. 
Education, health, justice and 
transport infrastructure should  
only ever be delivered directly  
by the state. We believe this 
position is neither feasible,  
nor desirable.

Just because Carillion and other 
private companies have failed 
us doesn’t mean the principle 
of delivery by organisations not 
directly employed by central or 
local government is wrong, just 
that this is being governed ineptly: 
process is prized over purpose 
and perverse incentives drive the 
wrong kind of behaviour.

We must forget about the 
meaningless distinction between 
‘public’, ‘private’ and ‘charity’. Pitting 
private against public, outsourcing 
against in-house, ‘for profit’ against 
‘not for profit’ is ideological and 
unnecessary. The distinction that 
matters most is the level of freedom 
to do what works, and the level  
of accountability to prove it.
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Public services must be 
transparent and accountable to 
their users: voters and taxpayers. 
No shareholders should be  
getting rich from the state’s duty  
to administer justice, security, 
health and education.

Beyond these fundamental 
principles, the delivery of a public 
service can and should take any 
form suitable to make that service 
the best it can be. The state should 
have the default responsibility for 
overall coverage, consistency 
and quality, but there should be 
no default delivery model. It’s this 
mentality that at best tolerates and 
at worst mandates mediocrity, 
from private, charity and public 
providers. A system whereby the 
current providers are Big Business 
or Big Charity, in hock to Big 
Government, is the least innovative 
and least transparent.

A handful of organisations are 
locked into rigid, transactional, 
contracts, which can’t be disrupted 
from within or without, nor can  
they be responsive or agile in  
a changing context. Trust in the 
corporate establishment – which 
increasingly includes large 
charities – is collapsing, because 
people are not stupid. They can 
see the difference between the 
organisations or systems that  
serve producer interests, and 
those that are putting their 
own needs first – for cheaper 
clothes, food or travel, for better 
schools or healthcare, for quicker 
maintenance in their buildings.

Given how much we know about 
what works, why can’t we both 
raise the quality bar overall and 
narrow the gap between the worst 

and the best? Why can’t we design 
an enabling and self-improving 
system which supports existing 
and new provider ‘entrants’ to 
perform as well if not better than 
these current outliers? The answer 
lies in the rigidity, perversity, and 
vacuity of national and central 
public service commissioning.

Systemic, chronic 
weakness
Carillion’s collapse is just one more 
acute manifestation of systemic, 
chronic, weakness. The immediate 
consequences have been 
catastrophic: for hospitals requiring 
urgent maintenance, for prison 
officers and prisoners surrounded 
by litter and rats’ nests, for small 
plumbing or catering businesses 
who won’t be paid.

But Carillion was simply doing 
what the market demanded. Its 
contracts showed economies of 
scale on a Treasury spreadsheet 
but not a sophisticated approach 
to real short and long term 
costs, or ‘positive externalities’. 
Generalist officials in Whitehall 
were incentivised to transfer 
risk and responsibility to large 
providers, through artificial 
competitive exercises. These big 
organisations were perceived to 
be ‘safe’ because of their scale 
and market exposure. The exercise 
rewarded the same magical 
thinking through spreadsheets 
and formulae that was found in the 
sub-prime mortgage catastrophe, 
and formalised monopolistic and 
monolithic delivery. The output 
that was measured and rewarded 
was the project management 
paperwork in Whitehall, not the 
efficacy of frontline practice.

The sheer scale, cost, and 
complexity of modern public 
services mean that their design 
and management cannot be the 
sole responsibility of Whitehall 
and City Hall. The state can’t 
be the default deliverer for the 
vital services we need to flourish 
as citizens and humans. Its 
cumbersome machinery struggles 
to be responsive, agile or 
transparent.

The answer is diversity
To correct systemic failure we 
need systemic change.

1. We must diversify our models, 
to unlock capacity.
We need to create new financial 
vehicles and ways of working  
that don’t have the same 
constraints as commissioning 
processes. We need insurgents  
to take on the incumbents:  
small teams representing all 
sectors who behave like start-
ups, liberated from bureaucratic 
mind-sets. Why shouldn’t a Trust 
governed by a board of local 
people take on a Community 
Rehabilitation Company?

In many cases we don’t need 
legislation or even new policies 
to do this, we just need the 
courage and confidence to battle 
the constraints of an inflexible 
system and risk-aversion. Britain 
prides itself as a nation of small 
businesses, with 99% of all  
private sector business in the  
UK classified as SME. We need  
to harness this energy and  
agency to design and deliver 
our public services.
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West London Zone case study:
What: WLZ is a place-based collective impact project,  
a partnership of organisations which together deliver support  
to children and young people living in three square miles of inner 
west London, inspired by the Harlem Children’s Zone in the USA.

Who: WLZ is currently working in two boroughs North 
Hammersmith and North Kensington, with plans to grow. They work 
with local schools, nurseries and children’s centres (‘anchors’)  
to identify the children and young people who would benefit from  
a range of new opportunities to improve their outcomes.

How: The work with the anchors is coordinated by Link Workers, 
based in the anchors, who work closely with children and young 
people to help them make use of the opportunities on offer. Behind 
the scenes, the WLZ ‘backbone’ team manages the finance which 
supports the partners and collects data on their performance.

Impact: The initial results show that the children engaged with 
support to a high level in 2016/17- from October to December, 
West London Zone gained consent to participate from 132 children 
– beating their sign-up target of 120 children. The results also 
showed strong academic results and a positive correlation between 
the number of sessions attended, and improvement in both maths 
and reading.

Doncaster Payment by Results case study:
What: The Payment by Results (PbR) pilot provided ‘through the 
gate’ support to offenders released from Doncaster prison; the 
overall aim being to test the impact of a PbR model on reducing 
reconviction levels.

Who: The HMP Doncaster pilot targeted, for cohort 1, adult male 
offenders that were released between 1st October 2011 and 30th 
September 2012. The results are based on a 12 month re-conviction 
measure that tracks offences committed in the 12 months following 
release from prison.

How: The pilot involves the provision of ‘through the gate’ support 
to offenders released from Doncaster Prison. This involved the 
introduction of case management in custody and community t 
o enable a proactive, holistic, and offender led approach. It also 
provided community based case management support to offenders 
sentenced to less than 12 months, which they would not otherwise 
have received.

Impact: The introduction of the PbR contract resulted in the support 
provided to offenders shifting from a reactive, ‘first come, first served’ 
basis to a proactive delivery model facilitated by case management. 
The reconviction rate for the first cohort (October 2011 to September 
2012) was 5.7 percentage points lower than the baseline, although 
lowered to 3.3 percentage points for second cohort.

2. We must diversify our 
commissioning, to drive local 
accountability
People are complicated. The 
systems built to support them 
must be flexible enough to adapt, 
grow and change to account for 
complexity and personalisation, 
and the conditions must be 
created to allow this.

The Social Value Act was passed 
in 2012, requiring commissioners 
to think about how they will secure 
greater social, economic and 
environmental benefit. Where it 
has been used, it’s had a positive 
local effect, mandating quality 
and best value through innovation 
and a more responsive way to 
deliver public services. But it hasn’t 
nudged behaviour overall. Some 
procurement processes score 
against social value, some not, with 
no clear pattern of who and why.

Effective local commissioning 
holds the key to solving the current 
tension between localism and 
quality. We have a real lottery  
in public service provision at the 
moment because we claim to have 
national standards but regulators 
and inspectors show who is failing 
to meet them. More importantly, the 
individual experience of ‘adequate’ 
in one school or hospital varies 
widely. Transparency that gently 
encourages good competitive 
behaviour is proven to be 
effective. When we say that the 
state has default accountability 
for consistency, coverage and 
quality, we mean that it provides 
the accessible technology 
and requirement for real-time, 
accessible, performance data.

Alongside supportive inspection 
frameworks, central teams can 
step in to correct failure as soon 
as it is evident, but can also let 
successful institutions continue  
to flourish and understand and 
share why they are so successful.
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Our public services are failing:
l 49 per cent of young men 

under the age of 21 in the 
Criminal Justice System 
have spent time in care1

l 86 per cent of young men 
in YOI had been excluded 
from school at some point 
in their life2

l Just 11 per cent of children 
in care gain five GCSEs 
compared to the national 
average of over 60 per cent3 

l In 2013, 34 per cent of all 
care leavers were not in 
employment, education 
or training, at age 19, 
compared to 15.5 per  
cent of 18-year-olds in  
the general population4

l 11 per cent of all young 
people in the UK are NEET5

Our public sector is also one  
of the most centralised – 
monopolised – among advanced 
democracies:

3. We must diversify our delivery, 
to prize people over process
It doesn’t really matter what 
the form or structure looks like: 
partnership, CIC, social enterprise, 
mutual. What matters is whether 
the structure allows the human 
relationships to work in the  
right ways.

Source: Learning from the 
Children’s Social Care Innovation 
Programme – Seven Features of 
Practice and Seven Outcomes – 
Catch22 delivered Project Crewe 
in the first round of the Children’s 
Social Care Innovation Programme

l Of the five million people 
employed in the public sector 
three million are employed by 
central government and two 
million by local government6

l Just over a third, or 250 billion 
of government spending went 
to external suppliers in 2015-
20167, of which the lions-share 
sits with Interserve who won 
£938 million of contracts issued 
by the Government this year  
(11 per cent of the total),  
Amey who won £928 million, 
and Carillion with £897 million8

Practice measures 
l Strengths-based practice frameworks
l Systemic theoretical models 
l Multi-disciplinary skills sets
l High intensity/consistency  

of practitioner
l Family focus
l Skilled direct work
l Group case discussion

  Outcomes
l Create greater stability for children
l Reduce risk for children
l Increase wellbeing and resilience  

for children and families
l Reduce days spent in state care
l Increase staff wellbeing
l Reduce staff turnover and  

agency rates
l Generate better value for money

This is the moment
If public policy response to 
Carillion – and indeed the Grenfell 
Tower tragedy – is to place even 
more contracts for maintenance 
or catering or specialist services 
in the hands of generalist civil 
servants, would our experience 
as carers, patients or passengers, 
improve? It’s unlikely. Choices 
would become even narrower, 
risk avoidance and transactional 
behaviour would increase,  
and processes would mandate 
mediocrity, not unleash innovation 
and improvement.

In the same way that the financial 
crash was the opportunity for 
entrepreneurs to take on rentier 
capitalists, this is the moment  
for social sector organisations  
to recapture their confidence and 
radicalism, and reassert the right  
to be a disruptive, not a reactionary, 
force in the world. The real 
opportunity is for these two groups 
to identify their fellow travellers in 
public sector bureaucracies and 
form common cause. The bell  
is tolling, louder than ever.

1 https://www.clinks.org/sites/default/files/the_care_leav-
ers_association_practice_guidance_for_criminal_justice_prac-
titioners.pdf 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/629719/hmip-annual-report-2016-17.
pdf p. 65
3 http://www.barnardos.org.uk/what_we_do/our_work/leav-
ing_care.htm 
 https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Chil-
dren-in-care1.pdf p. 5
4 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peo-
plenotinwork/unemployment/bulletins/youngpeoplenotinedu-
cationemploymentortrainingneet/march2018 
5 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/
peopleinwork/publicsectorpersonnel/bulletins/publicsectorem-
ployment/september2017
6https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/A-Short-
Guide-to-Commercial-relationships.pdf
7 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/01/02/trou-
bled-interserve-emerges-governments-largest-strategic- 
supplier/
8 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/01/02/trou-
bled-interserve-emerges-governments-largest-strategic- 
supplier/
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Fact22 case study:
What: Fact22 (Families 
Achieving Change Together) 
offers an innovative children’s 
social care model which 
engages family practitioners, 
peer mentors and volunteers, 
with a range of skills and 
experience who work with 
children in need to prevent 
their potential escalation  
or return into the child 
protection system.
Who: Fact22 is delivered by 
Catch22 in partnership with 
Cheshire East Council. They 
work with families with children 
aged 0 to 19-years-old who are 
identified as Children in Need 
in Crewe and Macclesfield.
How: By using strength-based 
interventions, the service 
seeks to strengthen the family 
unit, instigating change where 
possible and necessary to 
reduce factors contributing 
to concerns around risk and 
need. This solution-focused 
approach offers targeted 
and intensive engagement 
for children and families, 
dedicated keyworker support, 
coaching and mentoring 
and planning, delivering 
and reviewing individual 
programmes.
Impact: Achieve positive 
sustainable outcomes for 
families with children who are 
identified as Children in Need.

Switchback case study:
What: Switchback provides 
an intensive rehabilitation 
programme, helping young adult 
offenders – known as Trainees – 
make real, long-lasting change 
after their release from prison.
Who: The organisation works 
with young male offenders aged 
18-30, with the majority from East 
and Central London.
How: Switchback provides 
employment at a training 
cafe as soon as a prisoner is 
released; learning in a real work 
environment. They are supported 
by a Switchback Mentor 
throughout their journey who  
will help them to learn how  
to make the right choices,  
be reliable, get the required help 
and practice trying new things. 
Switchback works closely with 
a wide range of employers, 
arranging mock interviews,  
visits and work placements  
to build stability and rewarding 
and sustained employment.
Impact: The reoffending rate  
for Switchback Trainees currently 
stands at 9 per cent. This is  
a fifth of the expected rate  
for prison leavers (44 per cent). 
More than 80 per cent of those 
that successfully move on  
from Switchback have secured  
a permanent job.

We must forget 
about the 
meaningless 
distinction 
between 
‘public’, ‘private’ 
and ‘charity’. 
Pitting private 
against public, 
outsourcing 
against in-house, 
‘for profit’ against 
‘not for profit’ is 
ideological and 
unnecessary. 
The distinction 
that matters 
most is the level 
of freedom to 
do what works, 
and the level of 
accountability  
to prove it.
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Ashwood Academy:
What: The Ashwood Academy 
is a small, supportive alternative 
education centre for learners 
aged 11 to 16-years-old. The 
national curriculum is delivered 
within a flexible and nurturing 
environment that recognises 
individual needs.
Who: The Ashwood Academy 
provides short-term placements 
for young people in the 
Basingstoke area who need 
additional behavioural, emotional 
or medical support.
How: The strong wrap-around 
approach at the Academy 
enables learners to build their 
confidence, overcome barriers  
to learning and progress  
to a positive next step.  
The school’s curriculum and 
extra-curricular activities fosters 
pupils’ enjoyment of learning  
and facilitates success.
Impact: Since opening, the 
school has worked with 228 
young people who have been 
excluded from mainstream 
education, supporting their 
academic and pastoral 
development until they  
are able to move back  
into mainstream education.

Redemption Roasters:
What: Redemption Roasters 
aims to help address the state 
of reoffending by running  
a roastery and barista training 
centre at Aylesbury Prison.
Who: Redemption Roasters 
were approached by the 
Ministry of Justice to help 
reduce reoffending rates.
How: As part of their mission 
to help young offenders 
reintegrate into society, 
Redemption Roasters provide  
training to achieve competition-
level barista skills. They roast 
specialty coffee in small 
batches for wholesale and  
retail customers, and run  
a café for the prison community 
and visitors. On their release, 
they also help ex-offenders  
find work using coffee  
industry contacts.
Impact: Assignment to 
the roastery is highly over-
subscribed and offenders feed 
back positively: ‘I wake up and 
I’m so excited to get to work. 
I’ve never had a job before;  
I’ve never felt that before.  
And I get here and I forget I’m 
in prison the whole time. The 
feeling in here is what a road 
[out of prison] must feel like 
when you’re not from bad ends.

Just because 
Carillion and 
other private 
companies have 
failed us doesn’t 
mean the principle 
of delivery by 
organisations  
not directly 
employed by 
central or local 
government is 
wrong, just that 
this is being 
governed ineptly:  
process is prized 
over purpose 
and perverse 
incentives drive 
the wrong kind  
of behaviour.

Chris Wright leads Catch-22’s team of 1,340 staff and 314 volunteers that this year has supported 
44,090 people through 138 services, across 144 sites nationally. He originally trained as a probation 
officer and in 1999 established Nottingham’s first multi-agency Youth Offending Team. From there  
he moved to the Youth Justice Board as Head of Performance.
Chris is an advocate for the social enterprise sector playing a key role in the delivery of public  
services. As a result, Catch22 is known both for its innovative and collaborative approach to justice, 
education, employability and social care.

Chris Wright, Chief Executive, Catch-22
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Defining commissioning 
in favour of the taxpayer

There have been few times in 
my career when a Minister of 
State has acknowledged that 
something I have been involved in 
has actually led to enacting real 
change. One such rare occasion 
was when a Cabinet Minister 
acknowledged that a series of 
conversations he had with me has 
resulted in the establishment of the 
Commissioning Academy – one 
of the few things actually set up 
during the ‘bonfire of the quangos’.

The Commissioning Academy was 
designed (at least to my mind) to 
be the focus of the government’s 
role in owning what commissioning 
is, what it should do, and how  
it should do it. The Academy was 
an attempt to develop the notion 
that government should own the 
definitions of the things it has 
significant control or influence 
over, such that it can hold those 
responsible to account, and,  
more importantly, ensure that  
the tax payer understands where 
value lies in these activities.  
In an increasingly decentralised 
world of public expenditure, 
commissioning is the way 
governments spend money.

The impact of the Commissioning 
Academy on the single most 
important issue of national and 
local government activity is a moot 
point – it’s not the subject of this 
essay. My own view is that the 
Academy has yet to impact on how 
commissioning is done in a way 
that has changed my experience  
of it. No doubt those who have 

been through its training have 
indeed gained valuable new insight 
into how commissioning can add 
value to public services and the 
lives of the public. I have certainly 
spoken to some alumni who would 
confirm that experience.

But has the Academy become 
the omphalos of commissioning 
definition, thought, and action that 
I had hoped? I think there is still 
some way to go.

Commissioning has yet to be fully 
owned and defined by government 
in such a way that government 
departments and local government 
can share a common definition 
– thus enabling commissioners 
and the public to assess its value. 
My own experience is of working 
across a number of government 
departments in various guises: 
as a CEO of a social enterprise 
reliant on commissioning practice 
at local government and central 
government levels; as a board 
member of NHS England; as the 
founding Chair of Collaborate 
– a ‘do-tank’ focused on 
establishing the future of services 
to the public as a fundamental 
collaboration between public, 
private, and non- profit/dividend 
in the interests of a place (www.
collaboratecic.com); and as a 
peer of the realm, observing the 
debates about public service 
reform. My experience is that we 
have an ecology of definitions of 
commissioning depending on who 
you are, where you work, and what 
the stated intention of the process 

by Lord Victor O Adebowale CBE, MA

Commissioning 
needs to be 
brought back 
to its purpose: 
the delivery 
of services to 
the public. It 
needs to be held 
accountable for 
the outcomes of 
its processes in 
the experiences 
of the public, 
not only the 
purchaser. 

is, as opposed to the actual 
experience of the commissioner  
in reality.

I have yet to meet a leader of the 
commissioning system that would 
not state that their intention is to 
commission services that make  
a difference to the lives of the 
public. The difference is that the 
context in which they are leading 
defines commissioning within  
the confines of austerity.
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Usually, these definitions 
mean purchasing becomes 
commissioning, contracting 
becomes commissioning, 
or procurement becomes 
commissioning – or some 
combination of all three in various 
diagrams or schematics. All of 
the above are important aspects 
of the process of obtaining a new 
service, but they are different 
things, and in my view they don’t 
add up to commissioning. In my 
experience as the CEO of Turning 
Point, commissioning is reduced  
to purchasing – in a nutshell,  
it’s about buying something.  
In many cases, this approach 
creates a spiral towards the bottom 
in terms of service quality, client 
experience, and even client safety. 
It’s why, at Turning Point, we 
are prepared to walk away from 
opportunities in favour of retaining 
our values of putting the client first. 
If we can’t improve quality and 
outcomes – or do our best to do  
so – within the price, we won’t bid.

There is at least one local authority 
I can think of who have concluded 
that an outstanding service for 

people with learning disabilities 
can no longer be afforded.  
It ‘re-commissioned’ the service,  
at not inconsiderable administrative 
and legal costs, only to find that 
the winning organisation had to 
be subsidised by an additional 
grant in order to guarantee even 
minimum standards of service. 
This commissioning process 
didn’t take into account the cost 
to the local health and social care 
system of a less than outstanding 
service to people with learning 
disabilities in their area. Such 
costs usually being the need for 
increased scrutiny by the local 
authority in question, the increased 
likelihood of hospitalisation, the risk 
to the wellbeing of the individuals 
supported by this service from 
changing carers, and the need  
to implement new procedures  
at lower cost.

Contracting is also experienced 
as a defining activity by 
commissioners, an often detailed 
and variably conducted process 
in which cost can drive contracts 
to be for terms as short as a 
twelve months, or three years, 
with the basis for this being 
the notion of the ever-present 
threat of competition from 
better or cheaper providers will 
keep incumbents on their toes. 
Contracts can be three years or 
longer, and sometimes can be 
rolled over (an increasing trend as 
commissioners find it more diffcult 
to find cheaper options). Sir David 
Nicholson, the previous CEO of 
NHS England, made the statement 
that ‘competition should be used 
like a sniper rifle as opposed to 
a machine gun’ – in other words, 
where there are limited resources, 
competition is not always the best 
use of them. In the absence of a 
clear definition of commissioning, 
contracting can become a stick 

to beat providers with in pursuit of 
cheaper rather than better value.

It would be easy to leave the 
reader with the idea that I am 
against cheap services and 
that the above is an attack on 
austerity itself – it isn’t. I am merely 
making two points. The first is that 
commissioning can be defined  
as being in the eye of the beholder, 
and that in an age of austerity 
cheaper options are pushed as 
opposed to actual value for money 
and value for people. Which seems 
to me to be both frustrating  
for many good commissioners,  
and also doesn’t save any money.  
It just pushes costs on to someone 
else’s budget, and at the risk to  
the client.

We need a definition of 
commissioning that allows 
commissioning itself to be held  
to account as being in the interests 
of those who ultimately pay for  
its success and its failings.

Sir David 
Nicholson, 
the previous 
CEO of NHS 
England, made 
the statement 
that ‘competition 
should be used 
like a sniper rifle 
as opposed to  
a machine gun’.

We need 
commissioning  
to be as interested 
in understanding 
needs and how 
they might be met 
as in the act of 
buying a service 
or contracting  
for one.
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Commissioning needs to be 
brought back to its purpose: the 
delivery of services to the public. 
It needs to be held accountable 
for the outcomes of its processes 
in the experiences of the public, 
not only the purchaser. We need 
commissioning to be as interested 
in understanding needs and how 
they might be met as in the act  
of buying a service or contracting 
for one.

I’m struck by a tale told by Simon 
Stephens, the current CEO of NHS 
England, of his visit to a childhood 
diabetes service that had been 
commissioned by a CCG. This 
service was apparently having real 
trouble actually getting children to 
attend clinics. Many appointments 
were missed at considerable cost 
in down-time for clinicians, but 
more importantly the management 
of the cohort of diabetes sufferers 
was a cause for concern. Poor 
management of childhood 
diabetes can lead to serious 
complications and time in hospital 
via A&E. Having spent some time 
considering the challenge, the 
clinics’ leadership decided to 
ask the children attending what 
the significance barrier to their 
effective use of the service was. 
The children in question pointed 
out that the most significant barrier 
to their good use of the service 
was this thing called school. 
Having asked the young people 
how they would design a diabetes 
clinic service that would meet their 
needs, the young people did so 
– resulting in a massive increase 
in uptake of appointments, better 
management, and one can assume 
lower use of acute admissions.  
The new clinic cost the same  
as the old one but is better value.

Commissioning needs to be 
defined in a useful way within 

the context in which it operates 
on behalf of the public. We need 
commissioning to be led by an 
understanding of the needs of 
individuals and the communities 
from which they come, such 
that a platform for procurement, 
purchasing, and contracting can 
be built. This definition leads us 
to create the right conditions for 
developing a suite of techniques in 
order to understand individual and 
community needs – evidencing 
that this has been done before 
the process of procurement, 
purchasing, and contracting 
takes place, and supporting this 
understanding. If commissioning 
was defined in this way by central 
and local government, it would 
drive a different conversation in 
the firmament of commissioners 
everywhere. Commissioners 
would be deeply interested in 
understanding how need is 
understood, leading to greater co-
production of the commissioning 
process where outcomes can 
be defined with and not just for 
recipients of services to the public, 
where value and price are live 
debates, even within the structures 
of austerity. 

Where I have observed 
commissioners taking up this 
definition I have found examples 
of services that are inspired by 
the customer and not just the 
budget of the provider. I have 
visited mental health services 
where sufferers of depression have 
designed cafes that have helped 
build communities of practice, 
not only for themselves but for 
clinicians. I am thinking of services 
for people with learning disabilities 
that have transformed the lives 
of individuals from ones led by 
security to ones led by possibilities, 
that have changed behavior and 
reduced costs, not only within the 

confines of the budget in question 
but to the wider health and social 
care system.

The challenge of defining 
commissioning is not in coming  
up with a credible definition,  
in a sense that’s the easy bit, the 
challenge is in recognising that this 
definition should not depend on the 
exceptional, the committed, or the 
lucky in terms of the recipients of 
such well commissioned services. 
It is in introducing the discipline of 
accountability into the learning and 
development of commissioning 
practice. We have a long way to 
go. The big challenge goes back  
to political leadership if we are 
going to get commissioning 
defined it will require ministers  
to be influenced by the possibility 
and to take up the political 
leadership to make commissioning 
something that is owned by 
government on behalf of us all.
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under challenge on various 
socio-economic bases. The 
pre-eminent historian of post-
war Western Europe provided 
the following critique: ‘Many of 
the [public services] that states 
seek to divest have been badly 
run; incompetently managed, 
underinvested etc. Nevertheless, 
however poorly run [public 
services] cannot be left entirely  
to the vagaries of the market.  
They are, in the overwhelming 
majority of cases, inherently the 
sort of activity that someone has  
to regulate – that is why they 

by Dai Powell and Julian Blake

Purpose aligned partnerships  
in public services: HCT Group

Transformation requires the  
re-definition of status quo points  
of reference.

In public services, the standard 
debate is around a statist/
transactional polarity – direct 
services or contracted delivery. 
Direct delivery represents a public 
institution fulfilling its function; 
contracted delivery represents 
market efficiency. But public 
service requirements can equally 
be delivered through purpose 
aligned organisations, working in 
partnership, towards their common 

adequate quality, sustainability 
and affordability. Profitability, the 
governing principle of a pure 
market, is not aligned with these 
needs. A series of egregious 
cases have highlighted that 
truth, including Circle and Serco 
respectively losing contracts to run 
Hinchingbrooke Hospital and out-
of-hours GP care in Cornwall and 
the collapses of LearningDirect 
and Carillion.

Purpose
Purpose is the touchstone for 
public services and when purpose 
properly leads, the focus will 
be on real social need and how 
it may best be met. For HCT 
Group and other mature social 
enterprises, purpose leads, and is 
the underpinning of a sustainable 
business model. This is manifest 
in HCT Group’s annual review, 
which reports first on categories of 
socially-beneficial impact delivered 
and follows with consequent 
financial success and growth.

From an objective public authority 
perspective, the legal status of  
a supplier is irrelevant. However, 
mature social enterprises 
distinctively offer social value 
and social impact. Is it clear that 
commissioners can demand – and 
in a sense are already demanding 
– the same social value and  
social impact standards from all 
potential suppliers – i.e. to deliver 
public services under contract. If  
a supplier is not a social enterprise 
structurally, it must behave like 
one operationally. The invitation to 
tender, the contract specification, 

Is it clear that commissioners can 
demand – and in a sense are already 
demanding – the same social value 
and social impact standards from  
all potential suppliers.

purpose of best value services. 
HCT Group’s successful mode 
of operation is proof. The first 
part of this article contextualises 
the distinctive value of purpose-
driven, commercially mature, social 
enterprises, as optimal suppliers 
of public services; the second 
illustrates this through the HCT 
Group case study.

The mid-twentieth century statist 
model for public services lost 
credibility; the late-twentieth 
century capitalist model is 

ended up in public hands in the 
first place’. (Tony Judt, Ill Fares  
the Land, 2010).

That observation provides a clear 
transformational starting-point. 
The public authority may not be 
the best delivery agent, but, in 
any circumstances, it retains the 
paramount duty to actively secure 
best value delivery. So the ‘market’ 
in public services is necessarily 
a ‘regulated’, or ‘managed’, or 
‘quasi’ market, or not a market 
at all. Public services must be 
delivered with full coverage, 
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and performance management 
should all be set by defining  
the outcomes and impacts that  
are required and how the service 
must be integrated into the  
local community.

The key to understanding this is 
to appreciate what the evolution 
of mature social enterprise has 
added to the traditional third 
sector and how it can reinvigorate 
the flagging concept of the third 
way, genuinely blending social 
and commercial attitudes. Mature 
social enterprises have accepted 
the challenges put to the charity 
thirty years ago – to professionalise 
and to replace grant-subsidy with 
contract income and so to deliver 
the same purpose more effectively. 
HCT Group in those thirty years 
has transformed, from a local 
community transport organisation 
with a £200k grant, into a national, 
commercial (still charitable) 
transport service company with a 
£60 million turnover.

HCT Group is one pioneering 
example. Another 30, with 
turnovers between £10-100 million 
are represented by their chief 
executives, as members of the 
E3M Group (www.e3m.org.uk).  
The potential for purpose driven 
models in public services is also 
illustrated: in the established place 
of GLL (turnover £100million) 
as a leading UK leisure service 
provider; by the dedication of 
Groupe SOS in France (turnover 
$800 million turnover) to 
innovations which increase impact 
and save money; by Mondragon,  
a commercial scale community  
co-operative in the Basque region 
of Spain; and by some of the  
more developed public sector 
outcomes-based innovation 
projects in the UK (E3M also has  
a Bold Commissioners Group).

Mature social enterprises have 
embraced the proposition 
that social organisations may 
beneficially be more commercial. 
In public services all stakeholders 
need to embrace the parallel 
proposition that every supplier 
organisation may beneficially be 
more purpose-focussed. That 
direction leads to the consolidating 
concept of public services 
delivered through collaborative 
partnerships between public 
authorities and purpose-driven 
suppliers, such as HCT Group, and 
further to such partnerships being 
supported by impact investing.

Partnership
Commissioning is not 
procurement. Commissioning 
methods include: direct delivery; 
investment; co-investment; 
subsidy; community leadership, 
promotion, and/or engagement; 
and service contracting. A serious 
public service improvement, 
development, or innovation  
project may include any or  
all of those elements. It should 
incorporate necessary stages  
for the successful realisation  
of such a project, including: idea 
generation; stakeholder (including 
supplier) consultation; concept 
development, with consultancy; 

Mature social enterprises have 
accepted the challenges put  
to the charity thirty years ago  
– to professionalise and to replace 
grant-subsidy with contract income 
and so to deliver the same purpose 
more effectively.

feasibility study; pilot design; pilot 
delivery; full project design; and 
project delivery. The purpose-
driven supplier, the supplier with 
stakeholder participation, and 
the local supplier have parallel 
interests in each stage of that 
process. The mature social 
enterprise typically combines 
all three characteristics.If the 
public authority recognises the 
social value in that, then such 
an enterprise is an investable 
proposition, both for social  
impact and for a reasonable, 
sustainable, economic return.

Therefore: the essential 
requirements of effective, 
intended social impact; the 
multi-dimensional and complex 
commissioning process; and 
public benefit purpose alignment, 
demand commissioner, supplier, 
and investor collaboration.

In contrast, commissioning 
by the public procurement to 
contract at the lowest price is the 
most simplistic approach. It is 
also, simply, legally, a wrongful 
approach. The sole criterion for 
granting every public service 
contract is ‘most economically 
advantageous tender (MEAT)’, 
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which requires an assessment of 
the optimal cost, quality and social 
value equation, with the social 
value factor potentially extending, 
substantially, to impacts over time 
and across different service areas.

Frank Villeneuve-Smith of HCT 
Group and Julian Blake co-
authored an E3M promoted 
publication in 2016 called ‘The 
Art of the Possible in Public 
Procurement’ (available without 
charge on request), which 
explained and demonstrated 
with case studies, how the public 
procurement rules are, by design, 
purposive, permissive, and 
facilitating, contrary to widespread, 
tenacious misinterpretations. 
Social enterprise can be procured 
nearly every time, in nearly every 
circumstance. That message  
has been accepted by important 
public sector authorities, including 
the Local Government Association,  
the Office of Civil Society at DCMS, 
and the Government Outcomes 
Lab at Oxford University – and 
endorsed by the European 
Commission. The question  
should not be what is possible,  
but how can the possible,  
best be practically achieved.

The Social Business Initiative  
of the European Commission 
strongly informed the new 
procurement rules introduced  
in 2015. The importance of social 
value factors (including purpose, 
added value and analysed 
externalities), was emphasised  
and the new ‘Innovation 
Partnership’ procedure was 
introduced. So, where partnership 
through co-investment, or unique 
supplier capability are not ways 
forward, a design and delivery 
partner may be commissioned,  
as such. The objection that 
Innovation Partnership is not  
a realistic option, because 
there are few examples to date, 
is an expression of the very 
dysfunctionality that has, over  
past decades, seen process 
supplant purpose as the  
practically dominant focus in 
public service commissioning.

At the least, purpose-aligned 
partnership offers a model for 
transformative public service 
projects and HCT Group,  
among similar mature social 
enterprises, offers a model for  
a partner supplier.

The HCT case study
HCT Group is a social enterprise. 
For us, that means we trade for an 
explicit social purpose. The values 
of the organisation, the way we 
operate and the choices we make 
are all aligned in pursuit of that 
purpose – this is what we mean  
by ‘purpose-driven organisation’.

We do not exist to create 
shareholder value – we are, 
by design, an asset locked 
organisation with no shareholders. 
Instead, we exist to make a 
positive social impact. All profit  
is either used to run the business  
or invested into new services, 
innovation and increasing our 
impact. This relentless pursuit  
of impact is at the heart of  
the organisation and is what 
motivates many of the people  
who work at HCT Group.

We started life as Hackney 
Community Transport in the 
early 1980’s, a local voluntary 
organisation reliant on local grants 
to provide transport for elderly and 
disabled people and community  
or voluntary organisations.

By the early 1990’s, serious doubts 
about the long-term sustainability 
of this model had emerged. We 
decided to flip the organisation 

Commissioning is not procurement. 
Commissioning methods include: 
direct delivery; investment;  
co-investment; subsidy; community 
leadership, promotion, and/or 
engagement; and service contracting.

Social enterprise 
can be procured 
nearly every time, 
in nearly every 
circumstance.
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from grant dependence to a 
model where we sought to earn 
our revenues in the marketplace. 
Trade would ensure we had the 
resources to provide services  
to very vulnerable and excluded 
people and communities over  
the longer term.

The journey to what is now known 
as social enterprise has been long 
and challenging – even the name 
‘social enterprise’ had not yet  
been coined when we started.  
We had to learn to trade, to 
operate in a commercial market 
and, most importantly, to ensure 
the values and purpose that drove 
organisation were not eroded.

Since that time, we have grown 
from a handful of people to  
a staff team in excess of 1,300 
and a turnover of over £60M. We 
have done this by forming strong 
partnerships with commissioners, 
understanding the needs of both 
commissioners and our end clients 
and not being afraid to innovate.

As a social enterprise, HCT Group 
is in a position to create significant 
value for our commissioners, with 
fourfold advantages in: financial, 
innovation, transparency and social 
value. None of these dimensions 
are unique to social enterprise 
on their own, but it remains our 
abiding belief that only social 
enterprises have the combination 
hardwired into their DNA.

Financial
HCT Group is run as a business. 
We have to run efficiently and we 
have to make a profit. The profit 
is all reinvested in the business or 
into services – we need to ensure 
we are sustainable in the long 
term. And yet, as we do not have 

shareholders, we are not under 
pressure to prioritise short-term 
profit over long-term development 
– and can accept a lower margin. 
We can compete with the private 
sector because we do not need a 
large profit. We can compete with 
the public sector because we are 
efficient and can bring a different 
position to the table.

We are very comfortable with 
competition. In tenders, we have 
saved authorities up to 20 per cent 
of their previous costs. This is not 
achieved by being a poor provider 
– we pay our staff the Real Living 
Wage – but by being an excellent 
provider, delivering innovation  
and working in partnership.

Innovation
Our goal is not financial return but 
social return; this is our driver of 
innovation. One example is how  
we think about taking children  
in the special educational needs 
system between home and school 
(‘SEN Transport’). We deliver these 
services in parts of the UK and 
have observed that this provision 
was disabling children, making 
them dependent on door-to-door 
transport and severely limiting  
their chances of gong onto college, 
university or employment.

We approached three local 
authorities with an offer – we will 
train children to be independent, 
saving you money, and you only 
pay us on success. The whole 
programme is funded via a social 
investor using a social impact 
bond. For a profit-maximising 
business, this would be crazy 
– we are actively reducing the 
market for our SEN transport 
services. For an impact-maximising 
social enterprise, it is essential – 
improving the life chances of SEN 
children and saving commissioners 
large sums of money.

This type of innovation runs 
throughout our organisation – in 
service design, in operation, in our 
overall approach. Yet we do need 
commissioners to meet us halfway. 
We have taken on contracts 
where the authority was looking 
for more than the market would 
offer, so have commissioned under 
‘Reserved Contract’ conditions. 
This has been very successful.

Innovation and technology often 
go hand in hand, but we aim to use 
technology for social good as well 
as the usual efficiency gains. This, 
has involved using a ‘virtual purse’ 

In contrast, 
commissioning 
by the public 
procurement 
to contract 
at the lowest 
price is the 
most simplistic 
approach. 
It is also, 
simply, legally, 
a wrongful 
approach.
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Julian Blake, Partner 
Stone King, Social 
Enterprise and Public 
Services
Julian is a longstanding 
specialist in social 
enterprise, charity, and the 
integration of business and 
social disciplines, and is 
committed to mature social 
enterprise as an optimum 
public service provider.

Dai Powell OBE, Chief 
Executive, HCT Group
Dai has been chief 
executive of this award-
winning social enterprise 
in the transport industry 
nationwide since 1993  
as it has grown more  
than a hundredfold  
– from a small community 
transport provider into  
a national social enterprise.

so elderly and vulnerable people 
can access transport without the 
worry of being ripped off, using car 
club technology to make a vehicle 
fleet available to the community 
for social benefit, using real time 
information to ensure parents  
of vulnerable children know when 
the child gets on the bus, gets  
to school and is on the way home. 
Each of these things makes 
services better for people and 
more efficient for commissioners – 
innovation has to be a way of life.

Transparency
It is trust that transforms public 
services. Trust is the strongest 
currency that we can use – it 
means supplier, commissioner  
and the community itself can  
come together to find solutions  
to our most intractable problems.  
The first step on the path to trust  
is transparency.

HCT Group won the contract  
to operate all public transport in 
Jersey. It was an unusual tender  
in that the authority was looking  
for a change agent and more  
than an operator. Our winning 
proposal was based on the idea  
of partnership working – but for 
real, not just management waffle.

We proposed a system of open 
book accounting, profit share and 

transparency. The first seemed 
obvious to us, we could not  
expect trust if we did not show  
it ourselves. The profit share was 
proposed to align the goals of both 
organisations – everything over 
four per cent of contract profit is 
split 50:50. Trust is vital to make 
this work – and transparency 
is again the answer. We gave 
them a login to our ticketing and 
operations systems so they see  
the same information that we do,  
in real time.With trust in place,  
the contract has been a hoot – and 
ridiculously successful. We have 
grown passenger numbers by 
42 per cent in the last few years 
(against falling numbers across 
the UK), the authority has a service 
they are deeply proud of and,  
in the last year, they received 
£500k as profit share.

Social value
Social value is in the DNA of 
social enterprise; it is why we 
campaigned for the Social Value 
Act. At HCT Group, we have 
social impact targets across the 
organisation, both in what we 
deliver and how we deliver it.  
We deliver a host of ‘Robin Hood’ 
style services, paid for from 
commercial profit, but this is less 
than half the story. Embedding 
impact in all that we do, from 
employing ex-offenders and 

The kind of thinking that has 
made HCT Group a success 
will be instantly familiar to 
commissioners – social value  
is a shared value.

training them as bus drivers, 
through as keeping supply  
chains local or social to simple  
stuff like paying the Real  
Living Wage, we can make  
a real difference.

In short
The kind of thinking that has  
made HCT Group a success  
will be instantly familiar to 
commissioners – social value 
is a shared value. This is made 
possible by working in true 
partnerships, having a strong 
financial base whilst not being 
profit maximising, being  
innovative, happily disruptive, 
being transparent, open to trust.
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Interview – Eric Robinson and Donna Hall

‘We had no choice but to radically 
reinvent ourselves’

The Wirral Leadership Academy 
alumni event in February 2018 
saw Wigan Metropolitan Borough 
Council Chief Executive Donna Hall 
and Wirral Borough Council Chief 
Executive Eric Robinson interview 
each other over challenges in 
local government. The video of this 
conversation is available at  
https://goo.gl/xBeLi2

Background: In 2012 Wigan 
MBC was the third worst austerity 
affected council in the UK. Facing 
hard times, it fundamentally 
changed its relationship with its 
citizens. This new way of working 
is called The Deal. Through The 
Deal, Wigan council stopped doing 
things to people and started doing 
things with people.

Eric: Let’s talk about The Deal 
before The Deal was envisaged. 
What brought you to the 
conclusion that you needed 
to have a different kind of 
relationship with residents?

Donna: It was austerity, in the 
first instance. So we had no 
choice but to radically reinvent 
ourselves. We had to think about 
our role for the future and stop 
projects and schemes. But, to 
think of something massive, that 
would remove £160m over time, 
and would create a different 
relationship with our residents, 
so that it wasn’t us doing things 
to residents: changing bin 
collections, shutting libraries 
and school crossing patrols, the 
usual budget cutbacks. We were 

It was austerity, in the first instance. 
So we had no choice but to radically 
reinvent ourselves.

thinking: how do we take demand 
out of our system permanently? 
How can we get residents to be 
more self-reliant and independent, 
healthier, more skilled, better able 
to get a job? Things like that.

Eric: How did the idea turn into 
something tangible?

Donna: We had worked with 
innovation foundation Nesta  
on a Creative Councils project. 
We’d worked with an organisation 

called Participle around a life 
project, which was about wrapping 
services around vulnerable families 
at risk of their children being 
taken into care. It was those two 
things coming together and me 
coming in as chief executive. It 
was the leader thinking, ‘Come 
on, we’ve got to do something 
massively different’ and we started 
on a massive culture change. 
Wigan has always been a very 
well-managed, quite paternalistic 
organisation. It’s big; it’s one 
of the ten authorities in Greater 
Manchester, but it’s very We. Will. 
Do. To. You. We’ve changed that, 
we’re totally differently now,  
so that We. Will. Do. Things. With. 
You. We will facilitate, we will 
enable – but the community is  

in a better position to know what’s 
right for them.

Eric: How do you get from that 
idea into a way in which you 
get the product? And how do 
you get ownership of that with 
council staff and the public?

Donna: It’s really about getting 
the right team together – making 
sure that your officers are the 
right people to drive and lead 
this, particularly senior leadership. 

Again, we’ve had to do some big 
restructures to move people, who 
didn’t really believe in this different 
way of working. We’ve reshaped 
and got a fantastic vibrant can-do 
team, who are working closely with 
our elected cabinet members and 
are really up for it. But the main 
people you need to convince is 
the community. We’ve put £10m 
into the community investment 
fund, which has actually driven 
out demand though community 
groups working closer with their 
local residents, through integrated 
place-based teams, to support 
people in a different way. We’re not 
passing people off between the 
NHS, DWP and the police – we’re 
actually working together.
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Eric: What process do you  
go through from saying,  
‘Okay, we now want to engage 
with people?’ Did you go  
out into communities?  
Did you feedback? Did you 
involve others? How did you 
get from ‘the right idea’ into 
something that was ‘a product’ 
to build upon?

Donna: By connecting in with our 
corporate plan – so The Deal is 
our corporate plan – we haven’t 
got to do anything separate. We 
have something called The Deal 
For The Future. It’s our budget 
strategy; connected to demand 
management and demand 
reduction. We’ve seen some 
amazing outcomes from actually 
taking money out, but improving 
services at the same time. I think 
it’s about getting the right team, 
as I said before, but it’s about 
being bold and dynamic, just 
going out there and starting to 
do it with communities. We have 
weeks of action in all of our seven 
service delivery footprint areas 
where the council leader and I will 
go to Have Your Say community 
sessions. Cabinet are there, with 

the directors, with the management 
team but, most importantly, it’s the 
community groups who are coming 
back to us. Quite often I’ve been 
to other councils to talk about what 
we did and they want to see what 
your initial project plan was... I’ll be 
honest Eric: we didn’t have one, we 
just did it. Part of this; it’s not a kind 
of science, it’s very much a hearts 
and minds push, for a whole place 
to kind of get confidence, grow 
its self-esteem, be quite defiant in 
the face of austerity, and say we 
don’t care if we’re the third worst-
affected – you’re not going to beat 
us here in Wigan. We’re going 
to come up with a different way 
of doing it. So, we didn’t have a 
project plan: we just did it.

Eric:  One thing I’ve heard talked 
about for 20 years – but it feels 
like you’re actually doing it – is 
this idea of one key worker, as 
opposed to a handful of different 
agencies, let alone workers, 
going in. How did that work and 
what was its impact?

Donna: To give you an example, 
we figured out there were 400 
children who, at birth, had been 
taken into care, over a five-year 
period. They were the children 
of about 89 women in Wigan 
borough. What we were doing 
was intensively supporting the 
child into an adoption, or to be 
fostered and then adopted. What 
we weren’t doing was working 
with those women to find out 
why they just kept having more 
children. We started to work with 
them through something called 
the Pause programme. It has one 
key worker to build up trust and 
confidence, get them a job, make 
them realise that having babies is 
not their sole mission in life. And 
we learned they were grieving, 
basically, for the child we last 

took away from them. No one had 
actually addressed their grief. Their 
only way was to have another child 
with a new partner. So it’s that kind 
of psychological way of thinking. 
If this was you, would you want to 
just be passed off by the system? 
Or would you want to be treated as 
a human being? It’s very much a 
human to human way of working.

Eric:  One particular challenge is 
getting frontline staff and others 
to change their behavior to the 
public, based on The Deal or the 
new way of working. How have 
you helped staff move forward 
and do things differently?

Donna: When we first started 
this six years ago there was a 
lot of resistance from some of 
the workforce. I remember a big 
conference at the DW Stadium 
in Wigan with all our social care 
staff. They were all sat with their 
arms folded. ‘You cannot take any 
money from my budget – or else 
old people will die, vulnerable 
residents will die’. It was the same 
with children’s social care. What 
we did was prove to them that this 
was a better way of working. In 
the end, what they said was, ‘This 
is why I came into public service,’ 
‘This is why I wanted to be a social 
care worker’. They want to help 
people, not to fill in forms and 
pass people around the system. 
Those that didn’t want to do that 
we parted company with, again 
in a dignified way, and brought 
new people in. What we’re finding 
now is that social work training 
courses are actually picking up on 
this asset-based approach, and 
it’s embedded into GP learning 
too. GPs don’t just automatically 
write antidepressant prescriptions 
anymore if someone’s feeling low. 
They talk about people’s lives, 
sport, exercise, stress, money.

We’ve seen 
some amazing 
outcomes from 
actually taking 
money out, 
but improving 
services at the 
same time.
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In other news, we’re the best 
council to work for officially in the 
UK, which is great. So despite 
losing a thousand staff through 
cuts we’ve managed to keep staff 
morale up through engagement. 
We do lots of reward and 
recognition – we really do love our 
staff – and we haven’t affected 
terms and conditions through  
the cuts either.

Eric: Are there any things you 
would have done differently or 
would have done earlier?

Donna: One of the main elements 
of our journey is this Be Wigan 
approach, it’s about our values 
as an organisation. They are: 
Be positive, Be accountable, 
Be courageous – and being 
courageous means sometimes 
you’ll make mistakes along the 
way. But, we have to give our staff 
permission to innovate, and to 
come up with great ideas. I would 
say probably my biggest mistake 
was not moving quickly enough 
with some of the stages. We had 
an Ofsted inspection coming up 
for children. We managed to get 
‘good’ on safeguarding, which is 
brilliant for both the council and the 
safeguarding board, but I put off 
some of the transformation in that 
directorate for two years, because 
I was worried about Ofsted coming 
in. I wish I’d just done it, because 
we did it in the end and because 
it took them five years to actually 
come in. They found we were 
‘good’ anyway with the asset-
based approach, with this different 
way of working, and we were really 
proud of that.

Eric: Finally, would you go back 
to the way things were?

Donna: Definitely not. You know, 
it would be great to have another 
£160m, but if we did have that 

money we would invest it totally 
differently. In the community we’ve 
seen some amazing projects that 
have stripped out demand. My 
leader said the same to me the 
other day and it’s quite difficult for 
a Labour leader to say, ‘You know, 
we’ve actually made a good fist 
of this.’ I think if you read the local 
government press at the moment 
it’s so demoralising, but we’ve just 

stage is really handing over a lot 
more, and being bolder with the 
community: around things that 
they can do better than we can. 
In Wigan, they manage swimming 
pools, they manage libraries. 
We’ve got some brilliant projects 
supporting people with dementia, 
people with autism, so they’re not 
just sat there all day bored in a day 
centre, they’re actually out there 
doing stuff in the community. It’s 
helping them achieve better lives 
– and saving money as well – so 
we’re continuing with that over the 
next couple of years, but we’re 
confident we can do it.

Donna: Eric. Could you tell me 
more about what you’re doing 
and what your plans are in 
Wirral?

Eric: We’ve been working in 
partnership agreements for the 
past three years and we’ve got 
a common purpose. We’ve got a 
vision, we’ve got a set of pledges 
that we say is really important – 
and all our partners have signed 
up to that. We’ve also started to 
deliver and integrate many of our 
services. But, it feels like we’re 
doing great stuff in partnership 
with other public sector partners 
and private sector. We now need 
to think about our relationship with 
residents, and how we collectively 
need to change in order to do that. 
It’s why Wigan’s example is so 

Quite often I’ve 
been to other 
councils to talk 
about what we 
did and they want 
to see what your 
initial project 
plan was... I’ll be 
honest: we didn’t 
have one, we just 
did it.

gone: Come on! We can do this! 
Let’s think differently: let’s go back 
to how things used to be when 
councils were helping people, 
supporting people, not passing 
people off.

Eric:  You’ve done stuff over the 
past five or six years since The 
Deal. What’s the plan for the next 
five years?

Donna: I think our next five years 
are going to be harder, because 
we’ve taken a lot of the funding 
out. We’ve taken £131m out in 
five years. We’ve got probably 
another £25m to go. The next 

Actually in order  
to be brave we 
need some comfort 
that we’re going  
to get enough  
of it right.
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important, because that feels like 
it’s the next stage of our journey. 
There’s really two things I’m 
bothered about, the first is:  
how do we go about making this 
feel like the residents own it, that 
it’s credible, not just a coproduced 
agreement or deal? The second 
issue is: how do we make it like 
you’ve done central to what we do? 
They’re the two areas I’ve really 

changer. I think the only thing for 
me is that we do need to be brave, 
as you said, but actually in order 
to be brave we need some comfort 
that we’re going to get enough 
of it right. I don’t want to be in a 
position where we say: look, we’ve 
got this great new deal and then 
nothing really happens. So we’ve 
got to have the follow-through. 
That’s why I was really interested 
in the work you’ve done around 
council culture.

Eric:  I’m back to asking the 
questions. In the Wirral we are 
really trying to move from what 
we have now into a different, 
more easily understood and 
articulated relationship with 
residents. We’re very much 
looking at what Wigan has 
done and trying to follow your 
example. Can you share the 
three top tips that you’d give us 
in starting out on this journey?

Donna: I think the first one is 
to get the right team at senior 

In the end, what 
they said was,  
‘This is why I 
came into public 
service’ ‘This is 
why I wanted  
to be a social 
care worker.’

We’ve had to do some big 
restructures to move people, who 
didn’t really believe in this different 
way of working. We’ve reshaped  
and got a fantastic vibrant can-do 
team, who are working closely with 
our elected cabinet members and  
are really up for it.

wanted to pick your brains on 
because that’s sort of where  
we are on the journey.

Donna: I’m sure we can do some 
some shared work on that – it’s 
the biggest challenge – but you’ll 
definitely get there. So do you 
feel you’ve got all the essential 
components in place to really  
drive it forward?

Eric:  We’ve got a high level of 
buy-in and a very high level of trust 
among the partners. You’ve talked 
about austerity, and we do have  
‘a burning platform’ like yourselves, 
and that means we need a game 

management level. You’ll find 
some people just don’t really get 
this different way of working, and 
are quite worried and scared by 
it. So, making sure you get people 
who’ve got confidence, courage 
and who can empower their staff 
to innovate on the frontline, that’s 
the first tip. The second thing 
is to get elected members on 
board. They are the conduit with 
communities, aren’t they? They’re 
elected by residents to feedback 
issues, concerns problems and 
so really shape that place-based 
working, so involve your elected 
members as the real champions for 
change. Finally, it’s about creating 
integrated place-based teams 
involving communities, involving 
residents in service redesign. Their 
lived experiences are much more 
powerful than you and I coming 
up with something that we think 
will work. Asking residents, talking 
to residents and service users, 
getting their insight and their 
brilliant ideas: I think those are  
my three top tips.
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l The ageing population and 
demand for child care which  
are the major drivers of demand

l Changes in government policy 
that significantly influence 
subdivision revenue (aged-care 
accommodation generates 
over 40 per cent of subdivision 
revenue and child care 
generates a further 21.8 per 
cent of subdivision revenue.)

l The continued impact of 
economic and cyclical factors 
on crisis care and personal 
welfare services

l Changing demographic trends 
– the share of the population 
under 14 years is projected 
to grow, boosting demand for 
child care

The National Disability 
Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
Over the next three years, NDIS 
services will become available in 
each major Australian State across 
the Eastern seaboard to eligible 
participants consistent with the 
NDIS roll out schedules bilaterally 
agreed to by State/Territory and 
Commonwealth governments. The 
notion of being ‘NDIS ready’ is no 
longer contemporary – the reform 
is here to stay!

by – Caroline van Til

A perspective on the human  
and community services sector  
in Australia – NDIS study

Similar to other large Westernised 
economies, the Australian 
human and community services 
sector has been in a state of flux 
and transformation since 2012 
coinciding with the introduction of 
the National Disability Insurance 
Scheme (2012); National Mental 
Health Strategy (2011) and 
other policy reforms introduced 
to improve outcomes across 
the portfolios of aged care, 
social housing, child protection, 
recidivism and homelessness.

Organisations in the human 
and community services sector 
attend to millions of Australians 
annually, arranging care and 
counsel for those in need. Not-for-
profit organisations and private 
enterprises in the Community 
Services subdivision presently 
earn revenues in the vicinity of 
$52.0 billion in revenue (2017-18) 
government funding, donations 
and private income. IBISWorld 
Industry Report demonstrates 
that the industry has a value of 
$52 billion (AUS), with annual 
growth 2013-2018 of 7.1 per cent, 
employing 619,160 people and 
made up of 15,994 businesses.

The most significant threats  
and opportunities presently facing 
the sector are:

Providers along the Australian 
Eastern seaboard are variously 
moving from transformation  
to steady state. However, many 
are struggling to still become 
NDIS ready, further impacted 
by their current state capability; 
geographic footprint and scheme 
roll out schedule for their state.  
The main areas of reform impact 
for providers will continue to be: 
client, services, workforce and 
assets. However, each will take  
on a different flavour in a ‘full roll 
out’ environment.

As the market consolidates and 
further fragments, the likelihood of 
business failure will escalate and 
the profile of the sector will change 
from one typified by centralised 
systems and administered program 
funding to one that is based on 
choice and control and serviced 
by a completely devolved service 
delivery model articulated across 
an ecosystem of providers.

As at 31 December 2017, 51 per 
cent of providers were active 
and 49 per cent were yet to have 
evidence of activity. Of the overall 
stock of providers, 2,250 providers 
began delivering new supports in 
the quarter.
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There are seven distinct NDIS 
Provider segments emerging:
1. Those larger providers 

($100M plus) that have been 
NDIS ready for some time; 
are retaining their clients at 
the right cost to serve point; 
are winning new profitable 
NDIS market share in areas 
that are consistent with their 
core capability (either directly 
through compelling service 
offers and or through partners); 
are adding new NDIS client 
segments where perhaps they 
did not have service presence 
previously (likely through 
service augmentation, partners 
or strategic acquisition); but 
have other revenue streams 
that are not reliant on NDIS that 
mitigate commercial risk and 
enable their business model 
to be sustainable (e.g. Job 
network, aged care, health  
care provider, SIBs).

2. Mid-range providers ($40 
million - $70 million) that had 
strong heritage in one or two 
service streams (e.g. disability, 
family services) that were 
proactive in their efforts to 
become NDIS Ready some 
years ago; developed a clear 
understanding of the current 
and future state, and acted 
accordingly to transition / 
transform their business model 
including establishing strategic 
partnerships and or being 
acquired.

3 Mid-range providers ($10 
million - $50 million) that have 
diminishing heritage in one 
or two service streams (e.g. 
disability, mental health) due 
to loss of program funding that 
have not been proactive in 
their efforts to become NDIS 

Ready; do not have a clear 
understanding of the current 
and future state, and have  
failed to transition / transform 
their business.

4. Small providers (less than 
$10 million) that have strong 
heritage in typically one service 
stream that have consolidated 
their business model by making 
sure that they understand the 
scheme and their commercial 
status quo; and retaining the 
right clients at the right cost  
to serve.

5. Small providers (less than 
$10 million) that have had 
strong heritage in typically one 
service stream that have not 
consolidated their business 
model and are either in 
decline or subject to a rescue / 
opportunistic acquisition.

6. Small business (less than  
$1 million) – this covers the 
spectrum of contractors that 
‘have put their shingle out’; 
loose joint ventures between 
typically allied health providers 
that tend to co-provide services 
around a certain condition 
e.g. Autism – which typically 
involves the supports mix of 
speech therapy; psychology; 
and physio.

7. New market entrants seeking 
new markets and revenues 
either from within Australia  
or overseas e.g. Australian 
Unity, Telstra, IBM Health  
Care, BUPA, Medibank  
Private, RSL etc.

As at 31 December 2017, there 
were 12,328 registered service 
providers of which 5,199 were 
individual/sole trader operated 

business while the remaining  
7,129 providers were registered  
as a company or organisation.

Emerging market context  
– participants
The NDIS is all about introducing 
choice and control and enabling 
those impacted by disability and 
mental issues to have the means 
by which to lead a good life. $5.1 
billion (AUS) has been paid to 
providers and participants since 
the scheme’s inception.

Based on published government 
data, the cumulative position for 
the scheme from an approved  
plan perspective was as follows  
as at 31 December 2017:
l Plan approvals as at 31 

December 2017 was 79 per 
cent

l As at the end of 2017-18 Q2, 
the cumulative total number of 
participants receiving support 
was 142,266 (including 9,523 
children supported through 
the ECEI gateway). Of these, 
80,624 transitioned from an 
existing State/Territory program 
and 11,227 transitioned from 
an existing Commonwealth 
program

l In addition, 22,471 participants 
were awaiting a plan as at 31 
December 2017

l The most funded supports 
nationally in dollar terms are: 
daily tasks in shared living 
arrangements, community 
participation and assistance 
with personal activities

l A large majority of participants 
are male.
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Finally, whilst brokerage services 
are not offered in Australia 
at the moment (see www.
mysupportbroker.com), further 
reform may occur in the near future 
to drive improved scheme access, 
participation and equity.

There are a number of sector pain 
points including the following:
l State jurisdiction service 

exit (decommissioning) and 
transition – this needs to involve 
an integrated ‘ecosystem’ 
based approach that considers 
client, services, workforce 
and assets given their 
interdependencies

l New business models and how 
they can be leveraged both 
from an Individual or group  
of Providers as well as total 
market level

l Market capacity and capability 
to maintain continuity of 
services and to ‘flex’

l Understanding the business 
model and operating model 
current and future state,  
and whether it actually  
makes commercial sense  
to participate

l Customer engagement 
(noting that client includes 
the participant as well as the 
carer(s), guardian, family etc.) 
and keeping in mind person 
centred care and the need  
to transform CRM ‘systems’  
to be more client centric

l Staff engagement, retention  
and attraction as well as 
workforce model normalisation

l Service model, quality, systems 
(including PAS, SAS, HAS,  
BPO and shared services)  
and unit costing

l Provider ‘go to market’ strategy 
– this covers the spectrum of 
brand, USP, channels, digital 
platforms and use of social 
media, sales offer, service 
promise in keeping with the 
organization mission etc. 
service model

l Raising new sources of revenues
l Compliance and governance
l Financial control management

From a participant perspective  
the issues are more fundamental  
in terms of:
l Being able to work their  

General Practitioner (Doctor)  
to ensure that they are correctly 
diagnosed and confirmed  
as having a disability or  
dual diagnoses

l Understanding the scheme  
and how it works

l Being able to access and work 
with available independent  
life consultants and planners  
to fully capture and articulate 
their needs with the lens  
of ‘this is what a great day  
looks like’ and ‘this is what  
a bad day looks like’

l Ensuring that the broader needs 
of carers, guardians and family 
members are considered in the 
planning process

l That suitable and competent 
carers are accessible and fit  
for purpose

l Being able to truly exercise  
the choice and control that  
is implicit to the scheme

The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) was initiated 
by the Australian Government for Australians with a disability, 
including people with intellectual, physical, sensory and psycho-
social disabilities, on a voucher market basis. The National Disability 
Insurance Scheme Act was passed in 2013 and the NDIS commenced 
being rolled out nationally on 1 July 2016. The first stage of the NDIS 
aimed to provide reasonable and necessary support for people with 
significant and permanent disability.

Provision of care outside of institutions and how it should be arranged 
has been a topic in Australia since the 1970s, and proposals from 
2008 onwards led to a Productivity Commission report in 2011 
which framed disability as an economic, not a social issue. This was 
supported by research that suggested that the status quo cost of 
supporting disabled people would exceed the cost of an insurance 
scheme by 2025. Pilots were undertaken before the roll-out.

The 2013 Australian federal budget committed $14.3 billion to the 
NDIS, but in the same year Australian Government estimated the 
disability sector in Australia would need to double to meet the needs 
of the NDIS. Funding streams are multiple and complex. There is 
concern that the scheme, which has become a major economic factor  
in some smaller local economics, generates additional demand.
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Australia still has a considerable 
way to go in building and maturing 
its commissioning capability.
There is also significant work still 
required to create the necessary 
environment between the 
government and non-government 
sectors to encourage greater 
co-design and co-production of 
services and outcomes for citizens. 
While there are examples where 
this is occurring, this requires 
a very different mindset and 
approach, and assumes there  
is a culture of collaboration and  
a willingness to embrace new 
ideas and approaches to achieving 
outcomes, rather than a fear of 
failure or a simple desire to transfer 
all risk to service providers.

The Australasian  
Transformation Academy
A place where professionals 
involved in the changing world 
of public service delivery can 
engage, network, collaborate and 
learn together to transform the way 
public services are delivered.

The Australasian Transformation 
Academy has been established  
to support organisations, leaders 
and managers involved in the 
delivery of public services to build 
their capability and capacity  
to reimagine and transform how 
services are delivered. We do 
this by designing and delivering 
exceptional development programs 
which provide participants with 
the critical thinking time, tools, 

Caroline van Til
Caroline is a director in 
the recently launched 
Australasian Transformation 
Academy – a strategic 
alliance formed in conjunction 
with the Public Service 
Transformation Academy  
in the UK. She is also Head 
of Human Services at PPB 
Advisory. Caroline has over 
20 years of experience 
in leading complex 
transformation projects  
and large-scale government 
reform programs such  
as the National Disability 
Insurance Scheme.  
She has worked extensively 
with clients across the 
human and community 
services ecosystem as it is 
transforming and brings this 
unique and contemporary 
perspective to her  
advisory work.

The Australian human and 
community services sector is 
a large, complex and growing 
sector undergoing significant 
transformation. Like other markets 
it has undergone some aspects 
of transformation well, and other 
aspects poorly. The capability and 
capacity of the market to assume 
responsibility for the client and 
service model was not reviewed 
thoroughly and hence the view that 
the non-government, not for profit 
and private sectors have the ability 
to be the providers of today and 
tomorrow, was incorrect.

As the market becomes more of 
a commissioned ecosystem and 
less of a centralised behemoth; the 
interplay between client, provider, 
allied health professionals and 
other mainstream service providers 
(e.g. Housing) needs to be more 
strongly forged than is the current 
state. We are starting to see this 
happen in New South Wales and 
Victoria. However, the country as 
a whole has a long road to reform 
and needs to master the new 
ecosystem and in particular, learn 
how to manage the white space 
that inextricably links the players 
in the ecosystem together in a 
way that is efficient, effective and 
delivers great customer experience 
to client and carer alike.

The challenges faced by 
government agencies who were 
direct providers or purchasers 
of services but are now 
being required to operate as 
commissioners of services in  
those aspects of human services 
fall outside the scope of the  
NDIS. This shift parallels the 
transformation which has  
occurred in the UK; however 

case studies, coaching, peer-to-
peer support and facilitation to 
tackle real world issues facing their 
organisations and communities.

Our mission is to drive better 
outcomes for people and 
communities by developing the 
capabilities of government and 
non-government organisations 
to collaborate, innovate and lead 
transformation. The Australasian 
Transformation Academy has 
a strategic alliance with Public 
Service Transformation Academy.

austransformacademy.com.au
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What we offer at the Public  
Service Transformation Academy
The PSTA was established as a 
not-for-dividend social enterprise 
partnership in 2016 to drive 
better outcomes by developing 
the capability of organisations 
that deliver public services to 
collaborate, innovate and lead  
– to transform themselves...

The PSTA came together as the 
delivery partner of the Cabinet 
Office Commissioning Academy 
(on behalf of DCMS) and the 
custodian of the Public Service 
Transformation Network’s 
knowledge resources. 

Realising outcomes 
collaboratively
The diverse membership  
and ethos of the PSTA 
reflects our recognition  
that, to realise better 
outcomes, the different 
professions and operations 
that serve the public 
must speak each other's 
languages and create shared 
understanding. The work  
of transforming systems  
to realise better outcomes 
is inherently and inevitably 
multi- and inter-disciplinary. 

Partners in the PSTA include 
charities, social enterprises and 
commercial businesses – each 
bringing their own networks 
of expertise and insight: 
RedQuadrant is the lead partner 
and delivery partners include the 
Whitehall & Industry Group (lead 
delivery partner), NCVO, E3M, 
TSIP, Basis, Numbers for Good, 
the Alliance for Useful Evidence 
(part of Nesta), LocalGov  
Digital, Collaborate, Browne 
Jacobson LLP, and members 
of the former Public Service 
Transformation Network.

What should the PSTA do to support 
public service transformation?
The top five most valuable things 
that the PSTA could do:

encourage  
and/or facilitate  
collaboration 
across public  
sector bodies

share learning, 
good practice, 
case studies

campaign  
for government  
to create a better 
environment  
for transformation

develop the 
transformation 
offer

leadership  
training  
and coaching2 3

5
1

4

The state of transformation survey

We’re not sure about  
number five – we probably 
prefer to bear witness than  
to campaign – but all the  
top four are in place!
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To drive better  
public outcomes,  
we enable public 
services to transform  
themselves. We build 
capacity and work 
primarily with leaders 
in the emergent  
space between 
‘cutting edge’ ideas 
and commoditised,  
codified methods. 

We aim to: 
l ‘do ourselves out of work’: 

create the capability and 
capacity so that we are not 
needed any more;

l develop organisations and 
sectors – not just individuals 
(but, of course, we work first 
with individuals); and

l build self-supporting networks 
of public service leaders.

We work for public services not  
just the public sector, and with  
all those who can be influential  
in achieving positive outcomes.

We seek to be influential to 
steer effective public service 
transformation.

Our space is unique: 
l we don’t represent anyone 

or any sector, we don’t have 
government mandate beyond 
our Commissioning Academy 
concession contract, we don’t 
need to ‘defend territory’;  
we can be collaborative  
not competitive.  

l we actively support and 
promote everything, every 
organisation, and every event 
that’s useful to enable public 
service transformation.

PSTA partners are selected for 
their unique offers in this space, 
and we support and promote 
aligned organisations.

We aim to be a successful,  
self-funding social enterprise  
– we cannot distribute surplus,  
so we will reinvest in-year.

Based on a survey of participants 
in past programmes:
l 98 per cent of those surveyed 

reported making useful 
connections

l 91 per cent said it was a good 
or excellent use of their time

l 88 per cent said that the 
Academy was either good,  
or excellent value for money

l 91 per cent report the academy 
was either relevant or highly 
relevant to learning needs

l 87 per cent said they would 
recommend the academy  
to their colleagues and peers.

Commissioning 
Academy
The Commissioning Academy  
is designed to give organisations 
the tools, techniques and 
confidence to approach the 
most challenging issues facing 
communities in a collaborative, 
creative and evidence-driven way. 
The Commissioning Academy is 
delivered through two models:
l National Commissioning 

Academies – run three times 
a year, any organisations 
delivering service to the public 
may apply

l Custom Commissioning 
Academies – are designed  
with a sponsoring organisation 
to focus on a locality or theme.

Each Commissioning Academy 
takes place over five full days 
spread over four months 
comprising masterclasses, expert 
speakers, a site visit, peer-to-peer 
challenge and practical action 
planning to apply commissioning 
practices to the pressing issues 
facing each organisation.

‘It’s a worthwhile investment. 
I found it a really useful 
experience. Coming into it 
with other people from your 
organisation, makes a big 
difference in terms of being 
able to go back into the 
office and think about what 
you’ve taken from each of the 
sessions and each of the site 
visits and translate that into 
what might you do differently 
within your organisation.’ 
Assistant Director, Adult Social 
Care and Health, Barnet

‘Thank you so much for  
an inspirational programme 
that has allowed us to think 
differently to provide innovate 
projects to engage volunteers 
– where they feel valued and 
supported. You definitely 
helped to get rid of the ‘cob 
webs’ by introducing new 
methods and ways of driving 
forward and presenting change 
in a positive and acceptable 
way.’ Senior Manager, East 
of England Ambulance Trust



Public service: state of transformation 2018 report from the public service transformation academy 97

Service Transformation 
Programme
The Service Transformation 
Programme is designed to develop 
organisations’ internal capability 
to deliver sustainable change 
and address the challenges 
facing public services. Learning 
is achieved through simulations, 
exercises and live examples.

‘I speak for the management 
team when I say that we 
have found your advice, 
support and inexhaustible 
energy and optimism hugely 
helpful over the past few 
months in identifying several 
of our problem areas and 
implementing solutions’  
Head of Service, London 
Borough of Waltham Forest

Digital Analytics 
Programme
The digital analytics programme is 
a peer-to-peer knowledge sharing 
network for local authorities aimed 
at helping members implement 
new customer contact and service 
delivery models and realise 
benefits from digital technology.

‘One instant change is that we 
have used the data to make a 
case for changing some of our 
service KPIs that are outdated, 
but have been seen as ‘not to 
be touched’ by senior figures. 
The benchmarking data has 
helped make the case.’ Andrew 
Fellowes, Sheffield City Council

Leading Transformation 
Programme
The Leading Transformation 
programme is designed to give 
participants all the theory, models, 
tools, and learning you need to be 
a successful transformation leader. 
The 24 learning modules take you 
on a journey through all the key 
skills for leading transformation, 
including system thinking, 
behavioural insight and demand 
management. The online learning 
is supported by webinars, action 
learning to apply the thinking,  
in-business support, learning 
review, a simulation, and hundred 
day play implementation.

‘Throughout the Leading 
Transformation Programme it 
was really beneficial working 
with other key colleagues 
and making links between 
different States of Guernsey 
departments, so there was  
a real benefit of having that  
rich mix of different knowledge  
and expertise.’ Dermot Mullin,  
Head of Adult Social Care,  
States of Guernsey

‘What I liked about the 
programme particularly was 
that I could study at my own 
pace and fit it around my work. 
Revisiting the things I have 
done in past courses and 
picking up new hints and tips 
about what is being done today, 
as supposed to what I have 
covered several years ago  
is beneficial for my day-to-day 
business’ Ed Ashton, Deputy 
Chief Office, Social Security 
Department, States of Guernsey

Coaching and Mentoring 
and shadow consulting 
for transformation
The PSTA’s coaching practice 
supports individuals to improve 
their thinking, behaviours and 
performance.  It is rooted in the 
latest discoveries from neuro-
science and focusses on helping 
individuals become aware of their 
mental ‘hard wiring’ and learn  
how to make new connections. 
Working with a coach can give 
individuals the really powerful lift 
that they need to get the results 
that they want.

‘The response from managers 
has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Not only are we 
seeing direct improvements  
in leadership behaviours  
but managers have valued  
the coaching experience  
as an opportunity to develop 
personally and as a leader;  
and this has positively affected 
their view of the authority.’  
Paul McChrystal, Head of 
Workforce Development, 
Leicester City Council
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