LS[image: image1.jpg]LEARNING
AND SKILLS
IMPROVEMENT
SERVICE



IS Brief Guide
Ofsted consultation on FE inspections 
LSIS Brief Guide
Whole Systems Go! (September 2009)

[image: image2.jpg]LEARNING
AND SKILLS
IMPROVEMENT
SERVICE



0B
Introduction

1. This paper summarises Whole Systems Go!
, a paper published by the National School of Government in the autumn of 2009 on the reform of the public services and their management. The paper was co-sponsored by the Public Service Leaders Alliance. 

Background

2. Whole Systems Go! is the latest contribution to the movement to reform and reshape the public services. In a sense, there has always been a movement to reform the public services, as long as there has been a concept of government, but the current reform agenda rests on a paper published by the Cabinet Office last year, Excellence and Fairness.
3. Excellence and Fairness suggested a three-pronged reform plan:
· Developing new approaches to empowering citizens who use public services: both extending choice and complementing it with more direct forms of individual control, such as personal budgets in areas like care; opportunities for people to do more themselves, such as manage their own health; stronger local accountability, such as directly elected police representatives; and providing greater transparency of performance;

· Fostering a new professionalism across the whole public service workforce, from the dinner lady to the head teacher, from the hospital porter to the consultant. This combines increased responsiveness to users, consistent quality in day-to-day practices and higher levels of autonomy from central government wherever those at the front line show the ambition and capacity to excel and greater investment in workforce skills;

· Providing strong strategic leadership from central government to ensure that direct intervention is more sharply concentrated on underperforming organisations, while the conditions are created for the majority to thrive more autonomously. Government needs to give overall direction and purpose to public services, guaranteeing minimum standards and fairness, investing in outcomes, growing local capacity and promoting innovation’. 
(paragraph 16)

4. Shortly after Excellence and Fairness came out, the global recession rapidly accelerated, compelling the Government to embrace large-scale deficit spending to pump money into the economy and support the financial services sector. This left the state with a £175 billion deficit for 2009-10, and levels of debt that could not be sustained in the long term. As a result, the Government has begun planning for a series of deep cuts in public spending from 2011, with opposition parties calling for even earlier cuts. The Government is also calling for £35 billion in efficiency savings from across government before the end of the 2008-2011 spending period, including about £9 billion from the education departments.

5. The recession and the consequent pressure on the public purse creates the backdrop for Whole Systems Go!. ‘Recession requires a radical review and restructuring of governance and public services. More effective leadership across the whole system is seen as one of the best ways of reducing transaction costs between separate organisations, of improving productivity and performance outcomes, and of releasing more public value for users, citizens and communities’ (Whole Systems Go, p. 1).
6. This need led to the commissioning of the report, with a remit to answer the question: ‘What would it take to create more effective leadership of the whole governmental and public service system?’ (p. 2). The resulting report draws on research from the Warwick Business School at the University of Warwick to develop seven key propositions. The Warwick research is appended to Whole Systems Go! (from page 17). 
Propositions

· Proposition 1: The need for new paradigms of governance as a complex adaptive system and new practices of political, managerial and civic leadership across the whole public service system.
· Proposition 2: The need for new patterns of ‘adaptive leadership’ to tackle tough, complex, cross-cutting problems in the community, where there may be no clear consensus about either the causes or the solutions to the problems.
· Proposition 3: Whole systems thinking and action includes the capacity to analyse and understand the interconnections, inter-dependencies and inter-actions between complex issues, across multiple boundaries – between different sectors, services, and levels of government.
· Proposition 4: Leadership development programmes need to join up to address whole system challenges, and Whitehall needs to support this with new organisational and financial architecture.
· Proposition 5: Leadership development programmes need to translate individual learning into organisational and inter-organisational action and improvement. This requires completely different starting points from traditional leadership development programmes.
· Proposition 6: Strengthening leadership skills and capabilities for working across the whole public service system will require radical innovations in practice at three main levels (fast track graduate entry; mid-career movers and shakers; and corporate leadership top teams) and in two main arenas (multi-agency teams; and partnerships for local leadership of place) – plus a new requirement for all members of the Senior Civil Service to have spent at least three months working at the front line.
· Proposition 7: The above commitments to action-oriented leadership development to encourage working across the whole public service system need to be counter-balanced by an equally strong commitment to critical analysis of the changing context, and rigorous reflection on the experience of leadership in practice (both success and failure) (Whole Systems Go, p. 2-3).
Proposition 1 
7. Proposition 1 deals with an oft-examined problem in the public services – that of the cross-cutting problem. Put simply, the public services often face problems or conditions in society that involve the responsibilities of multiple agencies, departments and levels of government. The paper itself cites ‘ageing and community care; child protection; climate change; crime and the fear of crime’ as examples (p. 4). These are sometimes referred to as ‘wicked’ or ‘adaptive’ problems (p. 5).

8. Government strategies are beginning to recognise this problem, and to devise strategies that involve co-ordinated activities on the part of a number of agencies, and ways of measuring and grading the collective performance of a number of allied public services. The paper gives the examples of the Every Child Matters strategy, Comprehensive Area Assessments, and Public Service Agreements (p. 4). 

9. To confront these sorts of adaptive challenges, leaders will have to adopt a mindset with three primary features: 
· First, a recognition of the problems as part of a complex, polycentric, multi-causal, dynamic, interactive and adaptive system, rather than as a simple, structured, uni-causal, mechanical chain of cause and effect;

· Second, a commitment by government at all levels to work across the boundaries and silos which traditionally separate policies and programmes, in order to provide more ‘joined up’, citizen-centred and personalised public services, and;
· Third, a requirement for a qualitatively different kind of ‘joined up’ thinking and action by public policymakers and managers, involving a capacity to work across many different boundaries (p. 5).
10. These new paradigms of leadership also require a theoretical shift from the ‘place-shaping’ agenda, first developed by Sir Michael Lyons in his review of local government review three years ago, towards a ‘place-shielding’ function, protecting society from the effects of social and economic dislocation. It also requires a greater attention to the democratic process and elected leaders, which are essential to obtaining citizen engagement and, some research suggests, ‘can contribute to service and organisational improvement in a number of ways’ (p. 5). 
Proposition 2
11. Addressing the complex problems which face the public services requires a different manner of leadership, ‘one which can address the inter-connections between issues, negotiate coalitions between different stakeholders, orchestrate inter-organisational networks and partnerships, harness disparate resources behind a common purpose, and achieve visible and measurable outcomes with and for citizens, communities and other stakeholders’ (p. 5). This type of leader must create coalitions, both within his or her service and in the wider community, and get the coalition’s members to buy in to an overall plan. A public-service leader must ‘resist the pressure from followers to act as a god or guru who can provide magical solutions to complex problems’, instead acting as part of the ‘whole system’ (p. 6).
12. Whole Systems Go! identifies an ‘urgent need’ to:
· Reflect on, analyse, evaluate and learn from this experience, to assess the conditions under which leadership leads to practical improvement, innovation and measurable outcomes;

· Develop conceptual frameworks to help to make better sense of it;

· Develop ways of sharing, comparing, disseminating and transplanting this emerging knowledge and experience more widely across the whole public service system;

· Develop leadership theories and models which reflect the complexities of working across sectoral and organisational boundaries, with varied groups with varied interests;

·  Identify the skills, mindsets and capabilities which underpin effective leadership across the whole system, including emotional intelligence, political acumen, the capacity to negotiate between different interests, overcome inertia, and foster and mobilize coalitions between disparate organisations.

· Think about leadership not just as about individuals but also about ‘leadership constellations’ which consist of a team, a partnership group or other stakeholders who can work in a whole systems way (p. 6).
Proposition 3

13. To operate in a whole-systems environment, a leader has to be able not only to manage coalitions, but to manage coalitions within and between different levels of government and different spheres of activity. They have to form alliances in the community, in Whitehall, in their particular sector (FE and skills, health care, what have you), between different professions, between politicians and civil servants, and between producers and users. They also have to connect these various areas.
14. Leaders have to think along several dimensions concurrently:

· horizontally, between different sectors, organisations, disciplines, professions stakeholders, and partners

· vertically, along all the links in the value chain, from policy design in Westminster and Whitehall right through to service ‘delivery’ or intervention at the front-line in local neighbourhood communities – with movement in both directions, from top to bottom, bottom to top, and middle up-down

· diagonally, across the decision-making networks, linking together political leaderships, strategic managers, operational managers, front-line delivery staff, users and communities (p. 7).
15. To do this successfully, leaders will need ‘a more sophisticated analysis of the changing external context – not just the policy context provided by central government, but also the wider ecological, political, economic, technological, social and organisational context’.  Policy itself might also have to be analysed, and developed, in new ways (p. 7).
Proposition 4

16. Whole Systems Go! also presages a reform of leadership development programmes, which will need to train leaders in this whole-systems, coalition-building context. This will also require joint development programmes between various services.  

17. Several examples of practice in this area of work are already starting to appear. The paper identifies five types:

· Where there is overlapping expertise or specialism between services. For example, the police, fire, ambulance, local authority and army are developing joint leadership training for civil emergencies;

· Where leaders within a particular profession which has members in different sectors, services, and levels of government come together to discuss and develop their contribution to corporate strategic leadership (e.g. CIPFA courses for Leaders in Finance);

· Where leaders from different sectors, services and levels of government are brought together on leadership development programmes specifically within whole system aims and perspectives (e.g. Warwick University’s MPA and Diploma in Public Leadership and Management);

· Where leaders from different services come together to share, compare and develop their knowledge and expertise so that they can respond in more holistic ways to the needs of a particular group within the population (e.g. children or old people), and;
· Where leaders from across the whole system in a particular place (neighbourhood, local authority area, region or sub-region) come together for joint leadership development programmes (p. 7-8).
18. The National School held a workshop on whole-system leadership in November 2008, in which participants identified two other prerequisites for more unified systemic management. They called for ‘organisational and financial architecture that was fit for the new purposes, and an incentive structure which supported whole system rather than silo-based leadership development’, and for high-level officials, like permanent secretaries, to manage the transition to a whole-systems approach (p. 8).
Proposition 5

19. Leadership programmes train individuals, and not organisations. This already makes it difficult for leadership development professionals to transfer the learning they convey to individual students into the wider culture of an organization. It is even harder to utilise the lessons of leadership development programmes when a public servant works in an inter-organisational network or a complex interconnected system like a neighbourhood’ or coalition of services. Nor is there much empirical research into the practical applications of leadership development programmes, either on individuals or wider organisations (p. 9). 
20. Whole Systems Go! argues that leadership development programmes must reverse several of their key assumptions and practices to effectively meet the challenge of the whole-systems approach. For example, ‘instead of starting with individuals as the unit of analysis for leadership development programmes …  it may be more effective to start with an organisational or inter-organisational network as the unit of analysis, and to aim to develop the whole leadership team as a working unit’ (p. 9).
21. Whole Systems Go! also suggests that leadership development be conducted in the workplace itself, so its lessons can be more easily related to actual work. In the same vein, ‘it may be more effective to start with the practical challenges facing an organisation or network and then search for leadership theories and concepts which help the practitioners to make better sense of the complexity of the specific whole system in which they are working’ (p. 9). 
Proposition 6

22. The existing public-sector leadership organisations ‘appear to do a good job in their own service sectors’, and several are working on collaborating with one another to provide more joined-up services. However, Whole Systems Go! contends that these measures are tentative and insufficient, and will not ‘develop sufficient momentum or critical mass to match the scale or urgency of the need for more effective leadership across the whole public service system’ (p. 10). 
23. The paper calls for leadership programmes to focus on three ‘key stages in leadership career paths: at fast track graduate entry level; at top management level; and crucially among mid-career movers and shakers at middle-management level’. The paper calls for a review of the progammes on offer for graduates and for the top management level, to include more work across agencies and services (p. 10). 
24. For middle managers, the paper advocates ‘a major national leadership programme for mid-career movers and shakers from among middle-managers across the whole public service’, whose members would be designated the ‘leadership cadre for the next generation of top leaders for the whole of the public service’. Entry into this programme would be highly competitive (p. 10). 
25. Whole Systems Go! proposes a series of pilot programmes based around multi-agency teams and the leadership of place – specifically, ‘a national programme of local pilot projects (perhaps 10 to 20) in leadership development for cross-service partnership teams working at the frontline’. The paper gives the Leicestershire Leadership in Partnership project and NCSL’s Multi-Agency Team Development as possible models. It suggests that the pilots be part funded by Government, and part funded locally (perhaps via matching grants) (p. 11).
26. Finally, the National School of Government hopes to address complaints that the central civil service ‘does not practice what it preaches about joined up government, and continues to channel policies and funding streams down vertical stove-pipes’ (p. 11). Whole Systems Go! proposes that all applicants to the senior civil service be required to work on the front line outside London for a period of at least three months (p. 11).
Proposition 7

27. Finally, all of the preceding, action-oriented proposals need to be backed up by a strong base of research and analysis..
28. This research base should provide:

·  theories and concepts that help to make sense of the complex experience of leadership challenges in practice;

·  evidence from research and from both formative and summative evaluations to help establish what kinds of leadership development make the maximum impact on individual, organisational and inter-organisational;

· performance (and which have little impact);

· a safe but stretching ‘holding environment’ in which difficult questions and issues can be asked and grappled with, and in which the insights of both theory and experience can be brought to bear on leadership practice, and;
· rigorous independent accreditation of leadership thinking and practice.

Implications

29. Whole Systems Go! is part of a larger conversation on public service reform that has been developing for several years now. It sits alongside an increasing recognition of the need for unified, cross-cutting action in central government and a growing commitment to similar partnership work in local communities. Its congruence with these agendas is likely to make Whole Systems Go! influential, especially for leadership development programmes.
30. The report draws out clearly the need for local public services to work together in and for the locality in order to address priorities which require multi-service responses. Learning and skills sector providers have an important role to play in addressing many such local priorities since education and training are often central to addressing social and economic priorities – whether community cohesion, rough-sleeping, worklessness, obesity or social mobility.  Therefore the notion of being part of a whole public service effort is of profound importance to our sector.
Implications for LSIS development and support services
31. A priority for LSIS is to consider how to support colleges in particular to seize the opportunity to step into a new place as strategic leaders and partners within their local public service coalition. As a body that runs leadership programmes for the sector this creates the opportunity and necessity to review whether our approach to leadership development is fit for this new phase of public service leadership. In particular we are ensuring that the rationale and skills for leading beyond the walls of our organisations, as part of a local public service effort, are embedded throughout our leadership services.
32. In addition to reviewing the implications for our leadership provision, LSIS is already working as part of the Public Sector Leadership Alliance and in particular is working with the Leadership Centre for Local Government in supporting colleges within the Total Place
 pilots.  Moreover we are developing proposals for action research to test out different approaches to developing capacity for cross-public service leadership, which is supported by the department for Communities and Local Government and the Leadership Centre for Local Government. 
33. We are particularly interested in hearing from leaders in the system who have experience to share and who are developing their role as effective leaders in their locality.
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