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Why West Midlands Employers developed Aspire
The Aspire Strategic HR & OD Business Partner development programme
started out as a curiosity experiment really. WME had launched a national pay
benchmarking tool called Epaycheck and as part of this initiative we asked local
authorities to send us a profile of their HR Business Partner (HRBP) role so we
could create a standard template that defined what a HR Business Partner was.
WME chose to focus on Human Resources because we
thought it would be easy! It was our bread and butter
after all! What became immediately clear to us was that
no-one who submitted their HRBP job description agreed
what business partnering was – there were variations
in grades, levels of responsibility and duties. It was also
evident that in some cases the title had been applied
without the ethos.

It was a defining moment for us all - as
we knew we needed to change!

Given the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous
climate and the many challenges facing local authorities,
WME’s curiosity grew and we felt a responsibility
ourselves to understand this role better -as we knew it
was fundamental to the future of HR. So we organised
an exploratory workshop and aimed big with inspirational
training providers who were former Directors of PepsiCo;
we thought they would tease out what was needed for our
membership.

WME left the workshop feeling that we had exposed the
tip of the iceberg and that we were in a prime position
to help add some ‘real value’ in the development of
the Public Sector’s approach to business partnering.
We knew we could attract the right partners and bring
networks together – that is after all what we do really
well! The challenge was to make this a genuine ongoing
learning experience.

In all truth we anticipated the workshop would be like the
many others we regularly delivered with learning points
and things we could do better being the key objectives of
the day.

However we didn’t expect what
happened next...the day was not like
any ordinary day!
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How could our sector make the essential changes it
needed to if we weren’t focussing on the business
priorities? There were pockets of excellence, but we
weren’t capitalising on them and where was the shared
learning?

Working with our strategic HR colleagues we set out to
define the need and shape the development programme,
we then had to test the market to find a partner provider
who would bring the requisite expertise and the gravitas
to this new programme. We have established a strong
and mutually beneficial partnership with the Chartered
Institute for Personnel & Development (CIPD) and worked
closely with them to design a very specifically focused
development programme.

One particular exercise will stay with us for a very long
time. HR delegates were asked to stand in a corner of
the room that felt most comfortable to them. The choices
available were; the business strategic perspective, the
organisational culture and the procedural context. Of
the 50+ delegates only about 1% stood in the business
corner!

The Aspire Strategic HR & OD Business Partner
programme is a combination of modular learning from the
CIPD and group based project workshops and we even
developed a bespoke HRBP360 Review based around
the CIPD HR Map (this tool is now also being used across
the country for HRBP360 team reviews)

The question was reversed and delegates were asked
to go where they felt least comfortable - you can guess
which area was most densely populated; the business
was clearly not being considered strongly enough in HR
strategy.

“The Aspire programme has enabled the CIPD to
really engage with HR & OD professionals in the
public sector – we are so pleased to be working with
invigorating individuals with real commitment and
enthusiasm.”
Rhyan Anderson, CIPD Consultant and the
Aspire lead facilitator
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At the outset, we didn’t imagine that within 2 years Aspire
would become a national programme
With the programme defined we engaged our third
partner - the workforce team of the Local Government
Association (LGA). Their support has been critical to
enabling us to offer Aspire into other regions and make it
accessible to HR & OD professionals across the country.
Having hosted an Aspire London cohort, the LGA soon
spotted an opportunity to use Aspire as the stimulus for
a national HRBP network beginning with the alumni - a
committed talent resource for the sector and sounding
board for the LGA. The first national HRBP Conference;
Challenging, Influencing and Enabling Organisations
was planned as an opportunity to disseminate to a
wider audience the key research, self assessment tools,
organisational models and approaches, whilst also
launching a national HRBP network.
I am immensely proud that my initial idea received the
support it has and with the hard work of many committed
individuals, we have managed to engage the HR
community across the country. But at WME we never
stop looking forward, we seek and listen to feedback to
continually evolve Aspire so it meets the needs of the
new breed of HRBPs and to respond to the public sector
reform agenda.

“Aspire has a great balance of theory and practice
with relevant and highly credible insight from
speakers. The project element encourages on the
job learning in a subject bang up to date within the
public sector. Well worth the time investment!”
(Aspire delegate)

“Aspire is a programme that captures individual
aspiration and turns it into real capability. HR
business partnering has never been more important
as organisations need to transform their capability
to succeed. Having a people strategy that is firmly
supporting that transformation is where HR can add
real value and the Aspire programme is equipping
HR Business partners to do just that. The emerging
research is invaluable to the sector.”
(Aspire sponsor)

We hope that in sharing the valuable Aspire project
work through this research booklet we can all learn
from each other and collectively grow and build a
stronger Business Partner function for the public
sector.

Michelle Harte
Senior HR Business
Partner, WME
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Introduction
The Aspire Strategic HR & OD Business Partner programme was conceived in
2014 with learning at the heart of its objectives - it is a development programme
that seeks to raise the strategic focus, ambition and profile for HR & OD Business
Partners (HRBPs).
Take a step back from the individual
reports and pick out the key themes.
It is notable that colleagues have;
• set a high bar for their own project aspirations and
for themselves and their peers across the sector, with
regard to the scope and nature of organisational impact
and strategic influence that HR & OD business partners
can have and should be striving for;
• translated and related a range of theoretical and
business models, often identified through the Aspire
programmes learning modules, to the people and
organisational challenges facing the sector in the
current climate;
• reflected on the changing dynamics which impact on
the role of and demands upon business partners in the
context of austerity and public sector reform, and;

Whilst a development programme for those aspiring to
improve their effectiveness as HRBP’s, our ambition
stretched well beyond the individual to providing learning
for the sector as a whole. As an integral part of the
programme Aspire delegates undertook a research
based project on an issue which was relevant to their
organisation, with reach and potential impact throughout
the sector. At the same time, there is no doubt that
Aspire has provided an opportunity and a platform for
a number of highly talented individuals to demonstrate
their potential as influencers and future leaders in their
profession within the public sector as a whole.
Some 2 years later and after completing 5 Aspire cohorts,
this booklet seeks to provide what may be described
as a compendium of the findings from the research
projects. All of the project reports can be found in full on
the Aspire website www.aspirehrbp.org.uk. At the end
of programme ‘celebration day’ events, colleagues (we
prefer to call them colleagues not delegates) were able
to bring their projects to life in an increasingly impressive
way. They featured role plays, party poppers, video
interviews, musical interludes, highly informative videos
using ‘Powtoon’ software and TED Talks extracts, all of
which which were great fun and used with a combination
of thought and imagination to showcase the real depth of
research, analysis and recommendations.

• focused their research around offering either, or both,
real insight and practical advice, guidance and
support using a range of approaches which have the
potential to provide added value to those wrestling with
common issues across the sector as a whole.
Whilst Aspire alumni should rightly take all the credit
for the time, commitment and ‘brain power’ they have
individually and collectively applied to their research
projects, they will also recognise that their reports
represent a wider team effort. Without doubt, a number
of groups received invaluable support from senior HR
professionals and leaders who offered their time as
mentors and sponsors. Whether that was defining (or
refining) the focus of the chosen topic, acting as a critical
friend, or just offering guidance and support, it was clear
there was value in the reassurance that the issues under
scrutiny were both real and current for the sector.
In maintaining that ‘grounded’ focus much of the research
involved engaging directly with HR & OD professionals
at all levels, together with senior managers and leaders
from across the public and private sector. This included
the search for best practice, through to opinion surveying
and intelligence gathering. With some form of survey
being a feature of the large majority of projects, we can
safely estimate that we should also thank over 1,000
respondents who provided the Aspire project groups with
the raw material to inform their thinking.
5
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We are sure that our colleagues would wish us to
acknowledge and offer thanks to Rhyan Anderson, the
CIPD lead facilitator for the programme. It is fair to say
that from time to time, the demands of delivering against
ambitious research project objectives has provided
added pressure for colleagues who already have busy
day jobs. Whilst the core content of the Aspire modules
is visible within a number of the research reports and
will be referenced as such within this booklet, numerous
colleagues acknowledged the support Rhyan offered
when the pressure to deliver project reports and
deadlines were closing in!
There is a lot of content in this booklet but we encourage
you to keep reading; Section 1 summarises the wide
range of project topics covered through Aspire so far. We
are confident these will be challenges that are involved
(or have already tackled) in your own organisation and
they bring to the front and centre the people management
and organisational development challenges that are
involved. If at least two or three subjects are not highly
relevant to your organisation or the challenges you face
in your own role, then we might respectfully suggest you
read the reports with a more (organisationally) self critical
eye.
Throughout this booklet we draw directly from and look
across the full range of research reports, where you will
find;
• a summary of the key themes identified across
the field of people and organisational development
that were common across much of the Aspire project
research, within the context of local government and
the environment in which it is currently operating;
• illustrations of external research, models and
theories which colleagues were able to relate to and
translate into practical application within the context of
their own projects;
• a summary of a range of recommendations,
guidance and practical advice that the various
research reports offer to HR & OD professionals and
senior managers across the sector, and;
• the current models and thinking recognised by
colleagues throughout the programme which define the
aspirations for an effective HR Business Partner
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Finally, on behalf of all of the Aspire
colleagues whose contributions are
offered to the sector through this
booklet, we hope you find it relevant
and are able to take away a gem
or two that help you think about or
address a challenge within your own
organisation!

Colin Williams
Director, WME

Sarah Messenger
Head of Workforce,
LGA

“Investment in developing HR & OD business
partners is not just valuable to individual local
authorities – it is building skilled capacity for our
sector, which is why LGA is supporting the Aspire
programme and why a national Strategic network of
HRBPs is really valuable”
Sarah Messenger, LGA Head of Workforce

SECTION 1
The ‘Wicked’ Issues

7
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SECTION 1
The ‘Wicked’ Issues
This booklet extracts and highlights
the key learning from a wide range of
Aspire research projects, rather than
providing a summary of individual reports.
It is important that we also illustrate the
diversity and range of topics addressed
by our colleagues through the Aspire
programme. Each project group negotiated
and agreed a question which defined the
primary focus of their research.
This section provides a summary of the project objectives that
have been translated into published reports available via the
Aspire website. Section 4 of this booklet provides more detail
on the focus of each research project and the outcomes and
methods which colleagues have offered to provide transferable
learning.
This research booklet owes everything to the commitment,
intellect and stamina of the project group participants without
whose hard work and effort, there would be nothing to share
and learn! Their names and the organisations they worked
for at the time of their Aspire programme are included and on
behalf of the sector, we would like to say “thank you” to you all.

“Aspire is helping to raise the profile of Business
Partnering with senior leaders across the sector by getting
them involved in strategic projects, which would not
normally be tasked to those in HR. Through engaging
senior leaders in the Aspire projects we are not only giving
exposure to our up and coming strategic people leaders
of the future, but we are helping to sow the seeds with
Directors and Chief Executives of what they ‘can’ and
‘should be’ expecting from their People Services teams.
It’s clear from my involvement in the development and
delivery of significant components of Aspire in the early
cohorts, that leading the People Services agenda in a
complex public sector environment is a ‘skill’ that needs
specific development and is not merely a transactional
function as it is so often labelled.”
Rebecca Davis, West Midlands Police

8
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The ‘wicked’ issues and our brave colleagues who took
them on!
In times of austerity, what is it about organisational culture that supports meaningful
community engagement?
Andrea Burns Birmingham City Council
Nilu Ghai Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council

Anne Marie Lockley Worcestershire County Council

Set within the context of austerity, this research analysed the elements of organisational culture that support
meaningful community engagement and how local authorities can create a culture which engages with citizens and
communities in a mutually beneficial way, whilst having to deliver more, or at a minimum the same, universal services
with less resources whilst increasing overall customer satisfaction.
The report examines the need to embrace the context of varied approaches such as; multi agency partnerships,
shared services, commissioning services, root and branch reviews of internal services, investment in technology
and increased collaborative working, whilst maintaining staff morale and building for the future. It sought to identify
thematic behaviours that supported the participative democracy model, recognising that meaningful citizen
engagement is now more important than ever in understanding the local demand for services and how residents wish
their services to be delivered.

What are the characteristics of customer focussed leadership and how can this be
achieved in a climate where demand inevitably outstrips resource?
Gordon Latham Warwickshire County Council
Louise Lawrence Sandwell Metropolitan Borough
Council

Primula Paul Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council
Margot Worton Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council

This research looks to identify the organisational and citizen benefits to providing leadership which has a customer
focus, particularly at a time of austerity. It sought to identify the key characteristics that set customer focussed
leadership apart from other styles, arguing that the role of such is paramount.
The report asks;
• What does being a customer focussed leader really mean?
• How does this differ from other leadership styles?
• What are the characteristics we should look for and need, to be considered truly customer focussed?
To supplement the provision of insight and a number of detailed case studies, the report concludes by distilling a
response to the question within a simple diagrammatic model and offers an organisational self assessment tool for
those wishing to follow this approach within their own organisations.

99
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What is the roadmap for HR & OD to enable the organisation to motivate and empower
its workforce through engagement, in order to maximise individual potential and to
manage and measure by deliverable outcomes?
Tracy Dolphin Warwick District Council
Jackie Conway Hereford & Worcester Fire and Rescue
Service

Kate Sullivan Warwickshire County Council

Using Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council as a case study and working with the Assistant Director of HR & OD,
the aim of this research project was to identify a roadmap to enable the organisation to motivate and empower its
workforce. The research focused upon;
• the factors of a high performing organisation,
• the theoretical models relating to an engaged workforce,
• how that research is applied to a number of organisations, and,
• how the learning can be applied to Dudley MBC and other organisations.
The group surveyed opinion and experience from 13 diverse organisations across the public, private and third
sectors; concluding that effective engagement, supported by empowering leadership were the key factors to success
and invited the Council to consider an ‘outline road map’ which local authorities would need to consider to achieve
recognition as a high performing organisation.

The most powerful HR tools and interventions that will enable councils to better
understand the skills and capability requirements of a commissioning organisation
Tania Hamilton Gloucestershire County Council
Vickie Lee Worcestershire County Council
Caroline McToal Herefordshire Council

Craig Scriven Warwickshire County Council
Jacqui Sargent Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council
Margaret Wilkins Gloucestershire County Council

This research sought to identify and explore those areas of focus that will most effectively position individual Councils
to be successful in becoming an effective commissioning organisation within their individual contexts. The research
identified key themes, which if supported by the right HR tools and interventions, will support effective transition and
have the most impact in achieving good progress.
The report highlighted that the tools and interventions should not stand alone as distinct and potentially disjointed
activities, but be used to support whole organisation performance and sustainability.

Using an evidence-based approach, how do we fully embed the strategic business
partner model in West Midlands Fire Service in readiness for the challenges that face
the organisation over the next 3 years?
Graham Bradley
Wendy Browning Sampson
Helen Sherlock

Joanne Simmonds
All from West Midlands Fire Service

This research was entirely organisationally focused within the Fire Service and sought to explore the actions
necessary to fully embed the Strategic HR Business Partner Model within the organisation.
It highlighted that whilst the Fire Service had indicated that the HR Business Partner model reflected the right
approach, the report sought to examine and explore differences in views across the organisation as to what this really
meant in practice.

10
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How do we identify the necessary measures to address the challenges of recruiting
a community based workforce in Staffordshire and Stoke on Trent Partnership NHS
Trust?
Lee Bentley Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council
Lynda Cartwright Staffordshire & Stoke on Trent
Partnership NHS Trust

Hayley Mills Staffordshire Moorlands DC & High Peaks BC
Lucy Vials Warwickshire County Council

This project explores a common challenge within a discrete organisational context. The research focused upon the
recruitment challenges facing the Partnership Trust as the biggest integrated health and social care provider in the
UK.
The report reviewed and evaluated the actions undertaken during a large and ongoing recruitment campaign. It
identifies best practice from theoretical research and comparisons are made from other organisations, focusing on
the long term sustainability of existing and innovative approaches and how the learning can be transferred. The report
also examined the factors which could impact upon or aid retention, including career development and a sub sector
analysis of best practice and case study examples.

How do we develop the HR Business Partner approach to reflect the increasingly
commercial environment in which we operate?
Andy Dunn Warwickshire County Council
Darron Evans Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council
Manjit Gill Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council

Joanne Panther Warwickshire County Council
Elaine Richardson Worcestershire County Council
Lisa Bond Staffordshire Moorlands DC & High Peaks BC

This research focused inwardly on the HR profession - exploring the role of the HR Business Partner in the
increasingly commercial environment in which colleagues are now operating. The report analysed the commercial
challenges; stakeholder expectations, required skills and behaviours, relevance of HR Business Partner models, and
the value that a commercially savvy HR Business Partner can add to sustain organisational performance.

What effect has digital technology had on Councils and will embracing such
technologies create further opportunity to configure services differently in the future?
Kate Ivackovic Mole Valley District Council
Debra Leslie Chiltern and South Bucks District Councils

Shona Mason Epsom and Ewell Borough Council
Baljinder Sandjher Mid Kent Partnership

Reviewing the shift towards digitisation of local services and arguing that HR can adopt a unique vantage point. This
report sought to identify the gap between ‘how things should be’ and ‘how things are’ citing this as a recurring theme
in organisational conflict and resilience, whilst at the same time offering a series of reality checks with regard to the
practicalities surrounding levels of ambition.
Building on the role of HR as stimulating and shaping organisational development and culture which will allow
digitisation to flourish, the report concludes that "unless people change, nothing changes" and that digitisation is no
longer optional but essential.

11

Aspire - Share - Learn

How do we encourage and develop more commercially based skills within our
workforce, with a focus on unfamiliar territories such as income generation and traded
services?
Liz Maidment Isle of Wight Council
Mairi Reed North Yorkshire County Council

Celia Williams Bristol City Council
Uzma Zeeshan Chiltern and South Bucks District Council

This research was the first of two separate projects that focused upon the emerging demand for increased commercial
acumen across the sector and commenced with its own definition of commercialism - "making the most of existing
contracts, identifying opportunities for new customers and exploring any new business opportunities (ranging from
small to large scale) across entire services and beyond traditional boundaries in order to maximise income of local
government".
The group identified and responded to the need for an adaptable and flexible model of encouraging and developing
commercially based skills across the local government workforce.

Focusing on the 21st Century Public Servant research, how can we encourage the
cultural and behavioural changes required and the development of associated skills
within local government?
Sonia Godfrey East Kent HR
Sarah Hunter Horsham District Council
Kathy Proctor North Yorkshire County Councill

Amy Remasi East Kent HR
Rachel Simpson Wyre Forest District Counci

The '21st Century Public Servant' research remains topical and current, with high levels of recognition across the
sector. The challenge of translating research into action is commonly raised.
This report provides a summary overview of the primary research and through a number of focus groups and survey
data with national reach, undertook thorough secondary research to review the model and explore current thinking on
the skills, values and competencies of the future public sector workforce.

How should local government integrate with strategic partners? Is the time now ripe
for ‘super councils’?
Amanda Jeffrey Woking Borough Council
Lynsey Fulcher LGSS Cambridgeshire County Council

Catherine Granville New Forest District Council
Stephen Cooper Local Government Association

With devolution the ambition of the sector and a commitment from the Government, this group focused on the strategic
workforce impacts and how HR can assist in bringing strategic partners together and facilitate the joining of councils,
whether that be through super councils, combined authorities or partnership arrangements.

Ripping up job descriptions and replacing with generic role profiles - how far can we
go and what can be achieved in Local Government?
Patricia Kinsella Warwickshire County Council
Lakhbir Mahal Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council
Natasha Meadows Warwickshire County Council

Surjit Nagra Slough Borough Council
Andrea Porter-Bent Birmingham City Council

Focusing on a very topical theme but one where evidence of practical application derived from a conscious policy
direction, this research project explores both the strategic and practical issues which have been learned from a
number of case study local authorities.
The report identifies the business case for change, the essential delivery elements in any new model and offers
strategic guidance on implementation planning.

Aspire - Share - Learn

Death of the annual appraisal - what next for local government in sustaining effective
performance management?
Lisa Cockburn Birmingham City Council
Melissa Cunningham West Midlands Fire Service

Rachel Jones Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council
Manny Sandhu West Midlands Employers

Picking up the challenge of leading HR thinkers and proponents of the ‘death of the appraisal’ - this research project
recognises and explores the ineffectiveness within local government of existing traditional approaches to appraisal and
the focus on procedural adherence over quality and frequency.
Using case studies from London Borough of Camden, Wigan Council and across the wider public and private sector,
the report clearly sets out an alternative approach underpinned by 10 performance management principles, capable of
development into a self (or peer) assessment tool for the sector as a whole.

Approaches to reward and recognition to facilitate an effective commissioning Local
Authority?
Angela Chisholm Cherwell District & South
Northamptonshire Council
Claire Cox Cherwell District & South Northamptonshire
Council

Janine Dean Cherwell District & South Northamptonshire
Council
Sonia Williams Birmingham City Council

The purpose of this research was to outline a model approach to reward and recognition that facilitates an effective
commissioning Local Authority. The group sought to;
• analyse the extent to which existing reward structures were fit for purpose in supporting moves to become
commissioning authorities, identifying the barriers and constraints,
• identify best practice reward solutions and assess whether they meet the required needs, and
• make recommendations and provide questions that will assist local authorities in moving forward .

What is necessary to enable public sector managers to become commercial thinkers?
Julia Jorden West Midlands Fire Service

Su Samra Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council

This research asked whether the public sector can become more commercial whilst retaining its underpinning ‘public
service ethos’ and sought to establish whether the development of a more commercial mind-set can be achieved
without compromising public service values?
The report sought to provide a model which will incorporate tools, techniques and guidance for public sector
managers, capturing the key components necessary to become a commercial thinker.
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Key considerations for successful integration
Katherine Metcalfe Durham & Darlington Fire and
Rescue Service
Kristie Andrew Manchester City Council

Kate Packer Cheshire Fire & Rescue Service
Carmine Rabhani Cheshire Fire & Rescue Service

In light of the current financial and political drivers for public sector organisations to deliver the same or enhanced
services with fewer resources; the integration of different organisations or services, in various forms, is increasingly
common. Whilst anecdotal experience enables the assumption of some common success factors the aim of this
project was to see whether the key considerations which would enable an integration to be successful, could be
identified through qualitative and quantitative research involving key individuals with direct experience in order to
transfer learning and increase the likelihood of success for other organisations embarking on similar integration
projects.

HR Parenting: enabling or disabling managers?
Mandy Fairbank Calderdale Council
Nicola Finnegan Middlesbrough Council

Michelle Pike Durham and Darlington Fire & Rescue
Service

This research focused on the relationship between HR and the front line manager and whether the function was seen
as an enabling and supporting management autonomy or viewed as disabling autocrats.
The report describes HR as being in a continuous cycle of change and evolution. However, whilst there is clear
evidence that HR still needs to become more strategic, this role is not replacing traditional HR activities but rather
being grafted on, adding to the diversity, challenge and complexity of HR in the public sector.

Temporary Talent Transfer - how we can ensure our employees develop the necessary
skills to meet changing public sector requirements?
Rosemary Barker Bury Council
Angela Brannelly Manchester City Council Catherine
Hay Trafford Council

Sarah Mousawi Trafford Council
Louise Swales North Yorkshire County Council

The primary aim of this project was to develop an approach to talent management that will broaden the skills and
flexibility of the workforce in response to changing priorities and demands and improve customer experience and
service quality.
The report argues that this can be achieved through facilitating an approach to talent management that enables high
performing and high potential employees to develop required skills. It advocates the instilling of an ethos of talent
mobility where short term opportunities across different departments, organisations and sectors provide a source of
development for talented individuals. Utilising an excellent balance of theoretical and practical research, the report
offers an invaluable 10 Point Plan with key actions and success criteria.

SECTION 2
Aspiring HR The Strategic Imperative
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SECTION 2
Aspiring HR - The Strategic Imperative
What has been most impressive within the research project element of the Aspire
programme has been the self determined level of ambition, strategic perspective
and associated degree of ‘stretch’ that colleagues have set for themselves when
defining the scope of their research projects. It’s fair to say that on a number
of occasions the programme facilitators have taken a sharp intake of breath
when hearing draft project titles, yet despite some sharpening of the ‘size of the
question’ the strategic focus and imperative has remained a consistent feature.

workforce

culture
identify

key

of organisational impact and strategic influence that HR
& OD Business Partners can not only have but should
be striving for, which is covered in more detail in the final
section of this booklet.

public

organisational

business

management

There have been a number of themes that have run
through the majority of the projects but they have avoided
overlap due to the breadth of strategic level at which the
research has been framed. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the
one common denominator has been the scope and nature

approach

customer

services model
austerity

role partner sector

strategic skills

HR

This section focuses on the four themes that are most consistently referenced across the widest range of reports.
•
•
•
•

Organisational Culture – the way we do things here
Leadership (for the 21st Century)
The Commercial Imperative – responding to austerity
Flexibility and Agility

(page 17)
(page 21)
(page 24)
(page 29)

For each theme we have drawn out the strategic context and challenges facing the sector, with the response(s) being
embedded within the context of the specific related research reports.
16
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Organisational Culture - the way we do things here
In 2014 the US dictionary and reference book publisher Merriam Webster
announced that “culture” was the Word of the Year. They described culture as the
‘scary movie’ of words of the year which ordinarily are supposed to reflect culture
without actually being ‘culture’. It was the word that saw the biggest spike in lookups on their website and they added “confusion about culture was just part of the
culture this year. People were desperate to know what ‘culture’ meant.”
Next to love (as in “I love working here” or “I love you”)
culture is perhaps one of the most overused and least
defined words in use within the public sector. As is
often said, “culture eats strategy for breakfast” and the
fundamental importance of a well defined and healthy
organisational culture was not only at the heart of a
number of research projects throughout Aspire, but where
this was not the case, it’s influence was ever present in
the outcomes, recommendations, models and toolkits,
whether as an enabler or constraint.

In their analysis of the critical success factor to successful
integration, they observed

Defining Culture?

One could argue that the word collaborate could be
replaced with countless other ‘abilities’ and the collective
research would seem to confirm such.

While it’s hard to pinpoint a standard definition for
corporate culture, the most common shorthand is that it
represents ‘the way we do things around here’.

“... the identity and personality of an organisation,
which is dynamic, ever-changing, and evolves with
time and new experiences. Many factors help drive
and define the culture, including leadership styles,
policies and procedures, language, hierarchy, as well
as the overall demographics and workspace.”

“Culture exists in every organisation, whether it is by
design or by default and may be one of its strongest
assets or it can be its biggest liability. The culture will
either drive or impede the success of an organisation
and the effectiveness of its ability to collaborate.”

The same group were one of many who used alignment
and culture in the same sentence(s), often joined by
their ‘best friend’ of words - strategy. Recognising the
significance of organisational culture as a crucial (if not
the crucial) ‘people’ element of integration they suggested
the undertaking of cultural audits.

Why is culture important?
Setting the context for their research project, one group
framed a key future challenge for the sector.
“Public services are trying to achieve a massive
change in the way they manage their business,
towards integrating their own services by focusing
them on service delivery (the customer experience)
and collaborating more effectively with other public
service providers. This includes fire, police, health,
local authorities, housing associations and ambulance
services that are all looking for ways to collaborate.
All of these public sector bodies have their own
distinctive cultures, values and behaviours. Bringing
two of these organisations together even where there
is a shared purpose can be challenging, especially
when people are the main driver of organisation
performance and service delivery.”
17
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“The first step in managing the human aspects of
integration requires undertaking a cultural audit
in order to develop an understanding of each
organisation’s culture and how the combining of
cultures may affect the success of the integration.
Cultural audits help to determine the extent to which
an organisation’s current culture aligns with the
type of culture required for success in the future
integration.
“When done properly, information from a cultural
audit will highlight similarities, as well as significant
differences, between the cultures in question. Cultural
disparities, even those that are significant, do not
necessarily jeopardise the integration. It is imperative
that those involved in integration discussions have
reliable information at their disposal regarding
cultural similarities and differences so they can
make informed decisions on how to best combine
the cultures. In some instances, cultural differences
may be too intransigent to bridge. However, with
information derived from a cultural audit, decisionmakers can systematically address potential hazards
and take the necessary steps to overcome them
before they severely impede the transition.”

Cultural Audits are designed to determine the real
(as is - rather than desired) values, beliefs, assumptions
and practices that are dominant in an organisation.
However, despite many commercial offers which purport
to enable the determination of such, within a large
multifunctional organisation such as a local authority the
challenges are greater in establishing which values and
sub-cultures are strongest in discrete parts. Increasingly
there is recognition of multi-layered and diverse cultures,
with the challenge being to establish and protect the core
principles and positive values that underpin the desired
outcome.
However, at a practical level, a cultural audit may be little
more than a focused survey and key aspects can often be
identified within more robust employee value proposition
analysis such as the TEDD (The Employment Deal
Diagnostic) model, supported by the LGA and MRA.
www.martinreddington.com/products.html
The Aspire group that focused on integration concluded
there are “5 key considerations for successful integration
within the public sector. These being: Robust Business
Case; Leadership & Governance; Planning; Cultural
Alignment; and Communication & Engagement” and it is
notable that their survey research identified that the most
significant challenge (and barrier) was achieving cultural
alignment (68%). More details of each dimension are
available within the full report.
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Cultural change
Throughout the various projects the need for cultural
change emerged time and again. Introducing the
concept, one group cited Jon Katzenbach, Rutger von
Post and James Thomas in their research ‘The critical
few: components of a truly effective culture’ where it was
stated that ...

“Organisational culture can be changed by working
on a heart and mind philosophy, where emotion
becomes the driving force for cultural change. Whilst
top down communication has an understandable
rational, it can often feel unauthentic and uprooting
and therefore, is not felt at an emotional level. In
times when engaging the hearts and minds of citizens
is crucial, it could be argued that buy-in of cultural
change of this order first has to be accepted by
employees, modelled by leaders and joined up with
everyone.”

Behaviour also came across loud and clear as being one
of the most important factors in achieving high levels of
performance and the values and attitudes that underpin
and define such were identified as important shapers of
culture, along with the alignment necessary to support
activities critical to the organisation’s performance. In
research by one or more groups, management behaviour
was cited as a major barrier to performance improvement
when it did not reflect the espoused values of the
organisation.
Another group also highlighted this integral link between
cultural and behavioural change, identifying that engaging
with individuals on an emotional level to facilitate
behavioural change involves 4 key elements.
• “identification of the critical behaviours that can
become habitual and to embed these across people
management practices;
• “a sense of organisational identity driven by profound
existing emotional elements of the current culture;
• “the informal leaders; the individuals who have
credibility and trust among others, even if they don’t
have formal authority through their role;
• “observation and duplication of key positive
behaviours which can create viral change that spreads
through an organisation.”
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“The CIPD Report 2012 Leading Culture Change:
Employee engagement and public service
transformation identifies four key drivers to successful
employee engagement: leadership, integrity,
engaging managers and employees voice.”

“The CIPD Report Landing Transformational Change
covered some of the latest thinking and innovative
ideas in the field of change management that can
help to land transformational change. Drawing
on a comprehensive literature review on change
management, the report develops ten themes
on transformational change practice to provide a
platform of knowledge on designing, managing and
embedding change, essential for Organisational
Development, Learning & Development and HR
professionals and concluded that “many efforts
of transformation require a shift in culture, yet are
simultaneously thwarted by old culture.”

Throughout the Aspire research it was recognised that
whilst there is no lack of understanding or recognition
of the importance of culture in delivering change, there
appeared a recurrent theme of culture being more of an
afterthought than at the forefront of peoples’ minds from
the start of the process.
Bringing the subject back to the role of HR, one group
concluded “HRs awareness of the context in which we
operate to align the strategy with reality on the ground
is essential, so that we can shape the culture of the
organisation going forward.”

Right People, Right Skills, Right Place,
Right Time ... Right Culture?
The first four elements of this title will be recognised by
most people working in HR and OD as a common phrase
in describing the ambition of effective people resourcing
strategies; however the collective Aspire research adds
an important fifth dimension.
With regard to recruitment, retention and skills, a number
of groups emphasised the impact and importance of
organisational culture.

“The way in which jobs are described and presented
is a clear indicator about organisational culture and
will act as a promoter or barrier to attracting the right
skills into local government. The focus of design of
role profiles should on achieving flexibility/agility by
integrating values and behaviours to shift the culture/
mind-sets of employees.”

“So much of the ‘way we do things’ is determined
by our culture, with capacity to be a huge factor in
influencing the type of people we attract and retain,
translating all the way to the citizen experience.
Culture has a palpable and powerful circular
relationship with environment. It simultaneously
drives and is influenced by it.
One of the five main reasons why employees leave:
‘It doesn’t feel good around here’. This can include
any number of issues to do with the corporate culture
and the physical working environment. More than
ever, employees want a culture of openness and
shared information. They want to know where the
organisation is going and what it will look like in the
future.”
... and looking to the future workforce
“Inevitably, large multifunctional organisation with
high degrees of public accountability and scrutiny
can become procedural and rule bound, within which
a developing culture can prevail which leads to a
defensive and negative approach i.e. looking for
reasons not to do things or why they can’t be done.
This dynamic was shifting as new and younger
entrants to the sector reflected changing social
norms, with less focus and sometimes respect, for
undue bureaucracy, leading to an approach based
on solutions and cutting through the ‘way things are
done round here’.”

“.....In other words, millennials want a management
style and corporate culture that is markedly
different from anything that has gone before.” (Price
Waterhouse Coopers 2011)
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The impact of cultural barriers on the implementation of
talent mobility strategies was highlighted:
“The culture of public sector organisations which
can be regarded as risk averse does not support
the development of new and innovative approaches
to talent mobility. There was a perceived lack of
‘readiness’ within organisations to embark on new
approaches to employee development.
“The greatest risk to this not becoming a reality is
perhaps overcoming cultural barriers that lead to
managers fearing the loss of talented employees.
The challenge will be to address these barriers so
that there is a genuine belief that talent mobility
leads to the retention, motivation and engagement of
talented individuals and equally provides new skills
that public sector organisations will ultimately need to
rely on now and in the future.”

Risk aversion was also recognised as a barrier to
innovation and a signal of levels of trust and confidence in
the ability of employees to drive forward change:

“One key theme in our research was the importance
of the organisation trusting its workforce to get on
with it, to ensure there is a no blame culture and
people don’t feel scared to share some stories of their
‘fails’ as well as their successes.”
“Offering a positive and enabling leadership style, the
Chief Executive has encouraged and supported a
less risk averse approach to the way of working, with
a key message that ‘it is okay to fail one third of the
time’.”
“Pete Lowe, the Leader of Dudley MBC emphasised
that the culture has to support its employees to be
accountable and empowered by being less risk
averse and supporting, not chastising when things go
wrong.”
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....and returning to the dynamics between structure
and culture one group quoted a Head of Youth Support
working within a County Council:
“Whilst pockets of good culture exist within the
Council, culture and structural change need to go
hand in glove. You will not get cultural change from
structure changes but if both support each other it
can be successful. It is a symbiotic relationship ... you
have to empower at all levels, a way of doing that is
leading by example where you show staff to be open,
share in challenging, share you have made a mistake
this can give staff more confidence.”

Exploring the introduction of generic role profiles as
a means of embedding flexibility into cultural change
throughout an organisation, colleagues also identified
another ‘symbiotic relationship’:

“Changing the way that jobs are described sets out
the council’s intent and provides a lever to facilitate
culture change. However, organisational context,
culture and employee relations are significant factors
in determining the successful introduction of generic
role profiles. 47% of the respondents agree about the
positive impact that organisational culture can have
on the implementation of generic role profiles.”

In exploring the pre-requisites for effective community
engagement, one group emphasised the need for more
lateral rather than vertical thinking, together with a more
entrepreneurial culture in order to identify smarter ways of
working with and for communities. Building flexibility into
organisational structures was also seen as crucial, “staff
need to stop looking at their job descriptions, they need
to be adaptable and pick up short term projects at the
appropriate levels.”
Concluding by drawing on experience from both the
public and third sectors, that same group identified the
primary characteristics of organisational culture and
approach that were achieving meaningful community
engagement as; Bravery - Trust - Flexibility - Passion.
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Leadership (for the 21st Century)
One Aspire research group prefaced their analysis with a reference to Ann
Franke, the Chief Executive of the Chartered Institute of Management, who in
2015 commented that 72% of UK organisations lacked good management and
leadership.
Most research projects recognised the leadership
challenge at the heart of a modern and commercially
aware public service which requires “a motivated and
engaged workforce, brave, skilled managers and
inspirational and influential leaders with compelling
visions and clear organisation priorities.”
Since the first Aspire cohort started in 2014 the INLOGOV
21st Century Public Servant research has been
developing its reach and profile. To view the INLOGOV
research findings go to; www.birmingham.ac.uk/
Documents/college-social-sciences/public-serviceacademy/21-century-report-28-10-14.pdf
One key conclusion extracted by colleagues being that
“the traditional individual leader approach is not one
that will be effective in the context of complex, adaptive
problems facing society.”
In their analysis of the challenges of translating this
research into practice, one of the Aspire groups
summarised the skills and characteristics of new
leadership required of the sector. They highlighted that
the skill sets of leaders will need to be different; moving
to a more collaborative leadership style that engages
everyone’s specialist knowledge in solving challenges.
Embracing the INLOGOV conclusion that the days of
heroic leadership are numbered, they summarised;

“For collaborative leadership, leaders will have to be
able to:• create an environment where teams can thrive;
• demonstrate empathy and high levels of self
awareness;
• be emotionally intelligent and capable of adapting
behaviours to suit relationships and circumstances;
• be trusting of others and willing to empower and
share control.”

SOLACE Skills Framework for Future Chief
Executives:
• Leading Place and Space - creating local identity,
community cohesion and whole system approaches
• Leading during complexity and ambiguity - going
beyond the management of change towards new
levels of innovation
• Leading entrepreneurial organisations entrepreneurial skills to invent new delivery
methods, seek innovative and investment
opportunities, empower staff and develop a ‘can do’
attitude
• Leading through trust - creating a motivational
environment

Shifting towards system leadership
The group which explored the people dimensions of
what makes an effective commissioning organisation?
observed that “Effective senior leaders articulate a
future-oriented vision in an appropriate style that informs
decision-making and empowers employees to achieve
organisational effectiveness.” Their research defined
leadership as being about holding values and vision as
a mind-set rather than focus on actions and techniques;
“Leadership is not about title or position within the
organisation, but about having the vision and influencing
skills to lead people to follow that vision.” However, in
their own survey research amongst senior practitioners
the group found evidence that the ‘biggest gap’ in
becoming an effective commissioning organisation was
the quality and effectiveness of leadership, this shaping
their conclusions of the need for greater investment at all
levels of management.

“Leadership for the future is ours to shape in unison.”
Mark Rogers, Chief Executive of Birmingham
City Council
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Figure 1
Public Service Context, system
leadership and system leaders an integrated model

Examining external research drew attention to the
analysis of Systems Leadership by the Virtual Staff
College http://leadershipforchange.org.uk/aboutus/virtual-staff-college/. The model depicts Systems
Leadership and Leaders in an integrated model, within
the public service context. It offers one way of thinking
about how in the current UK context of public service,
the practice of systems leadership and the attributes
of systems leaders fit together in a nested, integrative
model. As can be seen, it places the customer is at
the heart of the wheel, followed by values, culture and
behaviours, then the system leadership approach within
the context of public services facing austerity including
demand management etc.
“It is easy to see how the development of leadership
capability will be vital for the future success of
commissioning organisations, especially in the
context of ever more complex adaptive and
distributed systems leadership models that will exist.”
“Systems leadership is an attempt to effect change
for the social good across multiple interacting and
intersecting systems, resting on the assumptions that
better and more efficient public services can result
from more joined up working across multiple service
sections.”
Virtual Staff College for the Social Care Institute
of Excellence2012
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Customer and Community Focused
Leadership
Echoing the INLOGOV analysis, another group
highlighted the rejection of the ‘heroic leadership’ model
in favour of ‘distributed and collaborative models of
leading’. Within the context of their research focus, they
concluded that leadership with a customer focus cannot
be confined to senior leaders but must be demonstrated
at all levels in a customer focused leadership culture
which supports, engages and motivates front line staff.
Drawing on models developed by Ray Miller, in his book
What is Customer-Focussed Leadership? they accepted
that;
“To lead with a customer focus inverts the traditional
structure to one where the upper and middle
management levels view themselves as serving
the needs of the frontline and support staff with a
customer focus. It requires managers to recognise
that excellent customer service is impossible if
managers’ over-control and frustrated, demotivated
employees do not deliver good service.”

Aspire - Share - Learn

Alignment &
shared
purpose
Empowerment
&
Accountability

Agility

Characteristics
of customer focused
leadership
Lead with a
customer
focus

Assessment &
evaluation

Listen to
customers
and staff

Consolidating this approach they sourced further
research (New Leadership and Transforming Public
Services 2012 - Coulson Thomas) which “questioned the
need to shift the emphasis from managing, motivating
and leading people to helping them and whether there
should be more emphasis upon following the changing
requirements and aspirations of citizens, customers
and users and making it easier for them to secure the
assistance they need to achieve their objectives.”
From their own research, the group identified recurring
themes as to the qualities, skills or knowledge needed by
those who are customer focussed leaders. Whilst others
were also identified, the model shown above represents
those that are specific to this topic as opposed to being
generic for other aspects of leadership.
Colleagues whose research focused on effective
community engagement drew inspiration from the
voluntary sector; finding leaders who were highly
respected for their values and approach (and which were
mirrored in many working effectively at community level in
local government), of which accessibility, openness and
empowering were seen as high currency. These were
supported by a clear commitment to individual service
users and the desire to let the needs of the service user
set the agenda for the organisation. Empowerment
from leaders gives staff and communities the bravery
to make service user led decisions and really challenge
approaches and strategies which have not added value
to the outcomes for citizens and service users.

The ‘right thing’ to do
When surveying factors which respondents ranked as
most important in terms of achieving successful cross
public sector integration, one group identified effective
executive leadership was the most popular answer.
“If integration initiatives are to succeed, the
organisation’s leaders must believe it is the right
thing to do and that the organisation should do the
right thing. They need to have the foresight and
courage to see that doing the right thing is good for
the organisation and their moral conviction must be
strong enough to convince others to follow.
“They need to have the foresight and courage to
see that doing the right thing is good for business
and their moral conviction must be strong enough
to convince others to follow. Having a strong leader
at the head of the integration project will assist in
gaining buy in from teams and drive forward the
project always keeping the end point in mind.”
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The Commercial Imperative - responding to austerity
Three separate research projects explored the issue of developing commercialism
within and across the local government sector. Two of these focused on the
actions necessary to up-skill and the third localised that challenge to the role of
the HR Business Partner
Research confirmed that the context for the commercial
imperative is largely recognised, but many survey
respondents referenced the value and quality of the often
undefined local authority public service ethos; which it
was considered binds everyone within the organisation
together despite the increasing emphasis on business
based and commercial approaches.
“However, in the ‘perma austerity’ environment,
faced with greater demand on services and reducing
budgets, councils must be innovative in finding ways
to meet the statutory requirements placed on them,
whilst still fulfilling desired local outcomes. Combined
with a political stance where central government
has sought to progress a proactive public choice
and competition agenda, councils have faced some
stark choices on what they can continue to provide.
This challenge was seen by some as a time to
retrench, or revert to type, with authorities citing
lack of resources or time as barriers to achieving
meaningful engagement, and rarely going beyond
the statutory minimum. The alternative view is that it
is an opportunity to do things differently, encouraging
a greater need for communities to come forward to
support and in some cases run services.”

The organisational challenge
The very issues of definition and the research objectives
reflected different approaches between the groups
focusing on organisational capacity.

“For the purposes of this project, we have defined
the notion of commercialism as making the most
of existing contracts, identifying opportunities for
new customers and exploring any new business
opportunities (ranging from small to large scale) in
the entire service areas beyond traditional boundaries
in order to maximize income of local government.”
“The objective of this project report is to suggest
an adaptable and flexible model of encouraging and
developing commercially based skills within a local
government workforce. Our focus is on suggesting a
generic and high level model which can be adopted
by different local government organisational setups of
different contexts, sizes and work cultures”

“Our definition of commercialism is the knowledge
of how businesses become more cost efficient,
what customers want and what problems there are
in a particular area of business. This demands an
understanding of what the organisation needs to do
to generate income and make savings, whilst serving
its citizens and customers well; the organisation’s
core values, competitors, key stakeholders,
environment and current business challenges, the
market and the ability to make sensible decisions.”
Our objective is to establish whether the public
sector can become more commercial whilst retaining
its underpinning ‘public service ethos’ and sought
to establish whether the development of a more
commercial mind-set can be achieved without
compromising public service values?
Both groups referred to the 2013 research by Capita in
partnership with the County Council Network
www.capita.com/media/1180/capita-and-ccncommercialism-report.pdf Focusing on the capabilities,
skill sets and behaviours required, this defined
commercialism in local government as follows.
“Commercialism does not solely mean increasing
the number of functions a council contracts out.
Instead it represents a commitment to creative
entrepreneurialism, from changing the culture of our
councils to generating revenues from a wider array of
sources, to looking at the very structures we have in
place to work with partners.”

24

It also identified four fundamentally different commercial
objectives.
• Making money – doing something that generates
profits that can then be deployed for councillors’
priorities
• Behaving in a more business-like way – adopting
some of the positive culture and behaviours that are
sometimes associated with commercial organisations
• Commissioning councils – creating a separation
between service commissioners who are superintelligent ‘buyers’ of what’s needed; and super-efficient
providers who may also compete for others business
• Being business friendly – to promote local economic
growth and prosperity

“...in order to engage an organisation in the notion
of ‘commercialism’, it is vital to define at an early
stage what being commercial means to that particular
organisation and how that may apply to specific roles
in the organisation. This in turn would start to develop
the skills and competencies required to bring ‘being
commercial’ to life.”

The Capita research identified and ranked the views of a
range of stakeholders within local government the ways of
achieving greater commercialism, distinguishing the views
of Leaders / Cabinet Member / Chief Executive / County
Treasurer (L/CM/CE/CT) from the wider respondents.

Base: 65 (all respondents) and 45
(all L/CM/CE/CT respondents) who rated
their council’s/authority’s capacity to
become more commercial in the future,
CCN/Capita survey of CCN member
councils, 30 Sept-3 Nov 2013
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Amongst the wide ranging research within the Aspire
reports the groups observed;
“Success in mixing public and private enterprise
together has been varied. A number of high profile
joint venture structures have been the subject of
press comment and scrutiny. Large scale outsourcing
approaches have recently faltered in a number of
authorities. Outsourcing has its merits but in some
cases exploring in-sourcing versus outsourcing could
deliver a better and more flexible result.”
“Challenging the generally perceived perception,
KPMG’s 2016 ‘Foresight Emerging Trends’ study
identified the reality that public sector commercial
capability and capacity has in many places
significantly improved. Recognising they are
now being benchmarked against private sector
performance measures, many working across parts
of the public sector have learned valuable lessons,
incorporating private sector practices into their own
organisations alongside a context and ethos of public
service and delivering social value. While public
sector appetite for investing in sufficiently skilled and
appropriately compensated resources whether it
be for project management or operations remains a
significant concern, the gap between the public and
the private sector is starting to narrow.”
In focusing upon the skills gaps and embracing a
commercial mind set, one groups’ research echoed a
recent study by Hays and the LCCI which highlighted
the challenges of transition from public to private sectors
based on perception (and/or experience); that public
sector managers were more apprehensive of making a
decision than their new colleagues and whilst there was
an appetite to adopt a more commercial orientation and
behaviours, the lack of experience of so doing within their
public sector career created hesitation, fear of failure and
the consequential risk aversion.
The options of structural change to break free from
the constraints of past context and experience were
identified.

“One means of breaching the cultural change hurdle
is to create institutional separation, by placing
commercially oriented services at arm’s length; as
in a trading company or a joint venture, enabling a
new culture to form within the arms length unit which
managers can help shape, free of the encumbrances
of perceived public sector norms.”
“One organisation who had set up a commercial arm
said ‘we developed a separate team of champions
from existing staff. Those champions helped
implement a 100 day plan and lead on commercial
skills coaching (rather than classroom based
training). We worked hard with the champions to
embed a new customer focused approach, with cost
effective methodologies in everything we do.”
“One of our respondents advocated the importance
of analysing where the talent and commercial
skills were before embarking on embedding a new
commercial approach, the importance of having the
right people in the senior management team can’t be
underestimated, we needed to chip away at the old
local authority mentality and look at what talent we
had in the organisation.”

Turning to the individual skills sets and capacities, it
was recognised that the transferable skills of problem
solving, analysis, creativity and innovation remained
central but one group offered a more focused definition of
commercial awareness behaviours.
• Demonstrating an understanding of the organisation’s
mission, aims, markets, products and services
• Understanding the wider sector in which the
organisation operates, including the political, economic
and regulatory factors affecting it
• Knowing how a business is organised and who the key
stakeholders (internal and external) are
• Developing awareness of the organisation’s major
competitors
• Understanding the commercial priorities of the
organisation and likely future priorities
• Showing awareness of the practical things affecting a
business, e.g. technology, restructuring, staffing, costs
• Demonstrating well-considered views and opinions on
commercial topics
• Analysing and interpreting business data in different
formats
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In offering models designed to provide frameworks to support local authorities in developing their commercial capacity,
one group offered an organisational roadmap built around 4 stages; underpinned by the existence of trust across and
within the organisation.
The report of the second group offered a commercial thinking wheel segmented into four spheres of understanding
and within each area, signposted a range of transferable business tools and approaches drawn from the private sector.
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The Commercial HR Business Partner
This research sought to explore how to develop the HR
Business Partner approach to reflect an increasingly
commercial environment. The group concluded this will
inevitably require a shift in mind set, different skills of the
workforce, more effective and efficient processes, more
innovative ideas, being open to challenge, and more
pace and flexibility from all services - all areas in which
strategic HR interventions can add value.
Focusing on the need to be business savvy; defined as
‘keeping up to date with the factors, opportunities and
risks affecting your business, your customers and your
operating environment, so that you can make informed
decisions that contribute to the sustained success of the
business’, they emphasised the need for HR Business
Partners (the title says it all really) to focus themselves in
the detail of running the business, their macro and micro
environment, and their customer base.

Furthermore, there is a requirement to do this with vigour
and pace in order to survive. The Deloitte ‘Global Human
Capital Trends’ report (2015);
• made clear that HR and its Business Partnership
approach needs to shift from a reactive, process
driven resource to one that can proactively respond to
ambiguity with fluidity and flexibility in order to improve
business results, and;
• highlighted that engagement, culture, innovation,
retention and reward are coming to the forefront of
business challenges.

“HR Business Partners need to ‘get under the skin’
of the business, rather than focus explicitly on HR
practice. In summary, this is about thinking business
first and HR second.”
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Recommending a range of initiatives to develop the
business awareness of those fulfilling partnering
roles and an ability to operate successfully within a
commercial environment, the group sought to address the
development of a commercial skill set which includes:• Financial acumen – understanding revenue, income,
sales, costs, profit, margins, etc
• Project Management – including business case
development and the ability to take projects from
inception to completion
• Adding value – understanding return on investment
and return on expectation
• Risk – the ability to focus and manage risk and to see
risks as opportunities
• Market awareness and engagement - understanding
the context in which the organisation is operating
• Metrics – the ability to interpret and utilise metrics,
analytics and performance data appropriately in order
to add value
“For a commercially minded HR Business Partner
to add value, they need to acquire greater in-depth
business knowledge, be interested and immersed
in the business and the numbers in order to help
accelerate the pace of change, improve performance,
seek out opportunities and contribute to the future
of the organisation. Practical examples of being
immersed in the business would include being
physically located within the business rather than
isolated away from it, and accessing leadership and
management meetings and activities.”

“Public sector workers have the unique opportunity
of providing a new perspective for work in the private
sector...a public sector background is a major plus
and not something to hide.”
Robertson and Prydderch 2015

“Cross-sector experience can broaden employees’
views and enhance their ability to address complex
issues and relationships. In addition to developing
transferable skills, employees gain contextual
knowledge, enabling them to serve as bridge builders
for projects and partnerships in other sectors and
areas of work.”
Public Policy Forum 2015
However bringing some pragmatism into play, the
group recognised that the public sector context in which
local authorities operate will to some extent dictate the
boundaries and therefore freedom for HR Business
Partners to work in a truly commercial way.

“Local authorities in general do not have full
autonomy when it comes to key decisions such as
pay and reward, and yet these elements are crucial
factors which commercial organisations will focus
upon to ensure it attracts, retains and rewards its
talent. Local authorities continue to seek ways to
work around national pay bargaining arrangements
which can limit their ability, for example, to compete
for talent in the market place. The ability to be agile
and flexible in order to make timely commercial
decisions is often hindered by established formalities
and processes which are set out in policies and
procedures across areas such as procurement
and commissioning, financial regulations and
employment. The political and employee relations
dimensions influence the strategic direction as well
as the pace that local authorities can take which can
limit the development of the commercial agenda.
Financial constraints determine affordability of
services and, if seen through a short term lens,
can inhibit the longer term investment necessary to
enable real transformation.”

COMMON THEMES
PRIVATE SECTOR
Best fit solution
Understand the bottom line
Commercially astute
Think business first
Understand risk
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Understanding the business
Pace and flexibility
Meaningful data / analytics
Understanding the impact of
decisions
Brokering effective relationships
Being context savvy
Bringing people management
expertise

PUBLIC SECTOR
Seeking best practice
Outcome focused
Commercial mind set
Translating policy into action
Becoming less risk averse
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Flexibility and Agility
The CIPD’s Eight Themes of Sustainable Organisational Performance define
agility as “The ability to stay open to new directions and be continually proactive,
helping to assess the limits or indeed risks of existing approaches and ensuring
that leaders and followers have an agile and change-ready mindset to keep
moving, changing, adapting.”
In the context of the increasing pace of change in
the sector it is not surprising that the requirement for
individual and organisational flexibility emerged as a
central theme throughout the Aspire research reports.

Flexible Jobs - introducing generic role
profiles (GRPs)
In the introduction to their report, the Aspire group whose
research focused on role flexibility framed the sectoral
context well to which many references were made.
“Indeed change is the only constant forcing some
local authorities to reshape and scale back to
increasingly focus on providing a reduced set
of statutory core services. A blend of demand
management and alternative delivery mechanisms
will require local authorities to engage more with
their citizens and communities to understand what
is of most need and value. This also highlights the
importance of organisational agility and flexibility
to respond faster and in more different ways
to changing circumstances. On this basis, the
challenges for local government are twofold: can
existing staff in a shrinking organisation be trained
and supported to fulfil a broader range of roles across
organisational boundaries (Dickinson, 2013) and do
recruitment practices need to be reviewed to ensure
new staff achieve the right balance between generic
and technical skills (Needham & Mangan, 2014).”

Arguing that traditional job descriptions provide a
restrictive focus on the expectations of employees and
inadvertently promote inflexibility and demarcation, the
group identified that more generically defined role profiles
provide employers with greater flexibility; allowing them to
switch employees across roles with similar characteristics
and; employees with a transparent career path so that
they can clearly see what additional skills they need to
progress in different roles.
“Our research, coupled with our professional
experience, leads us to the conclusion that there are
clear business benefits associated with using generic
role profiles as a tool for local authorities to achieve
increased flexibility and agility.”
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Based on research into the minority of organisations who
have implemented generic role profiles at a corporate
level, the group identify the business case for change as
follows.

A different mindset -

local government needs its workforce to work in a
different way. People need to be resilient to change and
flexible in their approach to work. To enable this change
the focus needs to move from the “how” to the “what.”
We need less of the “to do list” approach and more of an
outcome focussed approach.

Responding to changing demand -

if people are working to rigid job descriptions then their
focus can be narrow and there can be a reluctance
to take on different tasks or move to different service
areas. There is also disconnect between how councils
are expecting people to work differently yet they retain
prescriptive job descriptions. Changing the way that jobs
are described sets out the council’s intent and provides a
lever to facilitate culture change.

Recruiting for the future -

the way in which jobs are described and presented is a
clear indicator about organisational culture and will act
as a promoter or barrier to attracting the right skills into
local government. Feedback from recent graduates has
illustrated that they are not looking for a prescriptive
description of what tasks they are expected to complete.
They are motivated by knowing what result is wanted
then being able to work out the best way of delivering that
result.

Career development -

as local authorities reduce in size, traditional hierarchical
structures will need to become flatter to improve
adaptability to the changing operational context. The
organisational challenge will be to create career pathways
and a sense of progression for employees. This is done
well when organisations encourage people to consider
lateral career development. GRPs can contribute to
this by describing in more general terms the outputs,
competencies and behaviours needed at different levels
of the organisation.

Retention and redeployment -

the inclusion of competencies in role profiles enables a
more flexible approach to redeployment and prevents
staff being pigeonholed into certain types of work.
Research demonstrates that GRPs have supported
the redeployment of workers displaced as a result of
organisational change. GRPs speed up the job matching
process across an organisation thereby improving
workforce productivity and reducing exit costs.
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Flexible people - making the most of
talent and potential
Focusing on the development of a business case for
Temporary Talent Transfers, one of the Aspire research
groups made powerful arguments for the need to develop
an approach to talent management that will broaden
the skills and flexibility of the workforce in response
to changing priorities and demands across the public
sector. They set out how this can be achieved through
facilitating an approach to talent management that
enables high performing and high potential employees to
develop required skills through instilling an ethos of talent
mobility where short term opportunities across different
departments, organisations and sectors provide a source
of development for talented individuals.

Why talent mobility is important for the
public sector
• Addresses skills gaps and
recruitment hotspots
• Reduces consultancy costs
• Improves motivation, engagement
and retention of talented individuals
by investing in their development
• Improves service delivery and
customer experience
• Enables effective collaboration
• Future proofs the workforce by
developing new skills
• Breaks down barriers and silos
between organisations and sectors

In defining the benefits of talent mobility, the group
identified an array of research to provide compelling
arguments of the need for a step change in approach.
“’Forward thinking organisations are moving away
from talent ownership to a focus on reciprocal and
adult talent partnerships’ (CIPD 2011) - to meet the
needs of the future organisation, the public sector
should take a wider approach to talent management
that moves away from concerns with holding onto
talented individuals for the duration of their career and
focuses more on retaining knowledge through ongoing
collaborative development, and ensuring knowledge
gained is embedded throughout the workforce.”
“Case study examples from innovative industries
suggest that there are significant benefits to creating
opportunities for talented individuals to collaborate
with other talented people, and for organisations to
tap into networks and activities that offer the ability to
support new types of work and develop new ideas,
knowledge and skills. (CIPD 2011)”
“Effective talent management should have clear links
to business needs and outcomes but equally, should
pay attention to individual aspirations and passions
in order to generate maximum performance and
organisational benefit. (Zenger et al 2016)”
“Where recruitment freezes can limit the exposure
of organisations to fresh thinking, supporting
individuals to experience new work environments and
build new relationships can improve engagement,
sustain retention, and generate innovation. The
expectations of a multi-generational workforce mean
that Generation Y and Z employees will demand this
mobility from any organisation who claims to be an
employer of choice. Failing to deliver will result in
talented employees leaving for progressive employers
who meet their aspirations. (Public Policy Forum
2015)”
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Emphasising the importance of the two dimensions
referenced above when focusing on the development of
customer focused leadership, another group observed
that;
“Agile organisations have organisational structures
that enable them to change quickly. Creating
an agile flexible organisation is about many
complimentary strands of action including: Structure,
job definition and reward; a deep understanding of
the organisation’s talent and capabilities; a culture
that supports redeployments and re-skilling; a unified
organisation and the defeat of silos; and strong
consistent leadership behaviours and visibility.”

Reinforcing this approach, another group concluded that;
“Organisational agility relies on a flexible and
adaptable workforce, supported by appropriate
resourcing, performance and reward models. The
organisation’s approach to talent management,
learning and development has to be aligned
absolutely to the developing needs of the business
and the direction of the organisation.”
“Creating generic job roles across and between
services will facilitate flexible of deployment of
employees to areas of highest need and in turn will
help to break down organisational silos. It will also
create more opportunities for employee development
and succession as well as improving organisational
intelligence through shared learning and crossfertilisation of skills and ideas.”
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Reflecting on the CIPD definition of agility the same group
translated such into the role of HR in local government.
“Business agility refers to distinct qualities that allow
organisations to respond rapidly to changes in the
internal and external environment without losing
momentum or vision. There are three qualities
essential to long-term business agility: Adaptability,
Flexibility and Balance. From an HR perspective,
agility is a key requirement for organisations, including
local authorities, to ensure that the employees within
it have the required skills and abilities to respond
quickly to new developments. Also there is a joint
responsibility within the wider organisation to ensure
that infrastructure and processes are fit for purpose
so that these can be put into action as efficiently as
possible.”

Skills
Abilities
Infrastructure
Processes
AGILITY
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SECTION
Thought Leaders and
Practical Theory
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SECTION 3
Thought Leaders and
Practical Theory
A key objective of the Aspire
programme was to broaden the
horizons of individuals, helping them
to look outside the local government
and public sector world, to identify and
seek to translate the contributions of
thought leaders, who are influencing
global business and advancing
organisational thinking.
WME’s partnership with the CIPD has been crucial, not
only due the ability to access latest research from the
leading professional institute but also by directly enabling
high quality input and experience from facilitators,
whose careers have enabled substantial experience of
working at HR Director level in multi national and global
businesses.
At the same time, we must acknowledge the contribution
of executive leaders from within the sector. One of the
most valued elements of the Aspire programme is the
opportunity colleagues within their research groups to
participate in a facilitated exchange with serving Chief
Executives - with the dialogue focused around how the
future of HR and OD and the role of Business Partners,
needs to develop to meet the new challenges.
In this section we identify and share the external (cross
sector) references that colleagues repeatedly sourced
and relied upon in developing and supporting their project
research. We hope you find it as informative and, on
occasion, as entertaining as they clearly did!

Sustainable Organisational
Performance - What really makes the
difference?
The 2011 CIPD research ‘Shaping the Future sustainable organisation performance: what really makes
the difference?’ identifies eight themes that are important
for sustainable organisation performance and in the view
of many Aspire colleagues, these are directly relevant
and can be effectively translated into a local government
context.
34
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In order to demonstrate the capacity for ‘read across’ our Aspire colleagues who researched “HR tools and interventions
necessary to develop effective commissioning organisations” used these eight themes as a framework for their surveying
of executive and HR leaders who had experienced the challenges of adapting their organisations towards fundamentally
new operating models and the associated change. Such experience was considered invaluable and a summary of survey
findings is offered in full at Appendix 1 (pg 69).
Under each theme, the survey sought responses to 3 questions.
• What has worked so far?
• What did councils find were barriers?
• What would most help councils get to where they want to be?
What is perhaps most enlightening is that the large majority of feedback is unlikely to be considered specific to the
discrete focus of change experienced and can be considered transferable to the wider change agenda for the sector as a
whole.

Table 1: The eight themes that are important for sustainable organisation performance
THEME

OUR DEFINITIONS

Alignment

Perceptions of consistency, fit, links or integration between the values,
behaviours or objectives of different stakeholders, both internal and
external and with the organisation purpose.

Shared Purpose

An organisation’s purpose is its identity, the reason why it exists and the
golden thread to which its strategy should be aligned. Shared purpose
takes the connection with the organisational purpose one step further
to be shared by all employees and often beyond, to include external
stakeholders.

Leadership

Senior leaders articulate a future-oriented vision in an appropriate style
that informs decision-making and empowers employees to achieve
organisational effectiveness. The ability to lead, however, is not
confined to senior leaders and can be demonstrated at all levels.

Locus of engagement

People can be engaged at different levels and with various aspects of
the organisation or the work and their engagement can be transactional
or emotional in nature.

Assessment and evaluation

The processes that occur at different organisational levels to gather
qualitative and quantitative information, to assess the impact of actions
and inform decision-making.

Balancing short- and long-term horizons

Active awareness, management and a communication of both known
and unknown organisational issues and pressures affecting the short
term (of less than a one-year timeframe) while maintaining an active
focus on longer-term priorities (with longer than a one-year timeframe).

Agility

The ability to stay open to new directions and be continually proactive,
helping to assess the limits or risks of existing approaches and ensuring
that leaders and followers have an agile and change-ready mindset
to enable them, and ultimately the organisation, to keep moving,
changing, adapting.

Capability-building

Equipping the people in the organisation with the skills and knowledge
they need to meet both present and future challenges. Also identifying
existing necessary and potential capabilities, ensuring they are
accessible across the organisation. Capability-building applies not only
to individuals, but also to teams and organisations.
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The 21st Century Public Servant
Perhaps unsurprisingly in light of its profile across the
sector, many Aspire research projects referenced or
drew connections to the INLOGOV research on the
‘21st Century Public Servant’ www.birmingham.ac.uk/
Documents/college-social-sciences/public-serviceacademy/21-century-report-28-10-14.pdf

employee relationship and its focus on talent and
resources. Their survey, which attracted over 100
responses from across the sector, reported that “87%
of respondents held the view that the role of broker for
HR would be a valuable skill in their organisation for the
future in bringing the 21st Century model to life.”

The research objective of one Aspire group sought to
address the often referenced challenge of translating the
INLOGOV research into action. In focusing on the roles
set out in the pictogram below the group’s own research
included a number of focus groups and survey data with
national reach in order to review the model and explore
current thinking on the skills, values and competencies of
the future public sector workforce.
Within their research findings, the group identified
the Broker role as being closely aligned to that of the
HR Business Partner, concluding that in responding
to the increasing need to manage relationships and
expectations, HR is being required to rethink the

.

“It is evident from the survey and discussions in our
own organisations that there are common themes
around the changes required and that HR Business
Partners will play a pivotal role in developing the HR
Strategy to support the changes. HR will need to ask
questions around how demand for people will change,
what kind of work patterns will best meet service
needs, how jobs can be redesigned, what roles are
critical to service delivery, how flexibility is being built
and critically for this report, how can we encourage
the culture and behavioural changes required, whilst
developing the associated skills.”

Illustrations by Laura Brodrick
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Simon Sinek and the ‘golden circle’
A number of Aspire colleagues referenced the simple
model created by Simon Sinek and his ‘golden
circle’ in which he codified what makes the most
inspiring people and organisations so successful and
influential. In his TED Talks video (www.youtube.com/
watch?v=fMOlfsR7SMQ), Sinek explains why most
mundane presentations (or almost anything) are geared
towards answering the ‘what’ questions and then he goes
on to explain that influential and successful leaders focus
more on the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions.
In their framework for developing the commercial skills
across an organisation, one group referred;

“As we know from Sinek, in order for there to be buyin to a concept or idea, there needs to be a purpose
which people can sign up to at an individual level. We
also know from our findings that the term ‘commercial’
can mean different things to different people in
different contexts and it is important for there to be
a common understanding. As such, we suggest that
the starting point for encouraging and developing
commercial skills has to be to (i) start with ‘the Why’
by defining why it is important for the organisation
and individuals working within it and (ii) define what
commercial means for that particular organisation.”
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The diffusion of innovation
The importance of innovation was mentioned by a
number of groups as a key component in organisational
change and the need to ensure a conducive environment
has already been referenced within the culture section of
this booklet. In exploring innovation, one group returned
to Sinek and his references in the aforementioned TED
Talks video to the ‘law of the diffusion of innovation’
(Rogers 1971);

The half naked dancer - how the lone
nut becomes a leader?
In order to bring the above concept to life, illustrating the
‘tipping point’ and the importance of risk taking ‘followers’,
one group chose to insert into their presentation the
entertaining TED Talks video by Derek Sivers
https://sivers.org/ff in which he describes in 3 minutes
“how to start a movement.”

In his 1971 research, Rogers defined his innovation curve
as being broken into sections of adopters, underpinning
his theory that seeks to explain how, why, and at what
rate new ideas and technology spread and that diffusion
is the process by which an innovation is communicated
over time among the participants in any social (or
business) system.

The law of diffusion of innovation
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Landing Transformational Change
(CIPD 2014)

2.5%
Innovators

Early
Adopters
13.5%

Early Majority
34%

Late Majority
34%

Laggards
16%

“To cross what he describes as ‘the chasm’ from the
innovators and early adopters to the early majority we
must allow those in the early majority and beyond to
SEE the success of the innovators and early adopters
and understand what it means for THEM. Storytelling
is a powerful means of getting that message to the
early majority and communicating the ‘Why’ and
what it means to them as individuals because ‘We
follow those who lead not for them but for ourselves’.
(Sinek)”

More than one Aspire project group drew upon this 2014
report which presented the latest thinking and innovative
ideas in the field of change management that can help to
land transformational change.
Drawing on a comprehensive literature review on
change management the report develops ten themes
on transformational change practice in order to provide
a platform of knowledge on designing, managing and
embedding change essential for OD, L&D and HR
professionals.

Design

Techniques

Management

• Reading and rewriting the content
• Aligning strategy and culture
• Delivering radical change opportunistically

• Ambiguity and purposeful instability
• Narratives, storytelling and conversations
• Physical representation, metaphors and play

•
•
•
•

Relational leadership
Building trust
Voice, dialogue and rethinking resistance
Emotion, energy and momentum

You can access more detail on the content of the 10
themes at www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/research/
transformational-change.aspx
38

SECTION 4
Adding Real Value advice, guidance and
recommendations
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SECTION 4
Adding Real Value advice, guidance and
recommendations
The research project element of the
Aspire programme has twin objectives
of supporting the professional and
personal development of individuals
and at the same time seeking to offer
some added value for the public sector,
through a series of practical advice,
guidance and recommendations that
can be shared with the wider HR and
OD communities and senior leaders.
Here we summarise the ‘Aspire offer’ spanning all the
research project reports featured in this booklet. We
have not included the full detail of individual project
research recommendations due to their range and depth
and because these can be downloaded from the Aspire
website. Instead we hope that the following highlights will
stimulate your interest so that you then visit the Aspire
website to download the report in full – so as to Share the
valuable research - and Learn from each other.
The research projects have emerged from Aspire Cohorts
1-6 (the exception being Cohort 5 which was postponed
to 2017) and we have included the cohort number with
each research project to assist you in locating the full
report on the Aspire website.

Aspire Research Reports
can be downloaded from
www.aspirehrbp.org.uk/reports-from-aspire/
where they are listed under their respective
cohort number
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Temporary Talent Transfers - 10 key Principles and Actions to
enable Talent Mobility (Cohort 6)
For public sector organisations to succeed in the future
they need to be connected, more commercially and
digitally minded, and effective leaders of place. These
factors will be major determinants of success or failure
to deliver. Temporary Talent Transfers (TTT) aims to
encourage organisations to develop a broader outlook
to talent development that is specifically focussed on
accessing new and varied opportunities for talented
individuals, to generate fresh ideas and perspectives.
The opportunities that lie within other organisations,
particularly from different sectors and industries, is
relatively unexplored and yet holds great potential to meet
the needs of talented individuals as well as providing
organisations with the skills they need for the future.

The greatest risk to this not becoming a reality is perhaps
overcoming cultural barriers that lead to managers fearing
the loss of talented employees. The challenge will be to
address these barriers so that there is a genuine belief
that talent mobility leads to the retention, motivation
and engagement of talented individuals and equally
provides new skills that public sector organisations will
ultimately need to rely on now and in the future. Offering
recommendations to enable public sector organisations
to successfully develop talented employees through the
use of TTT and break down the barriers identified to
achievement, this group offered a ‘ten point plan’.
The full report contains more details on each element and
we also recommend that you view the excellent video
clips available on the Aspire website.

Ten Point Plan

Key action

Success criteria

1. Get buy in

Drive the programme forward through the
creation of a group of key people who will
make things happen

The launch of a programme driven by key
organisational stakeholders

2.	
Brand and
market it

Develop a clear brand and a marketing
campaign which focuses on generating
internal and external interest

Securing defined opportunities to offer across
partners and a range of talented people

3.	
Align your
culture

Speak to people to ensure your organisation
is ready and incorporate into existing
procedures

The identification of talented individuals and
progression of opportunities

4. Try it out

Pilot the programme across one service area
or group for a specific period of time

Measure outcomes quantitatively and
qualitatively and build learning into the
programme

5. 	
Set and
manage
expectations

Make sure expectations for all parties are
clearly stated and each opportunity includes
measurable objectives

Consistent management of opportunities
and measurement of outcomes against
expectations

6. Partner up

Develop existing as well as new links with
partners and integrate TTT into contractual
arrangements

Creation of a pool of diverse partner
organisations offering tangible opportunities

7. Let them go

Communicate the benefits and promote
success stories to make the scheme
attractive to managers as well as employees

Positive feedback from managers who have
released employees to take up temporary
opportunities

8. Fill the gap

Make arrangements to ensure there is an
identified backfill approach. Use the gap to
enable the development of others

Creation of succession plan that provides
flexibility and supports the temporary
movement of people

Manage their
9. 	
return

Management of employee return to focus
specifically on how to utilise the skills learnt
during the opportunity

Skill assessments to measure development
and creation of specific return plans for
employees

10. Review

Ensure continuous review of the objectives
of the programme to support its continued
development

Measure outcomes and build in ongoing
review to ensure the scheme remains
relevant
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Key Considerations for Successful Integration (Cohort 6)
The aim of this project was to identify the key
considerations which would enable an integration to be
successful based on research involving key individuals
from organisations with direct experience, in order
to develop a model which could be used as a tool to
increase the likelihood of success for other organisations
embarking on similar integration projects.

Leadership &
Governance

Plan, plan,
plan

Robust
Business
Case

The findings led to the identification of 5 key
considerations for successful integration within the public
sector. More details can be found on each of these
dimensions within the full report.

Communication
& Engagement

The group also produced an informative infographic
which identified the key findings from their extensive
research

Culture &
Alignment
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75%

Having dedicated leads and staff purely focused on the process of
integration is a must. It can’t be done as an add on to a day job.
Local Authority
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HR Parenting; Enabling or
Disabling Managers? (Cohort 6)
This group focused on the continued extent of HR Parenting
within two Unitary Authorities and a large Fire and Rescue
Service. The aim of the research was to assess the degree to
which the HR functions were enabling front line managers with
the tools to have the confidence, knowledge and skills to cope
with daily people management, or, disabling them through the
continuation of restrictive policies and procedures. Within that
context, the group concluded that HR remained in a continuous
cycle of change and evolution. There was clear recognition
of the demand for HR role to become increasingly strategic,
but that this was not replacing traditional HR roles, rather, it
was being grafted on, adding to the diversity, challenge and
complexity of the demands placed on the function. Within the
specific organisational contexts, their recommendations to
accelerate the necessary shift were as follows.

Key Finding

Proposed Action

Training
22% of Managers have not received any
training in People Management

• Set out a training plan for managers

15% of those managers who have been
trained say training did not meet their
needs

• Introduce ‘bite size’ refresher training

• Introduce a monitoring system to ensure training takes place

• Evaluate training regularly to ensure needs are being met

Policies and Procedures
Comments from respondents suggest
improvements

• Ensure policies are up to date
• Keep policies succinct
• Communicate policy changes

Preventing Action being taken
20% of managers did not know if they
have the authority to act

• Clearly define a ‘Manager’ role and responsibility

32% of managers stated training as the
additional support they needed to take
action

• Consider shortened managers guidance

• Pre-management programme setting out expectations

• Introduce flowcharts or quick user guides

The Future of HR
• Open two way communication channels with services
36% of operational managers didn’t feel
they had a mechanism to feed in their
future HR requirements

Managers not accepting HR as significant
contributors to business
100% of HR Managers see the future of
HR as more strategic
44

• Be visible to operational managers (spend time to understand their
business)
• HR needs to be part of future business planning and not reactive,
attendance at service planning meetings would allow HR input
• HR needs to demonstrate its value in business improvement
• Build HR's reputation through development of knowledge and
professional skills focussed on business critical elements.
• HR need to build confidence and ability in managers to allow the space
to become more involved in strategic priorities
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Enabling public sector managers to become commercial
thinkers? (Cohort 4)
This research posed two questions in its introduction;
• Can the public sector become more commercial whilst
retaining its underpinning ‘public service ethos’?
• Can the development of a more commercial mindset be achieved without compromising public service
values?

• The Business Model Canvas
• Value Propositions
• PEST(L) Analysis (political, economic, social,
technological (and legal)
• Value Chain Analysis
• The Strategic Choice Cascade
• Commercial Awareness

The purpose of the research was to provide a framework
model which incorporated tools, techniques and guidance
for public sector managers, capturing the key components
necessary to enable their development as commercial
thinkers.

• Cost Benefit Analysis

Through their extensive research and analysis, the
small group (just two Aspire colleagues) identified four
segments to form their Commercial Thinking Wheel
as being key to enabling managers to think and operate
more commercially

• Customer and Competitor Analysis

• Understanding the Organisation

Having concluded their research, the group developed
their own definition of commerciality in the public sector;

• Understanding the Environment

• The Ansoff Matrix
• The Marketing Cycle
• Product and Brand Awareness
• The TKI Conflict Instrument
• VRIO Business Analysis Framework
• The 10C’s of Supplier Evaluation
• Supplier Relationship Management

• Understanding the Market – Customers / Competitors
• Understanding Resources and Suppliers
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Within each of these segments they also sought to
identify, define and illustrate the ‘spokes’ of the wheel,
including the essential approaches and behaviours,
culture, characteristics and skills required to enable
managers to think commercially.
In bringing each segment of ‘wheel’ to life, the research
identified and introduced the following models, tools ,
approaches and behaviours that those striving to operate
more commercially may find beneficial in applying to their
individual contexts and challenges;

“The knowledge of how businesses make money,
what customers want, what problems there are in a
particular area of business. An understanding of what
your organisation needs to do to generate income/
make savings and serve its citizens/customers well.
An understanding of the organisation’s core values,
competitors, key stakeholders, and current business
challenges, alongside the environment, the market,
and the ability to make sensible decisions.”
The pattern emerging from the study identified that
managers felt under resourced, although ready and
willing to take the informed risks and challenge their
creative side, with many appearing to be forward thinking
and ready to embrace the forthcoming challenges.
However, the political and bureaucratic environment and
within some sectors the lack of skills and experience of
working outside the traditional approach operated as a
barrier making some ventures in some instances seem to
be an uphill battle.
“What was lacking for those we spoke to was that
best practices were not being shared and a means
of learning from ventures that neighbouring services
had already undergone.”
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Ripping up job descriptions
and replacing them with
generic role profiles; how
far can we go and what
can be achieved in Local
Government? (Cohort 4)
This project explored both the strategic and practical issues
which have been learned from the few case study local
authorities who have developed a corporate approach to
the use of generic role profiles. The report identifies the
business case for change, the essential delivery elements
in any new model and offers strategic guidance on
implementation planning. The headline research findings
established by the group were as follows.

Generic role profiles will represent an essential
element in reshaping local government

Barriers to implementation
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In order for generic role profiles to be effective the group
recommended that organisations should be:• Determining the policy objectives of any new
organisational structure and approach
• Clearly routing and implementing of robust lateral
processes to underpin the structure
• Introducing role flexibility in line with lateral move
processes to increase workforce development, which
will be invaluable in identifying levels of work rather
than focusing on detailed tasks
• Identifying clear values and behaviours which are key
drivers through PDR/Appraisal processes
• Through restructuring and redundancy processes
managing staff who do not meet the needs going
forward but give clarity to those staff who have ‘bought
into’ the future expectations and understand the skill set
shortages

For the best results they need to be part of a suite
of other cultural change levers. Learning from
organisations that have implemented GRPs, the
following is a compiled checklist of points that
can be considered for future implementations.

Key Lessons Learned
Where generic job profiles are being used there is
evidence that the job’s boundaries can be expanded.
By their nature the generic role profiles are written in
the style where the jobs accountabilities are outlined
and not the tasks to be performed. This then supports
the flexibility/agility agenda whereby employees can
be asked to undertaken areas of work which fall into
accountability;
• We cannot rip up job descriptions as there is no real
credible alternative as generic job profiles, where
used, are not replacing job descriptions. The latter
is particularly so for recruitment purposes, where
organisations continue to use or develop new job
descriptions for selecting suitable candidates. However,
where generic job profiles are being used we found that
they are complimenting job descriptions. This leads us
to observe the potential for confusion in organisations
which use both job descriptions and role profiles unless
the purpose of each is clear. In order to embed flexibility
and agility into the culture of the organisation then it
is the GRP that needs to be the primary contractual
framework between employee and employer.
• This moves the organisational mindset forward
as employees move from having “specific jobs” to
complete to having a “role to play” in the organisation’s
success. There is a need to be mindful of how job
evaluation supports this process and the potential
impact on grading and pay;
• The focus of design of role profiles should on achieving
flexibility/agility by integrating values and behaviours
to shift the culture/mind-sets of employees and written
in a language that reflects the flexible and adaptable
behaviours an organisation requires of its employees to
bring success for the future.

47

Aspire - Share - Learn

Assuming the ‘Death of the Annual Appraisal’ what next
for Local Government in sustaining effective performance
management? (Cohort 4)
This research looked to leading global industries (Google,
Adobe, Accenture, Netflix and Yahoo) to identify the
emerging trends in relation to the changing nature of
appraisal as part of the performance management
process, alongside perceptions and practice within
the local government sector, including those Council’s
considered to be leading the way in modernising their
approach (Camden and Wigan in particular).
To see the highly informative details of the groups
extensive primary research watch the short video at
www.youtube.com/watch?v=v9BCogoDfk which
substantiates the business case for change.
The developing shift to continuous feedback and management, emerging across leading private sector organisations
was best described by Josh Bersin when writing for Deloittes in 2014.

How Performance Management is Changing
Top-Down Annual
Performance Process

Continuous Management
and Feedback

Top-Down Approach Cascading Goals

Team-Centric Aligned but Local Goals

Annual Event Big Bureaucracy Involved

Ongoing Weekly / Monthly Check-ins

Lots of Forms and Automation Needed

Simple Tools, Agile, Mobile, Easy to Use

Focused on Rating and Forced Ranking

Focused on Continuous Development.
No Ranking

Compensation Tied Directly to Rating

Compensation Based on Many Factors

HR-Driven and HR-Centric Process

Management-Driven Driver of Culture

In drawing together their findings and conclusions, the
research group developed:

10 Principles for Performance Management to
support redefining the appraisal process to
make it fit for the 21st Century.
Watch their short and informative video which gives more
detail on each principle.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ue6INhXAbm4

1. Have a Clear Purpose
2. Align to your Vision and Strategic Plan
3. SMART Outcomes Embedding Values and Behaviours
4. Develop Organisational Metrics
5. Keep it Simple, Flexible and Agile
6. Regular Communications with Real Time Feedback
7. Consider Ownership
8. Make it Development and Future Focused
9. Invest in a Coaching Culture
10. Eliminate Rankings and Pay Decisions
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Approaches to reward and recognition to facilitate an effective
commissioning Local Authority (Cohort 4)
Through their research this group sought to:• analyse the extent to which organisation’s reward
structures were fit for purpose in supporting moves to
become commissioning authorities
• identify best practice reward solutions and assess
whether they meet the required needs
• make recommendations and provide questions that will
assist local authorities in moving forward
In addition to applying a case study approach to two local
authorities at different stages of their commissioning
journey, the group asked the question
If the new direction of travel is towards a destination
of becoming an effective commissioning organisation
then how can reward strategy and approaches pave
the way?
In exploring and responding they sought to utilise the
analogy of a car - with the journey the car travels being
representative of the journey of an organisation, further
expanding the analogy to set out the key components to
deliver progress and where reward would fit?

They identified the Steering Wheel as defining
the Strategy;
“Strategy needs to be at the forefront of every
organisation as it provides the direction of travel
and the focus on what needs to be achieved.”

E

F

The Fuel is the Workforce;
“A car will not move without fuel and nothing can
happen in an organisation without people in place to
fuel the change and carry out the tasks towards the
objectives required as set in the strategy.”

The Engine is the all-encompassing
Organisation;

It’s the culture that exists, the driving force that enables
progress to take place and the systems, policies,
procedures and processes that are the orderly expression
of the beating heart.

The Gearbox represents the approaches to
Reward;
This can determine the pace and efficiency of the
organisation and which maximises fuel efficiency.

Executive Leadership is the Driver, defining
the destination and leading the development
and implementation of Strategy.
“Everything needs to be pulling in the same direction
to achieve progress and hence the strategy must
be fully communicated to their workforce and all
employees need to fully understand how their job
roles and their contribution will be integral to delivery.
This will require a balance between the pedals, often
with one foot on the accelerator but maybe having to
put the brakes on it if any change in direction or pace
becomes necessary.”

The group concluded that Reward needs to be at the
forefront when considering the organisational design
of a commissioning organisation. The employer brand
and culture has to be right in order to be an employer
of choice. Organisations need to move away from the
over burdening constraints of job evaluation schemes,
whilst retaining underpinning equality principles to
enable the payment of market rates in order to gain the
skills required. Employees need to be aware of how
their contribution is making a difference and supporting
the achievement of the strategic aims. Reward in local
government needs to shift its emphasis from out-dated
fixed terms and conditions packages to the promotion
of achievement through performance related pay and
properly valuing scarce and key skills and competencies.
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Focusing on the 21st Century Public Servant research, how
can we encourage the cultural and behavioural changes
required and the development of associated skills within local
government? (Cohort 3)
The 21st Century Public Servant research
remains topical and current, with high
levels of recognition across the sector.
The challenge of translating research into
action is commonly raised and this report
provided a summary overview of the primary
research. Through a number of focus
groups and survey data with national reach,
it undertook thorough secondary research
to review awareness of and responses to the
model and explore current thinking on the
skills, values and competencies of the future
public sector workforce. The findings were
informative and the report concludes with ‘an
identification of the role of HR’ in turning the
model into practice, alongside a series of
recommendations to national and local bodies
on the actions and interventions required to
drive forward its implementation.
Illustrations by Laura Brodrick

For HR Business Partners to contribute effectively to
a 21st Century Public Sector organisation they will need
to;
• provide strong HR leadership, creating a clear vision
whilst motivating others to share in it
• work with the business to better support and promote
public sector careers, whilst becoming an employer of
choice
• Review core competencies and recruit to different
criteria, designing training programmes that support
new roles and skills and to address existing gaps
• Maintain a focus on workplace trends that will assist
with planning and decision making into the future
• Create flexible organisations to support the shift in
demographics in the workforce; shifting to new ways of
working reflecting the values of the younger generation
• Embrace technology by bringing new ways of
interacting in the workplace, improving efficiency and
communication and creating potential for new business
• Demonstrate the value that HR adds to the business,
internally and externally.
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In making recommendations to national organisations the
group proposed that:• A national framework covering the key skills and
behaviours as identified in the INLOGOV report should
be developed with the support of the LGA
• Working with SOLACE and a focus on current and
future leaders, this should ensure a consistent
approach to development and allow easier movement
of leaders across the public sector, using 360 degree
frameworks designed around the 21st Century roles
• Further investment in technology to ensure systems
are in place and are interconnected to support modern
ways of working
• Further development of the Aspire HR Business
Partnering programme to include modules which cover
brokering, negotiation and relationship building
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DEVOLUTION - How should local government integrate with
strategic partners? Is the time now ripe for ‘super councils’?
(Cohort 3)
Partnership, collaboration and shared services are
not new to the public sector, the increasing need for
efficiency, innovation, better customer experience and
financial savings have necessitated this approach over
the last decade. However, much of the existing practice
of collaboration and partnerships has been described
as more tactical than strategic. Devolution will require a

Flexible, Agile
and Resilient
Workforces

more strategic, long term focus and the question is; what
should HR be doing to support this?
The available research led the group to the development
of a model outlining 5 key areas that HR can play an
enabling role in, supporting the delivery of devolution
deals.

Strategic
Capacity and
Trust

Devolved Super
Councils

‘Best Fit’ HR

• Strategic Capacity and Trust; HR can mediate
between senior managers, providing direction through
joint workforce plans, combined organisational
development and facilitating and encouraging a culture
of trust. A larger workforce allows greater delegation of
operational activities to second tier managers, allowing
leaders to focus on building the strategic capacity and
developing trust across partners. A huge shift in culture
is needed to ensure that this happens, and HR can
enable this through the joint workforce strategies and
high levels of employee engagement.
• Helping create flexible, agile and resilient workforces
through organisational design and talent management
is a key requirement. Workforce strategies should
utilise the benefits of the economies of scale to create
specialist and technical roles. Larger workforces often
mean more locations, more flexibility and ultimately
more capacity to provide services where needed,
when needed. Joint recruitment, reward and workforce
strategies should span councils. This is a long term
commitment, and HR need to ensure that this is
considered early to add maximum value.
• Sustainable governance arrangements are essential.
Leaders need to have confidence to make new
decisions in a quicker way and HR can help provide
strategies and challenge to enable this to happen.
Having a clear organisation design and organisational

Sustainable
Governance
Arrangements

Recruitment and
Retention

development plan at the start of the devolution deal
will assist with decision making and governance
arrangements.
• Recruitment and retention; if managed well, the
super councils can create opportunities for career
progression and development. More specialist roles and
opportunities can appeal to a wider employee market.
Recruitment policies and practices can span all councils
to allow maximum talent pools. HR will play a keen role
in developing these.
• The opportunities to learn and share knowledge
amongst partners is greater in a super council. This
allows the best practice from all partners to be utilised
but this must then be aligned to the direction of travel
of the super council to ensure best fit, rather than best
practice.
Overall, the group concluded it was clear that devolution
has not yet touched the majority of HR professionals but
the signs are the light-bulb moment has happened for
some – that there are workforce implications to delivering
this change, especially at the pace we are witnessing.
However unless we act now, the disconnect between
those making the big decisions on services and those
delivering them will continue to grow. HR is best placed
to help avoid that operational disconnect and so is a key
enabler to success.
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How do we encourage and develop more commercially
based skills within our workforce with a focus on unfamiliar
territories such as income generation and traded services?
(Cohort 3)
The objective of this project research was to suggest
an adaptable and flexible model of encouraging and
developing commercially based skills within a local
government workforce. The project focused on the
development of a generic and high level model which can
be adapted by different local government organisations,
reflecting their different contexts, sizes and work cultures.
The group concluded that a traditional learning and
development intervention would be to miss a trick.
Instead, they suggest an approach based on a mantra of
‘don’t do to people, do with people’. This suggests that to
truly encourage the interest and application of such skills
we must first mobilise the genuine interest and confidence
at individual and team level; and that any development
interventions must be appropriately placed within a wider
consideration of the culture of the organisation and
individuals must understand the purpose of what they are
doing. As Sinek references, they must understand and be
signed up to the ‘why’?

Stage 1 – Define the ‘Why’ and the ‘What’
As we know from Sinek that in order for there to be buy
in to a concept or idea, there needs to be a purpose
which people can sign up to at an individual level. We
also know from our findings that the term ‘commercial’
can mean different things to different people in different
contexts and it is important for there to be a common
understanding. As such, we suggest that the starting
point for encouraging and developing commercial skills
has to be to (i) start with ‘the Why’ by defining why it is
important for the organisation and individuals working
within it and (ii) define what commercial means for that
particular organisation.

Stage 3 – Mobilise
Once the starting point and talent has been identified,
the stage of mobilising the current talent and
encouraging and developing talent elsewhere can
start. It is proposed that the Learning and Development
interventions are targeted at the current talent first
in order to mobilise this group to become internal
‘commercial champions’ and identify and work
with those individuals who can potentially become
commercial ‘coaches’ to develop their coaching skills.
The timescales involved in this stage may vary between
organisations, depending on the level of current talent
identified. Where possible, it is suggested that Stage 4
runs alongside Stage 3 or at least overlaps.
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1. Define the ‘Why’ and ‘What’

2. Analyse

3. Mobilise
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4. Create Environment

Stage 2 – Analyse
Although organisations will have different levels of
commercial skills, we suggest that all local government
organisations have commerciality within them at
some level, albeit perhaps in pockets which are
not immediately recognisable as commercial. This
was certainly the strong evidence from our findings,
particularly Commercial Councils Localis survey which
talked of unleashing the commercial power.
For many years we have been familiar with bidding for
funding and trading at some level. With the increase
in collaborative partnerships, commissioning and,
for those authorities delivering services to schools,
the increase in delegated powers for schools, most
authorities will have a certain level of commercialism
already present. It is important to identify where this
talent currently sits and what the starting point is, as
advocated by one of our primary research participants.

Stage 4 – Create the environment
A strong feature of our findings was the importance
of the cultural aspects of commercialism. One of the
important features of the culture of an organisation
is the narrative through which it is described and we
saw from our primary research how important these
narratives are. Storytelling is an intrinsic part of our
model because it not only helps to move the culture
in the right direction but, as we have seen from the
CIPD’s report on Landing Transformational Change, it
is a key mechanism to increase the confidence of the
organisation to enter into new territories and take risks.
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Digitalisation in Local Government and the role of HR
(Cohort 3)
This research sought to investigate the impact of
digitalisation on local government and consider the
opportunities it represents, responding to the question,
“What effect has digital technology had on Councils
and will embracing such technologies create further
opportunity to configure services differently in the future?”
The group focused on five lines of enquiry:• What are the main drivers?
• What effect has digitisation had upon Councils?
• What can we learn and improve on from others?
• What opportunity will it create to reconfigure
services in the future?
• What role can HR play?
The report recognised that the gap between ‘how things
should be’ and ‘how things are’ is a recurring theme in
organisational conflict and resilience. This impacts on
front line services and can be very expensive in terms of
reduced performance. It highlights that HR can make a
strong contribution when it strategically assesses impact
of change on working practices by;
• raising awareness of costs and unintended
consequences associated with imposing change,
• mediating to achieve pragmatic and win/win solutions,
• highlighting processes or cultural norms that are
pushing in the opposite direction and therefore need to
modernise and adapt,
• facilitating healthy consensus through change
management models that prioritise greater insight and
understanding into the way people behave.
In their conclusions, the group emphasises that the scale
of the (change) task must not be underestimated. Based
on evidence provided through a number of detailed case
studies from across the country, they identify three key
learning points.

Key Learning Points
“It’s all about re-building, not repainting”:
To re-build, we need to turn service delivery on its
head and to reconfigure our services around the
needs of our citizens, not from the perspective of
the internal infrastructure from which we are used to
working. In an organisation that is inherently about
service delivery, people are increasingly our biggest
asset, which leads to our second big learning point
which is ...

“It’s all about the people”:
Expertise on how best to engage our people and what
processes or culture can encourage engagement
can be best leveraged by HR working side by side
with managers (the HR business partner model). HR
must therefore be in a position to influence from the
start. However HR can only do this if they themselves
possess the necessary skills and understanding of
the culture, the broader context, barriers and drivers.
Digital has huge potential to not only reconfigure
services but to fundamentally change the nature
of local government from monolithic, ‘top down’,
paternalistic and hierarchical to collaborative, fluid,
agile and engaging – able to quickly reconfigure its
services in response to demand, and with the ability
to work proactively with the wider public sector to
reduce it. The key for this is data management and
reduction of silo working. We must therefore work
proactively with our senior managers to genuinely
create a sense of urgency, and build a guiding
coalition for change. Due to the unprecedented scale
of demand on our services and funding cuts, our
future viability depends on it.
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“Digital is no longer an option but an essential.”
The group concluded that the role of HR along with other stakeholders is both to build the business case for local
government to embrace digitalisation and to facilitate the transformation this requires.
These models outline the skills gap assessment that an organisation will need to carry out with the aim of having a
skilled workforce that can fully engage with and contribute towards the future direction of the organisation and the most
important leadership qualities required to secure maximum advantage.
www.civica.co.uk/changinglandscape/

2

Define vision and
identify future
skills requirement

Project management skills

Undertake skills
gap assessment

Developing
Digital Skills

4

3

Constantly
evaluate
progress

MOST IMPORTANT
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES

1

Flexibility to perform multiple roles
as hybrid managers in
cross-functional teams

The ability to plan strategically and
develop a roadmap to drive changes

Bridge the
skills gap

Digital communications expertise

This model shows how every employee understands how digital tools will improve the way they work. This will increase
the technical talent needed within the organisation such as mobile skills. This does not just contribute to design but the
ability to develop apps to engage with our customers.

Mobile
Technical
Talent

Analytics
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Business
Professionals

Knowledge
of technical
underpinnings
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Digital
Age
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How do we develop the HR Business Partner approach to
reflect the increasingly commercial environment in which we
operate? (Cohort 2)
Focusing upon the HR profession, this report explored
the role of the HR Business Partner in the increasingly
commercial environment including analysis of the;
• nature of the commercial challenges,
• stakeholder expectations,
• skills and behaviours required,
• relevance of HR Business Partner models, and
• value that a commercially savvy HR Business Partner
can add to sustain organisational performance.
The report identified a detailed gap analysis based on
in depth interviews with a range of leading practitioners
and drew contrasts with comparable private sector
organisations.

Five key challenge areas where HR
Business Partners can add value to the
business

Being a
credible
activist

The Business Partner approach and HR delivery model
will need to reflect and support the requirements of the
business and must be aware of and enable a contribution
to its commercial aspects.
Business Partners:Must think business first and HR second in everything
that they do and the language they use - thinking
from the business perspective at the outset;

Should gain a deeper understanding of how the
business works and develop credibility. This could
be achieved through short term placements,
secondments, shadowing and in ‘stretch’ assignment
within and outside the business;

Should develop commercial acumen by working
closely with finance and transformation colleagues
to gain a greater understanding of the business and
commercial context, taking on responsibilities to
develop expertise, for example supporting / leading
on the development of business cases and working
on multi disciplinary projects;

Being
Business
Savvy
Being a
Business/
HR Filter

Key Recommendations

Applying
insight,
metric and
analytics

Being
Context
Savvy

Must create the space time and opportunity to
develop business and sector networks, bringing back
a wider and different perspective in order to test new
approaches;

Must use more evidence based approaches to
demonstrate how their contribution impacts on
outcomes and adds value in a measurable way;

Should consider their own personal brand, style
and approach and how this aligns to the area of the
business they support.
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How do we identify the necessary measures to address the
challenges of recruiting a community based workforce in
Staffordshire and Stoke on Trent Partnership NHS Trust?
(Cohort 2)
This project explored a common challenge within a
discrete organisational context, focusing upon the
recruitment challenges facing the Partnership Trust as
the biggest integrated health and social care provider in
the UK. The report reviewed and evaluated the actions
undertaken during a large and ongoing recruitment
campaign identifying best practice from theoretical
research and comparisons are made from other
organisations, focusing on the long term sustainability of
existing and innovative approaches how the learning can
be transferred into each of the other organisations.
The group undertook a detailed analysis of the factors
which impact upon recruitment, job satisfaction and
retention in relation to those working at the front line of
enablement and domiciliary care, provided an extensive
sub sector analysis of effectiveness, best practice and
case study examples.
In reflecting on the successes of the approaches adopted
at the Partnership Trust, the group recognised the
challenges facing public and private sector providers,
particularly in respect of domiciliary care workers and this
being exacerbated by increasing demand, the living wage
dimensions and the crisis on the horizon arising from
increasing demand and transition of such from health to
social care.
• The variety of recruitment activity had led to some
longer term relationships particularly with the Job
Centres, local schools and universities.
• The effectiveness of having a dedicated on-boarding
role to co-ordinate the transition from job offer to first
day is recognised and was being trialled as a key role in
the recruiting team.
• Whilst many new staff came in, this caused pressure
on the existing teams for a period of time, having to
work with large numbers of new recruits, additional
coordinators and managers were needed to ensure
sufficient support.
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• It is clear that there is a need to work together with
private sector providers and to ensure that learning is
shared and that all organisations can benefit from the
experience that the Partnership Trust have had and
the successes in terms of recruitment that have been
derived.
• The Partnership Trust has also committed to providing
a free flu jab to employees within the private sector
that have been commissioned to do this role which will
assist during winter months to increase staff attendance
at work.
The group recommended that the Partnership Trust
should:• continue with the more successful elements of
the intensive campaign, including drop in/coffee
mornings, self sifting Questionnaire, provision of
a dedicated on-boarding resource and coordinated
training plan/peer support,
• share the learning that has been obtained from
this exercise with other public and private sector
organisations through publishing the research,
• evaluate the success of the recruitment within
Warwickshire County Council who are utilising
some of the techniques recommended by the
Partnership Trust, and
• work with the private sector to ensure that the costs
of investment in developing a future workforce are
jointly resourced.

Thanks to
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Using an evidence based approach, how do we fully embed
the strategic business partner model in West Midlands
Fire Service in readiness for the challenges that face the
organisation over the next 3 years? (Cohort 2)
This project provided a summary analysis of research
carried out to consider the approach to HR Management
in West Midlands Fire Service. It considered the journey
of the HR teams over recent years, identifying “where we
have come from, where we are now, and what the future
organisational requirements are in order for HR to fully
influence the strategic direction of the organisation.”

Focusing on embedding the Business Partner approach,
it was essential:-

The group concluded that in supporting the strategic
objectives and outcome, HR needed to optimise its own
service delivery as an enabler for front line and service
managers in supporting the principle of Prevention,
Protection and Response.

• For HR to be educating itself and our managers using
effective learning and organisational development tools
and strategies and through targeted professional and
personal development.

This necessitates:• Making the transition to a Business Partner model
that is effective and business driven provides a
significant challenge. Our existing structure does
not effectively support a business focussed service
and while we are making a slow transition from a
transactional to transformational approach we need
to consider how we change the mind set of our
teams and the structure of our approach to meet
these challenges.
• Our business partners need to be agile to change
and to changing behaviours, we need a sleeves up
approach to the way that we work with managers
in aligning more closely to business strategy and
using HR Analytics to drive the objectives of People
Support Services and demonstrate the business
value that we add.
• Becoming more Business Savvy will ensure greater
influence at strategic level, adding greater influence
to the debate, providing business focussed solutions
and ensuring that People Support is the ‘first name
on the team sheet’ when it comes to business
related projects and the formation of business
strategy.

• To align HR operations and structure to the business
and making it accountable to senior leaders, which will
require restructuring and re-alignment of responsibilities
with a focus of HR specialism’s as well as generalist
skills.

• To take advantage of a range of innovative learning
tools and methods which are effectively coordinated
and shared across the service to transform culture and
embed desired behaviours.
• To ensure that people management processes
support new priorities for organisational development,
effectively aligned to organisational objectives.
• Reduce levels of transactional activity to maximise
business focus, supporting and coaching managers
to be more confident and effective in people related
decisions and more open in recognising decisions that
have direct people impact.
• Ensure that HR resources are effectively distributed
across the service and are more visible at all levels to
remove the ‘something must have gone wrong’ view
that many employees have when they see a member of
the HR team.
• At a strategic level we must ensure a lead figure who
is ‘laser-focused’ on the business and on delivering
objectives against business outcomes, a visionary
with strategic impact, focussing on how HR solve local
business problems rather than just providing a service
which is only available upon request.

Thanks to
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The most powerful HR tools and interventions that will
enable councils to better understand the skills and capability
requirements of a commissioning organisation (Cohort 1)
This research sought to identify and explore those areas
of focus that will most effectively position individual
councils to be successful in becoming an effective
commissioning organisation within their individual
contexts. Using the CIPD Sustainable Organisation
Framework to frame the research and analysis, the
report secured learning and intelligence from early
adopters and those recognised as being at the forefront
of becoming a commissioning council. It concluded that
the alignment of organisational purpose, values and
behaviours, together with recognition of the need for
system leadership were critical and that the existing
established organisational development tools and
interventions were fit for purpose if applied in the right
context and emphasis.
The report identified key themes which if supported by
the right HR tools and interventions, will support effective
transition and have the most impact in helping make
good progress. In drawing conclusions from the extensive
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research, the group recognised that there are no single
solutions or quick fixes, with councils being “in different
places on their commissioning journey and with different
levels of ambition.”
Whilst recognising that all eight of the CIPD sustainable
organisational themes are important, the group believed
that councils who focus on alignment, agility and
leadership will make the strongest progress.
The importance of establishing clear and consistent
organisational values and behaviours runs through all of
these areas, as does the need for clear communication
and focus on ensuring the continuation of a golden thread
between organisational strategy and front line service whether that is provided directly by the council, through
partnership with others, or fully by an external provider.
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Learning from others identified that it was critical that
councils do not underestimate the value of establishing
and continually revisiting their vision. This requires
councils to clearly define and redefine as necessary
what they mean by commissioning and not be afraid to
adapt their approach and/or change direction. Indeed,
willingness to do so and to openly communicate that
change, is a vital constituent of agility. Only with such
honest and brave leadership will councils be able to
maintain clarity of vision and true alignment to such. The
full report sets out more detail on the various aspects of
the three themes.
The 2011 CIPD research Shaping the Future sustainable organisation performance: what really makes
the difference? identified eight themes that are important
for sustainable organisation performance. In their

research, the group sought responses to three questions
around these eight themes asking;
• What has worked so far?
• What did councils find were barriers?
• What would most help councils get to where they
want to be?
The survey responses are provided at Appendix 1 (page
67).
The research highlighted that the tools and interventions
should not stand alone as distinct and potentially
disjointed activities, but be used to support whole
organisation performance and sustainability.

Key HR Tools and Interventions
Organisational development tools to
develop great leadership behaviours
• Behavioural competency frameworks
• Leadership development programmes which
incorporate the above
• Coaching and mentoring for leaders to reinforce
values and support mangers experiencing
difficulties
• Recruitment and selection processes that test
behavioural fit
An appraisal system that drives and reinforces
desired organisational behaviours whilst maintaining
the golden thread between organisational strategy
and front line delivery to communities.

Organisation design expertise
to facilitate the development of
structure models that will break
down silos and counteract the risk
of service fragmentation
• Encouraging shared learning and reinforcing
organisational values
• Providing organisation wide opportunities for
succession planning
• Creating clear lines of accountability at the lowest
possible level
• Creating generic job roles to improve organisational
responsiveness, flexibility and adaptability
A pay and reward system that rewards success
in driving positive community outcomes through
demonstrating exemplary behaviours.
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What is the roadmap for HR & OD to enable the organisation
to motivate and empower its workforce through engagement
in order to maximise individual potential and to manage and
measure by deliverable outcomes? (Cohort 1)
Using Dudley MBC as a case study, the aim of this
research was to identify a roadmap to enable the
organisation to motivate and empower its workforce
through engagement, in order to maximise individual
potential and to manage and measure by deliverable
outcomes.
The research focused upon;
• the factors of a high performing organisation,
• the theoretical models relating to an engaged
workforce,
• how that research is applied to a number of
organisations, and
• how the learning can be applied to Dudley MBC and
other organisations.

Building on the CIPD Sustainable Organisational
Performance model, and based on their own research
and experience, the project group developed their
own model showing the factors which lead to a high
performing organisation.
Having concluded that effective engagement, delivered by
empowering leadership, were the key factors to success,
the group invited the Council to consider an outline road
map which local authorities would need to consider in
achieving recognition as a high performing organisation.
The group recommended a ‘roadmap’ for the Council to
follow and that they implement an engagement strategy
that takes account of all of the areas identified.

10 characteristics of a high performing
organisation

Empowering
leadership

Align
individual
objectives
and business
goals

Assess past
performance

Motivational
leadership

Compliance
with
policy and
procedures

High Performing
Organisation

Manage
performance

Effective
engagement

Reward
contribution
Identify Talent
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Address
learning and
development
needs

Thanks to
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What are the characteristics of customer focussed leadership
and how can this be achieved in a climate where demand
inevitably outstrips resource? (Cohort 1)
This research aimed to identify the organisational and
citizen benefits are to providing leadership which has
a customer focus, particularly at a time of austerity. It
sought to identify the key characteristics that set customer
focussed leadership apart from other styles, arguing that
the role of the customer focussed leader is therefore
paramount in organisations which claim to be customer
focussed.

Alignment &
shared
purpose

Characteristics
of customer
focussed
leadership

From the research the group highlighted that:in times of austerity listening to the voice of the
customer is more important than ever,

Empowerment
&
Accountability

Agility

Assessment &
evaluation

research had also shown that leadership at all levels
is important,

Lead with a
customer
focus

Listen to
customer and
staff

there needs to be the whole council (wide) customer
service culture,

customer focussed leaders need to apply business
acumen and value for money assessments, and

STOP

STOP

performance measures and scorecards should
measure success from the customer perspective.
STOP

To supplement the provision of insight and a number of
detailed case studies, the report concludes by distilling a
response to the question within a simple diagrammatic
model and offers an organisational self assessment
tool built around a stop/start model.

Excluding

START

Involving

Controlling

START

Empowering

Confusing

START

Clarifying

Blocking

START

Evolving

Competing

START

Connecting

STOP

STOP
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In times of austerity, what is it about organisational culture
that supports meaningful community engagement? (Cohort 1)
Set within the context of austerity, this research analysed
the elements of organisational culture that support
meaningful community engagement and how local
authorities can create a culture which engages with
citizens and communities in a mutually beneficial way,
whilst having to deliver more, or at a minimum the same,
universal services with less resources whilst increasing
overall customer satisfaction.
The report examined the need to embrace the context of
varied approaches such as multi agency partnerships,
shared services, commissioning services, root and branch
reviews of internal services, investment in technology and
increased collaborative working, whilst maintaining staff
morale and building for the future. It sought to identify
thematic behaviours that supported the participative
democracy model, recognising that meaningful citizen
engagement is now more important than ever in
understanding the local demand for services and how
residents wish their services to be delivered

Flexibility

Trust

Organisation
Culture

Passion

Bravery

Bravery is the willingness to challenge the traditional
risk adverse approach and respect of bureaucracy.
In essence, be prepared to challenge the norm and do
things that haven’t been done before to connect with
communities, or just freeing up staff to adapt services to
meet service user and community need. This requires
bravery at every level and of those whose role it is to
empower and enable, whilst ensuring that the financial
and demand pressures and matters of individual and
group self interest are not allowed to feed a blame culture
and resistance to stimulate or embrace change.
Critical to this is Trust. There needs to be trust from
leaders that officers will do the right thing at the right
time, but officers must trust leaders that when taking risks
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and finding innovative solutions, with recognition that
sometimes mistakes will happen. There also needs to be
trust placed in communities by local authorities that they
will engage, that they will become more autonomous and
less dependent upon services being delivered to them.
Linked to the key feature of trust is the need for
Flexibility. This emerged strongly as a key need
in organisations wanting to achieve meaningful
engagement. Local authorities need to create
environments where staff can show initiative, adapt
solutions to each scenario, and have enough creativity to
co-design services with communities.
Passion emerged as the key to enabling and
nurturing real community capacity. Passion to listen,
respond and achieve genuine change through the
services we deliver is fundamental. The willingness
to volunteer in their own time, take pride in their locality
and the services which they deliver and to go the extra
mile, unlocking the workforce’s discretionary effort was
described as sitting at the heart of achieving meaningful
engagement.
Individuals whose personal values drive them to operate
in this way, either within the third sector or within
local government are those that flourish through their
engagement with communities. Some people are simply
hard-wired in this way, and will continue to operate in
such a way either within a supportive culture, or despite
one which does not encourage such. These people
can either be celebrated and used as beacons of the
behaviours which the organisation seeks to promote or
alternatively ignored or merely tolerated.
Structural differences between local authorities and
the third sector, some of which may be barriers to the
achievement of meaningful engagement, but there are
also features which are transferable and critical to the
achievement of a conducive organisational culture. Any
organisation wishing to move towards the achievement
of such must first have a clear self evaluation of its
current position and establish a clear vision. What does
meaningful engagement mean for this organisation, and
how do all who can contribute need to act to reinforce this
vision?
Unless there is congruence between the stated vision,
and actions thereafter, the achievement of the desired
change in organisational culture will not be successful.
However, an organisation which sets a clear vision and
establishes clear activity to achieve the desired attributes
and behaviours will be on the journey towards more
meaningful engagement.

SECTION 5
The effective HR
Business Partner
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SECTION 5
The effective HR Business Partner
Throughout the programme, colleagues have repeatedly recognised and
valued 3 models and definitions that most effectively describe the role and core
characteristics required to perform effectively as a Business Partner.

Ulrich ‘HR from the
Outside In’
It was perhaps no surprise
that the influence of Ulrich,
the architect of the model
which established Business
Partnering as one of the
three central elements of the most common
HR delivery model, was recognised. However,
attention was focused upon Ulrich’s contributions
to ‘HR from the Outside In’: Six Competencies
for the Future of Human Resources and the
competencies that have been extrapolated from
the research. (Dave Ulrich, Jon Younger, Wayne
Brockbank and Mike Ulrich 2012)
The model defines 6 core competencies
that are set out within the research.

Credible Activist

HR professionals in high-performing firms function
as credible activists. They do what they say they
will do. Such results-based integrity serves as the
foundation of personal trust that, in turn, translates
into professional credibility. They have effective
interpersonal skills. They are flexible in developing
positive chemistry with key stakeholders. They
translate this positive chemistry into influence that
contributes to business results. They take strong
positions about business issues that are grounded in
sound data and thoughtful opinions.
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Strategic Positioner

High-performing HR professionals understand
the global business context – the social, political,
economic, environmental, technological, and
demographic trends that bear on their business – and
translate these trends into business implications.
They understand the structure and logic of their own
industries and the underlying competitive dynamics
of the markets they serve, including customer,
competitor, and supplier trends. They then apply
this knowledge in developing a personal vision for
the future of their own company. They participate in
developing customer-focused business strategies
and in translating the business strategy into annual
business plans and goals.
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Capability Builder

At the organisational level, an effective HR
professional creates, audits, and orchestrates an
effective and strong organisation by helping define
and build its organisational capabilities. Capability
represents what the organisation is good at and
known for. These capabilities outlast the behavior or
performance of any individual manager or system.
Such capabilities might include innovation, speed,
customer focus, efficiency, and the creation of
meaning and purpose at work. HR professionals
can help line managers create meaning so that the
capability of the organisation reflects the deeper
values of the employees.

Change Champion

Effective HR professionals develop their
organisations’ capacity for change and then translate
that capacity into effective change processes and
structures. They ensure a seamless integration of
change processes that builds sustainable competitive
advantage. They build the case for change based
on market and business reality, and they overcome
resistance to change by engaging key stakeholders
in key decisions and building their commitment to full
implementation. They sustain change by ensuring
the availability of necessary resources including time,
people, capital, and information, and by capturing the
lessons of both success and failure.

Technology Proponent

For many years, HR professionals have applied
technology to basic HR work. HR information
systems (HRIS) have been applied to enhance the
efficiency of HR processes including benefits, payroll
processing, health care funding, record keeping, and
other administrative services. In this HRIS round,
we see a dramatic change in the implications of
technology for HR professionals. At the organisation
level, high-performing HR professionals are now
involved in two additional categories of technological
application. First, HR professionals are applying
social networking technology to help people stay
connected with each other. They help guide the
connectedness of people within the firm and the
connectedness between people outside firms
(especially customers) with employees inside
the firm. Second, in the high-performing firms,
HR professionals are increasing their role in the
management of information. This includes identifying
the information that should receive focus, bundling
that information into useable knowledge, leveraging
that knowledge into key decisions, and then ensuring
that these decision are clearly communicated and
acted upon. This updates the operational efficiency
competency and will add substantive value to their
organisations.

HR Innovator and Integrator

At an organisational level, a major competency of
effective HR professionals is their ability to innovate
and integrate HR practices around a few critical
business issues. The challenge is to make the HR
whole more effective than the sum of its parts. Highperforming HR professionals ensure that desired
business results are clearly and precisely prioritised,
that the necessary organisation capabilities are
powerfully conceptualised and operationalised,
and that the appropriate HR practices, processes,
structures, and procedures are aligned to create
and sustain the identified organisational capabilities.
As they do so with discipline and consistency, they
help collective HR practices to reach the tipping
point of impact on business results. The innovation
and integration of HR practices, processes, and
structures, directs HR more fully toward impacting
business results.
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The CIPD (Next Generation HR) Research - Business Savvy:
Giving HR the edge
It was also no surprise that a key element of the Next
Generation HR research emerged as relevant throughout
the programme. As referenced at the start of this booklet,
part of the team responsible for the primary (2010) CIPD
research, provided the stimulus, identifying the need for
Aspire to be developed.

Foundation

This diagram defines the foundations and insights
necessary for the effective Business Partner to recognise
and apply ‘business savvy’ as being crucial for the role
alongside context and organisational savvy.

Insights

1)

Understanding the
business model in
depth

Knowing where
value is created and
destroyed

Understanding
the top and
bottom lines

Finding the people
improvement points
which drive value

2)

Generating insight
from data and
evidence

Having an evidence
and data focus

Mining data for
insight inspiration
and impact

Standing up to
the numbers and
standing the number
up

3)

Connecting with
curiosity purpose and
impact

Stepping outside the
HR boundary

Cultivating
curiosity trough
practice, learning
and networks

Actively scanning and
seeking opportunities
to collaborate and
connect

4)

Leading with integrity
consideration and
challenge

Operating with
integrity means
business savvy - not
boardroom servility

Serving
stakeholders not
power structures

Challenging our
own impact first and
foremost

CIPD Research Report – Phase 1: “Business Savvy: Giving HR the edge.”
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The CIPD HR Map
- Behaviours and
Characteristics
More than one project group referred to six common
behaviours of the HR Business Partner which correlate
with the HR Profession Map, which was used to underpin
the bespoke HRBP360 review tool developed for Aspire.
These reflect and reframe elements of the Ulrich
competencies and were defined as follows.
• Decisive thinker – uses information, insight and
knowledge to make robust and timely decisions.
• Skilled influencer – influences and gains commitment
and support from stakeholders.
• Personally credible – combines professional,
commercial and HR expertise to drive organisational
performance and sustainability.
• Collaborative – works effectively and inclusively with a
range of internal and external stakeholder.
• Driven to deliver – demonstrates determination,
resourcefulness and purpose to deliver the best results
for the organisation.
• Courage to challenge – asking the right questions at
the right time and in the right way to achieve the best
outcome.
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APPENDIX 1
Sustainable Organisation
Performance – Survey
Findings
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APPENDIX 1
Sustainable Organisation Performance –
Survey Findings
In order to demonstrate the capacity for ‘read across’ our Aspire colleagues
who researched “HR tools and interventions necessary to develop effective
commissioning organisations” used eight themes as a framework for surveying our
executive and HR leaders who have experienced the challenges of adapting their
organisations towards fundamentally new operating models and the associated
change. Such experience was considered invaluable and this is a summary of
survey findings.
1. Alignment
Perceptions of consistency, fit, links or integration
between the values, behaviours or objectives of
different stakeholders, both internal and external and
with the organisation purpose.

What has worked so far?

• Clarity of behavioural expectations – clearly
communicated and incorporated into performance
frameworks, to support staff to achieve organisational
objectives.
• Repetition and consistency of message through various
communication channels.
• Clear commissioning objectives aligned to the corporate
plans.
• “The burning platform of austerity gave an unarguable
need for change” – illustrating the benefit of a focussed
and clearly understood imperative for action.
• Developing an understanding of the differing
perspectives, pressures and objectives of partners.
• Clear vision, translated into behavioural ’way of
working’ standards.

What did councils find were barriers?

• On-going change within the organisation has created
some difficulties in embedding the behaviours when
many of the services that people work in might
commissioned externally.
• Communication often viewed as an optional extra.
• Resistance to change and financial challenge has
affected management capacity to focus on leading
behaviour change as opposed to implementing
financially driven change.
• Internal silo mentalities and (perceived) threat to
professional power bases.
• External out-sourced teams have been left behind on
the journey.

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?
• Even more focus on behaviours in employee
performance, talent management and recruitment.
• More active joint working with partners.
• Assisting those people who won’t buy into the future
values to leave the organisation.
• Clear political leadership.
• One-workforce thinking, covering everyone delivering
the council’s services.
• Corporate business planning that sets out a vision
and strategy with outcomes set against stakeholder
requirements and expectations.
• Flexibility with processes.
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2. Shared purpose

3. Leadership

An organisation’s purpose is its identity, the reason
why is exists and the golden thread to which its
strategy should be aligned. Shared purpose takes
the connection with the organisational purpose one
step further to be shared by all employees and often
beyond, to include external stakeholders.

Senior leaders articulate a future-oriented vision in
an appropriate style that informs decision-making
and empowers employees to achieve organisational
effectiveness. The ability to lead, however, is not
confined to senior leaders and can be demonstrated
at all levels.

What has worked so far?

What has worked so far?

• Clear leadership from senior officers (and elected
members).

• Consistent approaches to management board meeting

• Clear corporate plans that are understood by all.

• Developing a sharing a sense of purpose and identity,
for example the clear focus for many on the financial
challenges faced.

• More visible leaders

• Ensuring effective systems are in operation for the
cascade of information up and down the organisation –
from board level, through teams, down to one-to-one’s
and appraisals

• Diversity and complexity of local government often
results in weak generic purpose

• Developing and maintaining strong leadership around
clear transformation and improvement programmes.
For example, developing leadership skills necessary to
support the commissioning structure

• Staff who don’t like the corporate plan have sometimes
been passive saboteurs of change

What did councils find were barriers?

• Some areas of the organisation are still resistant to
change. This may be related to just a few priorities,
which has meant that some areas may not feel or be as
connected as they might

• With financial challenges sometimes the immediate is
prioritised over the future
• Some concern that leaders have not operated as a
team

• Fears about not sharing between partners.

• Reluctance to complete appraisal process amongst
some managers

What did councils find were barriers?

• Health not facing the same challenge at the same time.
• Lack of understanding Taking people through the
change and ensuring we don’t become stagnant.

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?

• Base organisational purpose on transformation themes,
regardless of which individuals lead or are involved
• Clearly express areas that are not priorities as well as
those that are
• Agree future strategic direction in relation to partners
(even where organisational politics hinders progress)
Continue to be part of shaping the future

• Silo behaviour
• Dealing with the challenge of the poltics – in some
cases this has felt like damaging political interference
and/or inappropriate or unhelpful political loyalties
Some parts of the organisation felt left out

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?
• Provide more time and space for managers to get
involved

• Build an affective senior leadership team that maintains
visibility
• Continued commitment to ensure appraisal systems
are followed through and challenging poorly performing
managers
• Create an inclusive “one council” way forward
• Continue and expand transformation programmes
where these are working
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4. Locus of engagement
People can be engaged at different levels and with
various aspects of the organisation or the work and
their engagement can be transactional or emotional
in nature.

What has worked so far?

• Using a variety of methods, including podcasts and
social media to share information
• Employee opinion surveys, manager forums and job
shadowing.
• What did councils find were barriers?

5. Assessment and Evaluation
The processes that occur at different organisational
levels to gather qualitative and quantitative
information, to assess the impact of actions and
inform decision-making.

What has worked so far?

• Developing dashboards that give people access to “at a
glance” information that they need to do their jobs
• Strong performance data and a hold on that through
strong corporate performance teams
• Relevant use of external assessment tools, such
as Investors in People, to make things happen and
stimulate positive change

What did councils find were barriers?
• Data quality

• Costs of integration
• Leaders failing to take ownership
• Poor level of response in some areas
• Weak systems for evaluating performance and delivery
standards

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?
• Raise awareness and development of managers
• Make better use of data available
• Encourage social work staff in particular to make less
emotionally-driven judgments

6. Balancing short and long term
horizons
Active awareness, management and communication
of both known and unknown organisational issues
and pressures affecting the short term (of less than
a one-year timeframe) while maintaining an active
focus on longer-term priorities (with longer than a
one-year timeframe).

What has worked so far?

• Using communications channels such as manager
forums, Directorate briefings and away days, and
newsletters to share information and ideas
• Focussed development of a series of transformation
themes to look at the medium to long term
• Building on a clear mandate from the community to
develop and deliver strategic transformation over a
period of time (in this case, four years)
• Focus on business, financial and workforce planning

What did councils find were barriers?
• The level of financial savings

• Political blockage of necessary change for some
council’s and assumptions that no front line cuts should
be necessary

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?
• Robust prioritisation
• Political honesty
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7. Agility

8. Capability Building

The ability to stay open to new directions and be
continually proactive, helping to assess the limits
or risks of existing approaches and ensuring that
leaders and followers have an agile and changeready mind-set to enable them, and ultimately the
organisation, to keep moving, changing and adapting.

Equipping the people in the organisation with the
skills and knowledge they need to meet both present
and future challenges. Also identifying existing
necessary and potential capabilities, ensuring they
are accessible across the organisation. Capabilitybuilding applies not only to individuals but also to
teams and organisations.

What has worked so far?

• Clear vision and establishing clear values.
• Encouraging ideas from all levels, and adopting a
model of continuous improvement
• Visible management at the front line
• Structural change driving cultural change
• Emphasis on individual accountability and crossDirectorate working

What did councils find were barriers?
Procurement processes and timescales
Silo mentalities

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?
Adopting a less risk averse approach to procurement

What has worked so far?

Getting the tight people into the right new posts
Workforce planning to inform down-sizing and
restructuring, supported by training and development
plans

What did councils find were barriers?

Limited finance has reduced the ability to use external
training opportunities
“Old style” service contracts
Professional arrogance

What would most help councils get to where
they want to be?

Shared professional training opportunities with partners
and utilisation of internal skill sharing
To have a multi-skilled workforce

And finally a great quote with
which to sign off this compendium
of Aspire HR Business Partner
research ...

“If you could bottle and sell trust - organisations
would buy it. But until it’s available by the litre, HR
will have to settle for brewing its own!”
Sally Bibb of Engaging Minds
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What do you
aspire to be?
DON’T READ THIS

if you believe the role of HR/OD professionals:
✘
✘
✘

is about implementing policies and procedures rather than the
bigger picture
is framed by keeping the organisation within the law rather than
enabling change
is about ‘HR speak’ rather than the language of service managers

DO READ THIS

if you are a HR/OD professional who:
wants to add real value by being more ‘business savvy’ and
✔	
integral to the organisation
✔	is solution focused and understands that hard facts are important
in business decisions
✔	believes that personal credibility and brand are essential to
organisational influence

The Aspire Strategic HR & OD Business Partner programme
enables learning with peers from across the country.
Developed and accredited by the CIPD and shaped by Chief Executives and
senior HR leaders, it is not for the faint hearted. You will however benefit
from a bespoke HRBP360 review based on the CIPD HR Map to help frame
your development from tailored learning modules and group based research
projects.
Still interested? www.aspirehrbp.org.uk
Delivered in partnership with

Get in touch:

www.aspirehrbp.org.uk
aspire@wmemployers.org.uk
Aspire HRBP Network on Linkedin
WME: 0121 569 2070

This Aspire research booklet has been compiled by WME for
the benefit of the HR & OD communities of the public sector
from the many valuable contributions of our colleagues and
in particular those of our HR Business Partners. It has been
produced with the kind support of the LGA.
Published December 2016
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