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1
A New Public Leadership Challenge?
Stephen Brookes and Keith Grint

Introduction

There has been an increasing momentum in public sector reform in the 
UK since 1997 as part of the wider modernising government agenda (HMSO
1999). This chapter explores the impact of these reforms on public leaders
and how the reforms embrace the traditional notion of new public man-
agement (NPM). One of the aims of the challenge is to identify 
what public leadership means, whether the term can be applied con-
sistently across the public sector and whether public leadership can be 
evaluated.

This first chapter outlines what public leadership means within the context
of reform of public services in the UK and – in setting a public leadership
challenge – whether an accepted understanding of public leadership can
lead to the improvement and evaluation of this form of leadership. For the
purposes of this chapter public leadership is viewed as:

A form of collective leadership in which public bodies and agencies 
collaborate in achieving a shared vision based on shared aims and values
and distribute this through each organisation in a collegiate way which
seeks to promote, influence and deliver improved public value as evid-
enced through sustained social, environmental and economic well-being
within a complex and changing context.

New public leadership in context

Leadership context

It is often said that we know what good leadership is – but do we? 
Research has tended to focus traditionally on the individual rather than 
the collective nature of leadership (Conger 1989, 2004; Pearce and Conger
2003) and more recently to look at leadership as a social construct 
(Pastor 1998) rather than a real element of organisational behaviour. 
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This chapter seeks to turn attention to the collective nature of leadership
rather than its individual construct and explore how and why leaders work
together across organisations. 

The chapter takes its lead from the challenges presented by new public
management (NPM) which has been dominant for over 20 years. It also
notes the principle espoused that ‘managers often must operate across
organisations as well as within hierarchies’ (Agranoff and McGuire 2003: 1).
This chapter suggests that the time is ripe to move beyond new public
management and more towards new public leadership (NPL) and whilst
aspects of management will remain, the real challenge for the public sector
is to advance a stronger theory of public leadership that emphasises its
collective nature.

The broad question that this chapter seeks to ask in presenting a public
leadership challenge is:

How and why do public leaders engage collectively through partnership
activity in the delivery of public services?

Six possible responses to this question can be offered. Three relate to how
public leadership is expressed in practice and three to why it has been
adopted. These six contentions will be considered throughout this book
and will inform the final chapter that suggests a response to the public
leadership challenge.

2 A New Public Leadership Challenge?

Table 1.1 Public Leadership Contentions

The How 1 Leader relationships will either be shared across public services or
distributed within individual services; collective public leadership is
likely to represent a combination of both.

2 Leader relationships are likely to take place within four contextual
conditions with varying accountability mechanisms; these are
‘organisational’, ‘individual’, ‘community’ and ‘political’ leadership

3 Leader relationships will differ dependent on the type and scale of
the problem; Using Grint’s (2000) typology three types of problems
will be evident; wicked, tame and critical problems.

The Why 4 Leaders will engage collectively if there is ‘mutual benefit’ to each
and where the whole is considered to be greater than the sum of its
parts.

5 Leaders will engage collectively because of a climate which favours
either the drive provided by central government performance
regimes or publically valued outcomes, or a combination.

6 Leaders will engage collectively because of the strength of networks
within a climate that is conducive to ‘trust’



Why ‘new’ public leadership?

The arguments presented in this book have high policy salience for three
reasons. 

First, ‘strong leadership’ and ‘collaboration’ – key components of public
leadership – appear to be newly emerging bywords in government policy 
in support of the modernisation programme. This is evident in the wide
range of white papers and legislation being published and enacted res-
pectively. The need for ‘strong visible leadership’ and the encouragement
of ‘greater service collaboration’ was included in the DCLG WP ‘Strong 
and Prosperous Communities’ (DCLG 2006: 10 and 14). Similarly ‘strong
enabling leadership at a local level’ and ‘encouraging collaborative
working’ was included in the DOH WP ‘Choosing Health’ (DoH 2004: 197
and 56). These concepts have since been included within the Local Gov-
ernment and Public Involvement in Health Act (HMSO 2007). There is 
also a stated need for ‘leadership at all levels’ and ‘forging a new col-
laborative relationship between the police and the public’ in ‘Building
Communities, Beating Crime’ (Home Office 2004: 9 and 47) which was 
also incorporated into the National Policing Plan for 2006–2009 (Home
Office 2006) and the most recent green paper published by the Home
Office (2008). 

Second, public leadership has potential to generate new knowledge
attuned to the complexities of the politicised context of public services and
the needs of management and leadership, as identified by the ‘modernising
government’ agenda (HMSO 1999). The Cabinet Office has been critical of the
leadership within published capability reviews of central government depart-
ments (Cabinet Office 2006: 9), a point that Talbot and Turnbull refer to in
subsequent chapters. Other commentators have identified the importance of
both leadership and collaboration. This includes the National College for
School Leadership in relation to education (Bennet et al. 2003; Doyle and
Smith 2001) and in relation to health (Ansari et al. 2001), criminal justice
(Brookes 2006a) and local authorities (Chesterton 2002). 

Third, there is considerable scope for increased cross public sector leader-
ship development such as that suggested by Charlesworth et al. (2005) and
Benington and Hartley in Chapter 12 of this volume. It is rare that public
leaders come together to develop collective leadership skills within the
same learning environment. Public leadership has potential to bridge this
gap and encourage new approaches to collective leadership development.

A focus on new public leadership (NPL) has potential to lever a shift
away from new public management (NPM). As Dunleavy et al. (2006: 468)
argues, NPM ‘is no longer new. Rather, it is now a two-decade-old set 
of public management ideas’ and ‘one which has died in the water’. 
They argue that the torch of leading-edge change has passed on from NPM 
and will not return. A similar argument has been advanced in a number of
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different countries. In Norway for example, Christensen and Laegreid
(2007: 3) argue that NPM-related reforms ‘seemed to have “peaked” in
several of the “trail blazing” countries’ and that some of the reasons for this
are changing conditions. As a reluctant reformer Norway has had some
difficulty in implementing NPM. Leadership and culture were viewed as
critical in overcoming some of the main barriers.

In an earlier review of NPM (Ferlie et al. 1996) four models of NPM were
identified. The first (and earliest) – the efficiency model – represented an
attempt to make the public sector more business-like, led by ‘crude notions
of efficiency’ (1996: 11). Critics such as Pollitt (1990) argued that it took no
account of the distinctive properties of public sector organisations. As Ferlie
et al. continue, the key driver was viewed as the Thatcherite political
economy which viewed the public sector as underperforming. Setting of
targets, monitoring of performance and tight accountability processes were
introduced. The second model focused on downsizing and decentralisation.
This sought greater flexibility and introduced increased decentralisation of
strategic and budgetary responsibility and a split between the small strate-
gic core and a large operating periphery. It was more dominant than model
one and embraced strategic alliances and networking. This was followed by
model three – a model of excellence – influenced by writers such as Peters
and Waterman (‘In Search of Excellence’) and encompassed a dual
approach of bottom-up and top-down with a focus on values, managerial
styles and human relations approaches within the context of public sector
agencies and ‘learning organisations’ (see Senge). However, critics consid-
ered that charismatic leadership virtues were preferred which acted against
the bottom-up focus. The fourth and final model – public service orientation
– sought to re-energise the public sector by outlining a distinct public
service mission and put local users and citizens at its heart.

Although Ferlie et al. were writing in the mid-1990s and in contrast to
Dunleavy et al.’s description that NPM ‘is dead in the water’, many commen-
tators suggest that the focus continued unabated post the 1997 election.
Hough argues from a policing and criminal justice perspective, that many
aspects of this approach were retained – indeed developed and extended 
– by New Labour from 1997 onward. As with the previous Conservative
administration, their basic approach has been to secure greater account-
ability through performance management regimes that rely on quantitative
performance indicators and target-setting. The concept of competition 
as a lever on performance has also been retained, though the language 
of privatisation and ‘market testing’ has now been replaced by that of
‘contestability’.

Different aspects of NPM and networked governance will be considered
within a range of public sector organisations in subsequent chapters. In
setting the scene this chapter argues that there is potential to move to a
new way of thinking about new public leadership with an emphasis on
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conducive public value and trust climates (what Einstein referred to as
‘counting what counts’) rather than the traditional approach to NPM 
measures and targets (‘counting what can be counted’).

Difference between NPM and NPL

The chapter argues that there are three suggested distinctions between
NPM and NPL:

• The role of public leadership in the context of reform
• The importance of relationships through networked management
• The overall goal of public leadership vis-à-vis the overall goal of public

management

Role of leadership

There has been an increasing momentum in public sector reform post-
1997. This forms part of the wider modernising government agenda which
seeks to reinforce more open, transparent and customer-focused govern-
ment (HMSO 1999) with a view to increasing the trust of the public in the
provision of public services – much akin to the fourth NPM model
described earlier as ‘public service orientation’. 

The National Health Service has moved through a number of change 
programmes having recently implemented the latest which was launched
in July 2005. Its purpose was to streamline strategic health authorities,
strengthen primary care trusts and engage GPs with practice-based com-
missioning – all in the cause of improving services to patients. 

In the world of local government, a number of reform programmes have
been implemented not least of which is that of the ‘Every Child Matters’
report which drew together the key responsibilities of education, social ser-
vices and other public sector providers (including the police and health) in
dealing with children. There is also the emergence of new organisational
forms and institutions such as the Care and Children’s Trusts both of
which focus on better-integrated health and social care (plus education 
in the case of Children’s Trusts) and the increasing emergence of social
enterprises as agents of public service delivery.

Reform is neither always consistent nor accepted (by ministers). A
(former) Home Secretary announced substantial and radical reform to
policing – reform which was unprecedented in modern times – the aim of
which was a dual approach of fewer, larger and more strategic police forces
to deal with serious and organised crime but balanced with more locally
responsive policing at neighbourhood level. Successive Home Secretaries
halted the programme and significant reform seems as far away as it ever
was with a focus more on improved collaboration across forces and
improved communication. Within the criminal justice system the merger
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of the Prison and Probation services created the National Offender Manage-
ment Service, the overall aim of which is to provide seamless management 
of offenders (Goode and Brookes 2006). 

All of these reform programmes share common characteristics; they
potentially put meaning behind the government’s modernisation agenda
with its emphasis on locally delivered services and greater accessibility and
responsiveness; greater accountability to and stronger engagement with
local communities; the need to work in partnership across agencies (with
statutory support such as the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 and the Health
Act 1999 in which Section 31 provides for flexibilities of pooled budgets,
lead commissioning and integrated provision) and greater flexibility and
freedoms but within a national framework which provides standards and
accountability mechanisms through Local Area Agreements. 

A number of key leadership challenges are presented by this plethora of
reform programmes for both the public sector organisations and the acad-
emic community. First and foremost is that the various reform programmes
are being implemented ‘in silos’ and – to date – research is predominantly
focused within similar disciplinary silos. Where research explores collabor-
ation and/or network management, there is a similarly narrow focus pre-
dominantly on health and social care or community safety rather than
wider arrangements. The challenge suggests that the issue of leadership is
more important than management in encouraging the sharing of learning
across non-traditional sector institutions and in an increasingly networked
environment.

There is also a need for leaders to encourage a greater engagement in
problem solving activity (as opposed to managers transacting public 
business) and in accepting that the context and components of problems
will differ not only from sector to sector but also from issue to issue. 
Grint (2005d) focused on the distinction between tame, wicked and critical
problems and suggested that both leaders and managers had different 
roles dependent on the type of problem, timescale and space. In assessing
recent leadership within the Iraq military arena he argued also that dif-
fering contexts are a critical element of the decision-making apparatus 
but such accounts appear incapable of explaining the decisions of those
engaged in decision-making who can often ‘construct’ the context for
public consumption.

Network management

Networks are increasingly important to both governance (Stoker 2006) and
leadership and management. Agranoff and McGuire (2003: 35–36) argue that
network management offers an important class of collaborative manage-
ment models. Their understanding is derived mainly from theoretically
examining, rather than empirically cataloguing, its tasks. They noted 
how some colleagues identified how managers intervene in existing inter-
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relationships, promote interactions, and mobilise coordination and thus
work within networks.

There is thus a need to observe functional interdependencies but this
chapter argues that leadership is the one factor that is often overlooked
when examining the importance of network leadership. As Agranoff and
McGuire (2003: 28) argue the importance of collaborative working is not
new and the authors point to earlier work (Dahl and Lindblom 1953) when
the authors demonstrated the ‘multiplicity of interventions available to
modern societies, many of which necessarily involve more than a single
hierarchical organisation’.

Public value as the outcome of effective public leadership

Public value as a concept was first espoused by Mark Moore (1995) and later
expanded on in a UK context by Talbot (2007) and Kelly et al. (2002). It
requires the identification of social goals, delivering those goals in a way
that secures trust and legitimacy and ensuring that the public sector organ-
isation has the capability and the capacity to deliver these stated goals. A
consensus achieved during the seminar series was that all public leaders
need to engage in understanding, creating and demonstrating public value.
In contrast, traditional public administration functions well in a stable
environment with the key aim of delivering public goods. NPM works well
in a competitive environment when the key aim represents that of choice.
But NPL works better in a networked governance environment where the
overall aim is the delivery of public value.

Developing a new public leadership framework

In discussing the development of a NPL framework we refer back to 
our six contentions at the beginning of this paper, the first three of 
which concerns the ‘how’ of public leadership and the last three concern
the ‘why’.

A form of collective leadership

If we are faced in the public sector with complex (Wicked) problems 
that require a collective response then we argue that public leadership
should reflect a collective leadership style in which the responsibility for
leaders is distributed throughout each organisation and shared across other
organisations or institutions. 

Whilst theories abound in relation to the individual nature of leader-
ship traits, characteristics and contingencies in both traditional leader-
ship theory (for example, Stogdill 1974) and more contemporary research 
such as Kotter (2003), Collins (2001) and Grint (2000, 2005a,b,c) there 
is limited literature on ‘collective leadership’, which is both horizontal
(shared between organisations) and vertical (distributed throughout each
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organisation) although both these dimensions are recognised within 
the public policy process more generally (Hill 2005) and in relation to
accountability (Considine 2002). Within the context of leadership both
terms have been used, but not together (representing what the chapter
describes as ‘collective’ leadership) and the terms are often used inter-
changeably. For example, in education, Bennett et al. (2003) refer to 
the concept of ‘distributed’ leadership and Doyle and Smith (2001) to
‘shared’ leadership but both authors are describing leadership within
the education system. Even where the term ‘collective leadership’ applies,
this relates to horizontal leadership across pluralistic organisations 
rather than incorporating the notion also of vertical leadership (Denis,
Lamoth and Langley 2001). There is an opportunity to clearly delineate
between the two terms with horizontal (shared) leadership extending
beyond organisations and vertical (distributed) being within organisations.
The former requires us to think about how we lead when we are not 
‘in charge’.

Context is critical

Our second contention acknowledges that the context of leadership is
important. Within the public domain leadership relations could take place
within four contexts. These are first, community leadership (ODPM 2004)
which involves developing a vision for the locality, working in partnership
to deliver that vision and guaranteeing quality services for all (Clarke and
Stewart 1999), and its link to building social capital (Putnam 2000–05),
second is political leadership (e.g. Hartley and Pinder 2001; Leach et al.
2005; Morrell and Hartley 2006) in addition to the third and fourth con-
texts namely organisational and individual leadership in linking vertical to
horizontal leadership. These four suggested forms of public leadership have
not previously been discussed in this way. Each is likely to have differing
styles within them and reflect differing accountability and governance
requirements.

The type and scale of the problem

Our third contention suggests that public leaders need to tackle uncer-
tainty. There is a tendency for leaders to focus on ‘known’ problems and
‘known’ solutions and develop expertise in relation to critical incidents and
thus crisis management. As important as these issues are, the reality of
public service is that problems are often more complex and intractable and
thus require a leadership approach that is both creative and adaptive to the
circumstances and which deals comprehensively with the intractable
nature of these types of problems. It is an approach that would encourage
leaders to ‘ask questions’ rather than implement ‘off-the-shelf’ solutions
and acknowledge that the answers may lie with many people and not just
the favoured few.
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Collaborative advantage

Our fourth contention suggests that leaders will engage collectively if there
is ‘mutual benefit’ to each member and where the whole is considered to be
greater than its parts. This is what Vangen and Huxham would describe as
achieving collaborative advantage (2003: 66) and where they identify what
they consider to represent enacting leadership; embracing, empowering,
involving and mobilising.

Performance and public value

Our fifth contention argues that leaders should keep in touch with the ‘big
picture’ without getting into minute technical detail and thus allow others
to lead but within a context of shared and distributed accountability. This
aligns also with the inextricable links identified by Ogbonna and Harris
(2000) between leadership style, culture and performance. What is often
neglected is a focus on assessing leadership performance as well as organ-
isational performance and within the context of the organisational culture. 

We prefer the use of the term ‘climate’ as opposed to ‘culture’. Although
the two terms are similar they are often confused (Denison 1990). The term
‘climate’ describes a collective consensus held about certain facts of organ-
isational functioning that impacts leadership, rather than describing the
much wider organisational culture. By including this within a public leader-
ship challenge we believe that it would be helpful in ‘giving space’ for
effective leadership to develop among many leaders rather than employ
‘knee-jerk’ reactions by the few and to ensure that leaders actions are mon-
itored within the context of this climate in the same way as actual perfor-
mance. The focus for public leaders should be on the achievement of
long-term strategies and targets rather than the short-termism that has
typified NPM over the last two decades. As subsequent chapters argue, the
focus is predominantly upon the quantitative targets set by central govern-
ment rather than the publicly valued outcomes represented by social goals.

Reflecting trust

Our sixth and final contention closely aligns the relative climates of public
value and ‘trust’ (Sako 1998; Brookes 2007; Coleman 2007). We believe that
both offer opportunities to assess the drivers for public leaders motivation
in asking the ‘why’ question. Moore has argued that trust and legitimacy
are important components of developing public value. Benington and
Moore (2010: 13 forthcoming) argued that ‘thinking about public value has
since moved well beyond its origin in neo-liberal American discourse of the
1990s, and is now at the forefront of cross national discursion about the
changing roles of the public private and voluntary section in a period of
profound political, economic, ecological and social change’. If we are sug-
gesting that the creation and demonstration of public value is the key
outcome of effective public leadership then the development of trust and
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legitimacy by public leaders must therefore represent one of the key 
determinants of a new public leadership framework. The importance of
trust in engaging with stakeholders cannot be underestimated. As Stoker
argues, ‘instilling value in the actual processes of political and social inter-
action with citizens, users and stakeholders who act as authorisers of 
an organisations finances, objectives and performance targets is the route
to shaping and legitimising service delivery and improving trust’ (Stoker
2006).

The issue of trust that appears critical to the emergence of public leader-
ship today appeared just as critical to success (or otherwise) of NPM over 
20 years ago. As Hood (1995: 94) argued ‘NPM involved a different concep-
tion of public accountability [he was comparing NPM with the traditional
public administration that preceded it] with different patterns of trust 
and distrust.’ It could be argued that one of NPM’s main change elements
actually defeated trust. As Hood continued (1995: 97) A move was made
‘towards more explicit and measurable (or at least checkable) standards of
performance for public sector organisations, in terms of the range, level
and content of services to be provided, as against trust in professional stan-
dards and expertise across the public sector.’ He further argued that the 
old public administration style involved ‘low trust in politicians and 
managers but relatively high trust in professional expertise, both in a 
vertical (or distributed) sense and in a lateral (shared across a range of agencies)
sense’. [Sections in italics are our emphases] leading to the erosion of 
self-management by professionals.

Trust per se is difficult to measure but its determinants could be identified
and measured. One could argue that trust within complex networks would
be similar to trust between a buyer and a seller thus contrasting the aim of
achieving collaborative advantage (as espoused by Vangen and Huxham)
with achieving competitive advantage in the private sector. There have
been some interesting studies in relation to the latter. Currall and Judge
(1995: 153) emphasised two points – reliance upon another (in giving over a
particular – [shared or distributed] responsibility) and accepting risk (that the
other person will deal with that responsibility in the way in which it was
intended) thus achieving mutual advantage. Smeltzer (1997) examined the
meaning and origin of trust in buyer-supplier relationships. In addition to
acceptance of risk and handing responsibility to another, Smeltzer argued
that the extent to which buyers and sellers determined levels of trust 
relies on the antecedents of trust as evidenced through trust enhancing
behaviours which could form the basis of independent variables for trust
and, conversely, trust eroding behaviours. Examples include consistency
and follow-up, sharing ideas, listening, mutual respect and honesty. 
Trust eroding behaviours would be the opposite and a clear eroding behav-
iour would be one of dishonesty, lack of commitment or poor attitude 
or arrogance.
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Our six contentions provide a useful background to a new public leader-
ship framework and we turn now to our final section in which we set out
an emerging definition of new public leadership alongside a comparison to
our ‘old’ friend new public management.

Defining new public leadership

To define NPL should mean that one must also be able to evaluate it. 
Two schools of thought can be considered. The first, social construction-
ism, some have argued, helps illuminate ‘understandings of leadership that
see it as shared or collective rather than inherent in one or more visible
individuals’ (Ospina and Folde 2005: 1). This fits well with the collective
nature of public leadership. However, both earlier realists (Rusch, Gosetti
and Mohoric 1991: 4) and later (Hartley and Tilley 2007) suggest that con-
structionism can obscure the reality of leadership and (to quote Rusch 
et al.) that there is a need to ‘see with new (realist) eyes’. Both approaches
can be given equal consideration. 

Realistic evaluation does offer interesting possibilities as Tilley outlines in
a subsequent chapter. It focuses on the relationship between context,
mechanism (intervention) and outcome, and explores the connections
between the three. It aims to produce more contingent and qualified
findings – not ‘does leadership work?’ but ‘what style of leadership works,
for whom, in what circumstances, and why?’ Rather than evaluate the
specific outcome that leadership activities are intended to achieve it 
concentrates more on identifying and then testing out the theories in 
use by policy-makers and leaders (at different levels) which underlie those
activities (Pawson and Tilley 1997) and in building cumulative findings
(Bryman 2004). 

A similar distinction can be made between NPM and NPL in examining
the context, mechanisms and outcomes of ‘management’ and ‘leadership’.
Both terms are distinctive and complementary systems of action.
‘Management’ is about coping with complicated but essentially tame prob-
lems. That is, problems that can be removed from their context, solved,
and returned without affecting the context. It is a response to the emer-
gence of large and complicated organisations. Leadership, on the other
hand is about coping with wicked problems involving complexity and
change. That is, problems that cannot be treated as isolated elements of a
mechanical organisation but as embedded aspects of a system which is
changed if any attempt is made to remove that element. So, more change
always demands more leadership (Kotter 1999). 

In dealing with complicated tame problems a manager (or NPM) sets
targets and goals, plans how to achieve these goals and allocates resources.
A leader (or NPL), facing a complex and Wicked problem facilitates a col-
lective vision and strategies to produce the changes needed to achieve the
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vision and give due regard to personal impact within a shared vision. 
Even though there is a considerable amount of overlap between leadership 
and management, they are different concepts. Management is more of a
mechanical concept whereas leadership is not. This does not mean that
leadership (NPL) can substitute management (NPM). The best results in 
a change process would result from a successful integration between the
two but with NPL encompassing the needs of NPM. Another important
point to stress is that good managers need not necessarily be good leaders
and vice versa. There can be a separation of roles in this sense, as long as
managers and leaders work together in order to achieve collective goals 
and objectives. This applies as much across the public sector as it does 
to individual leaders and managers within. The alignment of leadership
and management thus holds promise in linking shared and distributed
leadership but also allowing leaders to emerge from any point within the
organisation. We return to this in the final chapter.

A final word on public leadership

This chapter has summarised the government’s modernisation programme.
It has suggested that this has been driven by the 20 year old NPM. We have
argued that the need to lead within complex networks requires a new 
way of thinking about leadership in the public sector and we counsel a
shift away from NPM and towards NPL. It is not the aim of this chapter 
to ‘throw the baby out with the bathwater’ but rather to build on these
earlier discussions to embrace this increasing complexity through a natural
evolution of public leadership skills.
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Part I

Public Sector Reform and the
Impact on Leadership



2
Central Government Reform and
Leadership
Colin Talbot

Leadership in the British Civil Service is really for Ministers, civil
servants do not become leaders….

(senior civil servant quoted in Chapman 1984 page xv)

It is the absolute nonentity of the British administrator that is his
chief merit.

(Sisson 1959)

Introduction

The above representative quotation (Chapman), from a senior British civil
servant, shows that until quite recently the dominant view amongst this
group was ‘we don’t do leadership’. Indeed, as the now famous ‘Next Steps’
review was to reveal only four years later, most senior civil servants didn’t
even ‘do’ management, let alone leadership (Jenkins, Caines and Jackson
1988) – a problem that had been identified as early as the Fulton Review of
1968 (Fulton Committee 1968). 

Even as late as 2002, a permanent secretary was willing to say (off the
record) that ‘those who can do policy, those that can’t run agencies’ (private
communication) – thus implying that policy-making was far preferable to
managing or leading organisations. This sentiment maintains the historic
divide between ‘policy’ and ‘operations’, with the latter in a distinctly
second rate position compared to the former, that has dogged British
central government. And ‘policy’ in this context was supposed to be purely
about advising ministers, in a supposedly disinterested, objective and
neutral manner.

In this context ‘leadership’ in the British civil service has always been
somewhat problematic – it exists, as historical accounts of the civil service
clearly demonstrate (Hennessy 1990), but it was for many decades denied
as even a possibility.

In recent years things appear to have changed. In the ‘Departmental
Capability Reviews’ (DCRs) conducted by the Cabinet Office between 2006
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and 2008 the issue of ‘leadership’ was one of three key areas that were
assessed (the others being ‘strategy’ and ‘delivery’). Over £10m was spent
assessing departments’ leadership and other capabilities and the results
were published, demonstrating the seriousness with which leadership, and
the other two areas of capability, were now apparently viewed. 

This was a considerable turnaround. Clearly, senior civil servants were
very much now expected to ‘do’ leadership and not to just leave it to
Ministers. This chapter will critically assess why this change has occurred,
what progress has been made (drawing on the civil services’ own assess-
ments in the DCRs), and what ‘leadership’ does and should mean in a civil
service context. This includes some of the critical ‘role’ issues for leadership
in all democratic public services – the roles of elected politicians and public
(non-elected) servants; of public servants at different levels of government;
of public servants in relation to the citizens; to name but a few.

The chapter will start by reporting the findings of the capability reviews
on the issue of ‘leadership’, which make for fairly disappointing reading 
– at least on the criteria established by the civil service itself.

Next, an alternative model of ‘good leadership’ will be offered which is
more comprehensive and more accurately reflects the diversity, and contra-
dictory nature, of leadership roles that senior public servants have to perform.

We will then proceed to critically examine the criteria of ‘good leader-
ship’ that the civil service explicitly and implicitly established in the DCRs
and how these relate to historical institutional factors which shape the
British civil service.

Departmental capability reviews: Leadership

Departmental Capability Reviews began life in 2005 as an attempt to 
make some rigorous, and semi-independent, assessment of the performance
of government departments. They succeeded a previous attempt at ‘peer
review’ within Whitehall that was widely seen to have been weak and 
ineffective. They also ran in parallel to several other, highly relevant, 
initiatives. 

The first of these were the ‘Public Service Agreements’ (PSAs), which set
measureable targets for each Whitehall department at each ‘spending
review’, starting in 1998 and then repeated, with revised PSAs, in 2000,
2002 and 2004 at the time DCRs commenced (a further spending review
and revised set of PSAs was published in 2007). PSAs were supposed to
focus not on departmental capability but on outcomes achieved, although
in practice they were slightly more variable and included elements of internal
processes, outputs and outcomes, although the focus gradually shifted to
the latter in successive iterations (Comptroller and Auditor General 2001,
2005, 2006).

The second major initiative was the so-called ‘Gershon’ efficiency drive
which was launched in 2005 and planned to save £21bn from public spend-
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ing (Gershon 2004). Each government department demanded savings targets
fixed by the Gershon programme.

A third initiative was the Prime Ministers’ Delivery Unit, which was
launched in 2001 in order to ensure that public services which were receiv-
ing substantial extra funding following the 1998 and subsequent ‘spending
reviews’ actually ‘delivered’ (Barber 2007).

The reason for mentioning these other initiatives is to put DCRs into
context: DCRs focus was entirely on, as the name suggests, capability. They
did not address actual performance, in terms of efficiency, outputs or out-
comes, or ‘delivery’, all of which were the subject of separate initiatives.

Capability reviews were based upon a model of capability developed by
the Cabinet Office which looked at three key areas: leadership; strategy;
and delivery. Each of these were in turn divided into several categories,
which were further revised in the light of the reviews (HMSO 2009). In the
case of ‘leadership’ the original categories were:

L1 Set direction
L2 Ignite passion, pace and drive
L3 Take responsibility for leading delivery and change
L4 Build capability

The revised model collapsed these further into three leadership categories
which are illustrated in Figure 2.1.
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Each category was in turn sub-divided into a number of questions and
criteria, which need not concern us at this stage. On the ten categories 
five possible assessments could be made:

• strong 
• well placed
• development area
• urgent development area
• serious concerns

Actual capability reviews were carried out by teams appointed by the Cabinet
Office, but including ‘outsiders’ – only 40% of review team members came
from within central government, 33% from the private sector and consult-
ancies, and 16% from local government (Comptroller and Auditor General
2009).

The first tranche of DCRs were published in July 2006 and came as some-
thing of a shock to many commentators (including the present author – see
Talbot 2007) and to the civil service itself. The last tranche, bringing the
total to 17 departments, was published in December 2007, with an addi-
tional review of the new Department of Justice in April 2008.

The present author took the step of applying a numerical scoring system
(1–5) to the results of this first tranche (Talbot 2006), which has since been
repeated (modified to 0 to 4) to rest of the DCR results by the Financial
Times (Timmins 2007) and most recently by the National Audit Office
(Comptroller and Auditor General 2009). 

Using the Timmins/NAO scoring system, where ‘4’ equates to ‘strong’
through to ‘0’ for ‘serious concerns’, the 18 government departments
covered present a pretty poor picture on ‘leadership’.

The average ‘score’ is a ‘2’ on leadership. This represents a ‘development
area’ score and only half the available points. The leadership scores range
from the best at 3.3 points (Department for International Development)
through to the worst at 1.3 (both Home Office and Department for Health).
Whilst leadership is bad, the other capability areas do not fare much differ-
ently with average scores of 2.4 for strategy and 1.9 for delivery. 

This then is the civil services’ own assessment of its leadership capability
based on criteria it developed, applied through an assessment system it
designed and by people it appointed. It is on average an area in need of
‘development’ and in five ministries of ‘urgent development’.

Putting numbers onto the DCR outputs and creating ‘league tables’ can
of course be criticised on many grounds, but no more than the same sorts
of procedures applied by Whitehall to health, education, police and many
other public services over the past decade. From a scientific point of view
such procedures are just as potentially flawed and apt to be misleading
wherever they are deployed, but of course they have the same strengths as
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well. However crude and potentially flawed, they do at least provide grounds
for asking some questions about both the overall picture and relationships
between the various actors. On leadership, despite the shift in Whitehall to
seeing it as important and considerable resources having been deployed
over the past decade and a half (at least), the picture is clearly less than 
positive.

The qualitative comments contained in the DCRs reinforce the message.
There is no space here to repeat all the qualitative conclusions from all the
DCRs, of which there are many, but the theme of leadership predominates
much of the comment. Most startlingly, a survey of the ‘senior civil service’
(SCS) found that only about a quarter felt that departmental boards ‘mod-
elled a culture of effective teamwork’ and only about a third thought they
were ‘good at managing change’. There is an even more serious aspect to
the poor DCR scores however. It is reasonable to assume that the ‘capability
reviews’ are supposed to diagnose not just capability, but to also point to
future likely performance. Poor capability ought to lead to poor perfor-
mance, and vice versa. Unfortunately the evidence does not support this. 

The National Audit Office (Comptroller and Auditor General 2009), in its
review of the capability review process, carried out a correlation between
the scores in DCRs for ‘delivery capability’ and actual delivery as assessed
by Public Service Agreements (PSAs). The result was that there appears to be
virtually no correlation between them.
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Table 2.1 Capability Review – PSA Correlations

Capability Review Correlation with Actual Performance 
(PSA scores)

Delivery –0.02
Strategy –0.13
Leadership –0.44
All –0.35

Source: NAO and own calculations

These calculations have been extended (using figures supplied by the NAO)
to include the ‘strategy’ and ‘leadership’ elements of the Capability
Reviews, as well as overall DCR scores, correlated with PSA scores. This
shows that ‘leadership’ scores correlated most negatively with actual perfor-
mance, raising serious questions about the assessment of leadership, or the
measurement of performance, or both. However, the setting of PSA targets
was essentially a political process and represents, according to official
accounts, the most important priorities for ministries. This does not mean
the means of measuring their achievement might not be flawed – this is
possible. Rather more likely though is that it does suggest that how the



capability reviews assessed, or gave weight to, ‘leadership’ is more likely to
be in error – in the sense that they did not assess what leadership capability
was needed to achieve democratically set goals (as codified in PSAs) for
ministries. This raises the issue of what a normative ‘model’ of performance
for civil service leaders ought to look like, to which we now turn. 

Towards a model of public leadership

The DCRs assessed leadership in the civil service against their own stan-
dards – but are they the right ones? In this section we will seek to offer an
alternative model of leadership against which to compare both standards
and achievements of the civil service in the leadership field.

The model proposed is in the form of a hypothesis, or normative theory,
or conjecture, about the nature of leadership in the public domain. It is
unproven, but should at least have, it is hoped, some ‘face validity’ and be
rooted in what we do know about leadership in this area.

First, some limitations have to be placed on what this framework relates
to. It is about non-elected public officials, not elected politicians. This dis-
tinction may seem an easy one to make but the boundaries between elected
politicians, directly elected to executive office (presidents, mayors) or to
legislatures which in turn appoint political executives

• elected ‘non-political’ executives (e.g. elected judges or sheriffs in the
USA)

• politically appointed executives (e.g. again in the USA or ‘special advis-
ers’ in the UK)

• non-politically appointed and non-elected public officials are not always
easy to draw.

Only the last of these categories is unambiguously seen as a neutral public
official and therefore the subject of the ideas advanced here. The two
middle categories are somewhat more ‘fuzzy’ and may be at least partially
covered by the leadership framework being suggested. Only the first cate-
gory is definitely excluded because it is unambiguously about elected, polit-
ical, executives. 

Second, this framework is also therefore clearly about democracies. It
makes no pretence to be applicable in non-democratic contexts, although
some of the ideas may be transferable.

Third, the boundaries of the public domain are also notoriously hard to
define (Bozeman 1987). The leadership framework suggested applies to
what is commonly accepted as the ‘core executive’ of governments (Weller,
Bakvis and Rhodes 1997) and it may apply less strongly the further one
moves from the unambiguously ‘public’ into the farther reaches of multi-
level governance, quangos, networks and quasi-public bodies.
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Fourth, the framework suggested is meant as an analytical heuristic, not a
definitive model. It does not claim to depict any specific ‘actually existing’
set of leadership roles but to serve as an analytical tool to unpack actual
leadership practices.

The assumptions around which the framework is developed can be 
summarised as:

• the public domain is characterised by a great deal of goal and role ambigu-
ity, which also applies to leadership roles

• this ambiguity often takes the form of actual contradictions and paradoxes
in leadership roles – i.e. expecting public leaders to simultaneously perform
mutually or contradictory exclusive leadership functions

• these functions relate strongly to the institutional structures of modern
democracies and public agencies within them

• although the construct space of ‘public leadership’ is apparently infinitely
variable – in a parallel way to that of the ‘organisational effectiveness’ 
construct which is also very variable – (Cameron and Whetten 1983) – in
practice a limited set of (contradictory) roles can capture most of what
‘leadership’ in the public domain is really about.

The framework proposed has five elements – four leadership roles, strongly
influenced by institutional and organisational contexts, and a fifth ‘meta’
role which is about balancing between the other four. The first four roles
are:

• Counsellor
• Chief Executive
• Collaborator
• Conservator

We will examine each, briefly, in turn.

The counsellor

The role of Whitehall mandarins that is most familiar to the public, via 
the TV series ‘Yes, Minister’ and ‘Yes, Prime Minister’, is that of advisor 
and counsellor to elected politicians. In the TV series the urbane and wily
Sir Humphrey Appleby was first the Permanent Secretary and then Cabinet
Secretary to the hapless Jim Hacker MP, as first Minister and then Prime
Minister. Whilst this was a highly amusing TV show it contained a very
serious issue – what is the proper role of non-elected permanent civil ser-
vants in advising and ‘guiding’ elected politicians? How far can they seek
to steer and how far merely advise?

In traditional Wilsonian public administration theory – often espoused if
not practised by the British civil service – the role of the public administrator
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was mainly that of passive executor of the will of elected politicians (Wilson
1955[1887]). The quotation at the start of this chapter: ‘leadership in the
British Civil Service is really for Ministers, civil servants do not become
leaders…’ is very much in this tradition.

As ‘Yes, Minister’ humorously illustrated, the real role of the senior civil
servant is far more active in advising and trying to steer ministers than the
formal position would suggest. This has to be distinguished from the idea 
– which also has strong antecedents in public administration theory and
research – that bureaucrats can/may act autonomously from, and even
counter to, the wishes of elected politicians. The ‘counsellor’ role is not
about bureaucratic autonomy (Carpenter 2001) but about bureaucratic influence,
a far more subtle and, by its very nature, usually hidden process (at least in
the British system).

The most recent discussion of this active but influencing, rather than
autonomous, role for senior bureaucrats to influence British thinking has
been the ideas of ‘public value’ promoted in the work of US-academic Mark
Moore (1995) and taken up by the government’s Strategy Unit (Kelly and
Muers 2002; Kelly, Mulgan and Muers 2004). 

Whilst most attention has been focused on the notion of ‘public 
value’ itself, Moore’s work also promotes a view of public leadership 
that involves active attempts at influencing political decision-making. 
Indeed, it is this aspect of ‘public value’ that has come in for the most 
vociferous criticism from some academics and commentators who 
accuse Moore and his supporters of promoting some sort of Platonic 
elite that usurps democratic accountability (Rhodes and Wanna 
2007).

Moore of course comes from a constitutional tradition (the USA) where
public managers are accountable to more than one ‘principal’ – i.e. in 
the case of federal bureaucrats both the Presidency and the Congress. 
This dual accountability also involves a much greater degree of trans-
parency and often more latitude for public officials to openly espouse 
particular policy options – although even here a bureaucratic leader 
who openly and persistently opposed both, or either, the Presidency 
and Congress would be likely to get into trouble. And unlike the UK, 
both President and the Congress can effectively dismiss public 
leaders.

The constitutional position in the UK is very different: in the famous
words of Lord Armstrong the civil service has ‘no constitutional personality
separate and apart from that of the government of the day’. There is no
dual accountability – although civil servants may be scrutinised by
Parliament they are not accountable to and cannot be dismissed by it. 
Nor are their appointments (except in a very few cases more recently)
approved by Parliament, as the US Congress approves many federal
appointments.
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The chief executive

The ‘chief executive’ role is primarily concerned with the actual running of
ministries. Even where ministries are very small – as in 19th century Britain
or modern Sweden – someone still has to run them. In modern Britain
ministries are neither small – they employ ten of thousands – nor purely
dedicated to policy-making – some manage large operations like revenue
collection, prisons and employment services.

Since at least the Fulton Committee of 1968 ‘management’ of ministries
and services has been identified as major problem (Fulton Committee 1968;
Keeling 1972). Probably the most extensive recent diagnosis was provided
by the ‘Next Steps’ review of 1988, which launched the programme to
create ‘executive agencies’.

‘Next Steps’ followed from several attempts by the Thatcher government
between 1979 and 1986 to improve management in the civil service. The
report emerged from a review of these initiatives – such as the Efficiency
Scrutinies and Financial Management Initiative – that had been less than
successful (Jenkins, Caines and Jackson 1988; Hennessy 1990; Jenkins
2008). The key problem the report identified was the propensity of senior
civil servants to spend their time looking ‘upwards’ towards ministers and
policy issues (in our terms the Counsellor role) and very little time on the
management of their ministries and services. It’s prescription was for
radical structural change – creating semi-separate, semi-autonomous ‘agen-
cies’ that would have separate managements from the ministries, dedicated
to implementation and running services. This became the ‘Next Steps’ pro-
gramme (the reports title had been ‘Improving Management in Government:
The Next Steps’) of Agency creation which between 1988 and 1996 created
around 140 new bodies within the civil service, each with its own Chief
Executive (Talbot 2004). 

This policy is what I have elsewhere called the ‘apartheid solution’ – sepa-
rate but (supposedly) equal management roles for policy-making and opera-
tional services – separating the roles of ‘Counsellor’ and ‘Chief Executive’. This
has been consolidated in the more recent ‘Professional Skills for Government’
(PSG) programme which includes separate streams for ‘policy-making’ and
‘operational management’.

In practice it is of course impossible to completely separate these roles.
Ministries still ‘own’ agencies (or quangos or public corporations) and have
to play a role in setting policy and strategy and monitoring the ‘perfor-
mance contract’ which often goes with such reforms. Conversely, managers
of ‘agencies’ often have a detailed knowledge of implementation that is
vital for successful policy-making (for extensive discussion of these issues
see Pollitt and Talbot 2004; Pollitt, Talbot, Caulfield and Smullen 2004).

The ‘Chief Executive’ role is thus usually an inescapable one for senior
civil servants – in some cases it may be more strategic and less opera-
tional but it can hardly ever be entirely free of some operational leadership
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alongside more strategic leadership responsibilities. In the British civil service 
tradition it is one that has been often neglected – both strategically and
operationally. 

The collaborator

A great deal has been written in recent years about various forms of collabor-
ative leadership: including lateral, networked, and catalytic leadership just to
name a few and this can be aligned to the discussion in Chapter 1 on shared
and distributed leadership. These concepts have been applied to both the
private and public sectors, and especially linked to various forms of networked
production and innovation (Chrislip and Larson 1994; Luke 1998; Fisher 
and Sharp 2004; Bryson 2005; Blomgren Bingham and O’Leary 2008). Most
recently in British central government these ideas have been linked to notions
of ‘joined-up government’ (Performance and Innovation Unit 2000).

The issue of coordination, collaboration or ‘joined-up’ government has
been a perennial subject in public administration. It is endemic to govern-
ment because all state’s divide and distribute responsibilities along some
lines and then face the problem of how to coordinate the resulting plethora
of ministries, departments, agencies and quangos – often also across multiple
tiers of government.

Whitehall has traditionally exhibited two forms of leadership – one partly
collaborative and one very hierarchical. The former relates to relations
within the ‘Whitehall Village’ where there has long existed a somewhat
paradoxical competitive and collaborative culture (Heclo and Wildavsky
1981). This centres on the role of the Treasury and the simultaneous com-
petition and collaboration between it and spending ministries and also
between the latter (Thain and Wright 1996). It is exaggerated in the British
system because of the frequent moves of senior civil service between min-
istries, including the Treasury. One day a senior civil servant may be ‘bowling’
for a spending ministry and the next ‘batting’ for the Treasury (and this
helps to explain the prevalence of cricketing metaphors in discourse within
Whitehall).

The hierarchical aspect of Whitehall leadership has mainly related to the
rest of the UK public services. Only about one in ten public servants in
Britain are civil servants – 90% work in local government, health, policing,
education and other services. Although we have local government (and
more recently devolved administrations) the UK has always had a notori-
ously centralised system of government and control of public services
(Clarke and Newman 1997; Stoker 2004). This has meant that senior civil
servants have had an often far from collaborative attitude to other layers
and tiers of government and services. This has been compounded by the
almost total absence of people with experience of these other levels within
the senior civil service, which has traditionally recruited and trained its
future leaders ‘in-house’.
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Collaborative leadership has thus, until very recently, been constrained
almost entirely to relationships within the senior civil service and even
then has been of a somewhat ambiguous character. Recent policy initia-
tives in the past decade towards more ‘joined-up’ government both within
Whitehall and across tiers of government and services (Performance and
Innovation Unit 1999, 2000) may have started to break-down some of 
this lack of collaborative leadership. The existence of much more inde-
pendent devolved administrations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
may also force greater collaborative leadership upon Whitehall, but it is
probably too early to tell to what degree this is happening.

The conservator

The word ‘conservator’ is borrowed by an interesting book by the late US
academic Larry Terry (2002). Terry quotes another US academic saying that
‘we do not really want administrative leadership: we want political leader-
ship which requires a strong administrative underpinning’ (Price 1962).
Terry argues that this approach (which is very similar to the quotation at
the head of this chapter) is highly ambivalent and in practice neglects an
important aspect of a public administrator’s role – that of what he calls the
‘Conservator’. In British terms, this is the ability to say ‘no, minister’. That
is, administrators have an ‘active and legitimate leadership role in gover-
nance… because they are entrusted with the responsibility of preserving
the integrity of public bureaucracies….’ (Terry 2002).

This relates to what political scientists have called ‘losers’ consent’
(Anderson, Blais, Bowler, Donovan and Listhaug 2005) – that is the agree-
ment of the losers’ in democratic elections to accept the results. This idea
can be extended to the consent not merely to accept the outcome of elec-
tions themselves but also the consequences of that – the laws, taxes and
other policies that emanate from a government that the losers did not vote
for. In order to maintain consent public bureaucracies have to have both a
politically responsive (democratic) element and a ‘universal’ aspect.

In Britain the role of senior civil servants in this regard is substantial but
often obscured – to such an extent that it forms part of what one constitu-
tional historian has called the ‘hidden wiring’ of the British state (Hennessy
1995). The most obvious form this has taken recently has been the duty
placed upon the head of the civil service to report to the Prime Minister on
possible breaches of the ‘Ministerial Code’ of conduct. This places a civil
servant in the position of making judgements on the actions of elected
politicians that could potentially lead to the dismissal of the latter.

The term ‘conservator’ may be too negative – it suggests protecting and
defending constitutional, legal and procedural propriety against the some-
times over-zealous aspirations of politicians. In recent years we have also
seen a more active aspect to this role – that of creating and sustaining con-
sensus around certain policies and strategies. The most obvious examples
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here have been at local rather than national level, where local government
chief officers have played a key role in creating a ‘vision’ for their areas.

Role conflicts

This very brief tour of the four roles immediately raises a question – are
these four roles not at least potentially in conflict with one another? Does
the role of ‘Counsellor’ (yes, minister) not sometimes conflict with that of
‘Conservator’ (no, minister) for example? We have already briefly noted the
tension between the ‘Counsellor’ and ‘Chief Executive’ roles. There are
then tensions embodied in these normative roles. Successful leadership in
this context would be a question of achieving some balance between the
conflicting demands of these roles. This is an approach that has been
extensively explored in the ‘competing values’ literature which, whilst not
using these same four categories of leadership does explore how four
conflicting roles can be managed (e.g. Cameron, Quinn, DeGraff and
Thakor 2006; Quinn, Faerman, Thompson, McGrath and St. Clair 2007).

What is evident is that these four leadership roles are not given equal
weight within the British civil service tradition. The role of ‘Counsellor’
dominates strongly, with a somewhat subterranean ‘Conservator’ role. The
‘Chief executive’ and ‘Collaborator’ roles are the ones which seem to have
posed, and probably continue to pose, the biggest problems for senior civil
servants. It is not at all clear that current policies and initiatives really
address these problems. Senior civil servants may well ‘do leadership’ – but
how well is doubtful. 
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3
Healthcare Reform and Leadership
Kieran Walshe and Naomi Chambers

Introduction

The British National Health Service (NHS) employs over 1.3 million people,
and spends about £90 billion a year. Services are delivered through about
300 NHS organisations and 5,200 GP practices. The NHS sees about 
1.5 million patients every day. It is a huge enterprise, which dwarfs most
other areas of the public sector in scale and complexity, touches the lives 
of almost every citizen directly or indirectly, and operates under intense
public, media and political scrutiny. In any terms, it presents a unique 
leadership challenge.

For many of the problems and ills of the National Health Service, a
common prescription, especially in recent years, has been more – or better
– leadership. Indeed, in the last decade a number of Department of Health
policy papers have made much of the need for improved leadership, and
have proposed a range of reforms or initiatives intended to tackle that per-
ceived leadership deficit, as Table 3.1 outlines below (Department of Health
1998, 2000, 2001a, 2008). The rationale for many of the repeated reorgan-
isations of the NHS in recent years such as the demise of health authorities
in 2002 or the more recent mergers of over 300 PCTs into around 150 has
been the alleged failures of or limited capacity for leadership of those
organisations. In a series of capability reviews of central government
departments undertaken by the Cabinet Office in 2006, the Department of
Health’s leadership and strategic direction were rated as causing serious
concerns (the lowest rating available) or as an urgent area for development
(Cabinet Office 2007).

There is good reason to question the quality of NHS leadership, not 
least because it has been so often found wanting in a succession of public 
and other inquiries into failures or scandals in care in NHS organisations.
Table 3.2 provides a limited selection of examples of such failures where
NHS leadership has been criticised, though regrettably it would not be
difficult to offer a much longer list of such cases. Some common themes
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Table 3.1 Leadership: Policy Problems and Solutions

Policy report Leadership challenges Proposed initiatives

The NHS plan: a plan for ‘We need clinical and managerial leaders ‘Delivering the Plan’s radical change programme 
investment, a plan for reform throughout the health service. The best will require first class leaders at all levels of the 
(2001) NHS leaders are outstanding. There are NHS. A new Leadership Centre will be set up to 

simply too few of them. NHS organisations develop a new generation of managerial and 
should be led by the brightest and the best clinical leaders’.
of public sector management. Leadership 
development in the NHS has always been ‘We will provide management support and 
ad hoc and incoherent with too few training for clinical and medical
clinicians in leadership roles and too little directors to better equip them for their leadership 
opportunity for board members to develop tasks.’
leadership skills.’

Shifting the balance of power: ‘This challenge cannot be met from ‘Strategic Health Authorities will provide strategic 
securing delivery (2001) Whitehall. The improvements to services leadership to ensure the delivery of improvements 

can only be delivered by frontline staff in health and health services locally by PCTs and 
working with patients and the public – NHS Trusts’.
reform must come from within the NHS. 
The reforms will be achieved through ‘Strategic Health Authorities will create capacity 
decentralisation and empowerment.’ through the development of the workforce 

including managerial and clinical leadership.’
‘We need to change the way we work at 
all levels. Structural changes to devolve ‘Publication of a set of leadership competencies 
power and responsibility to frontline including an inclusive and involving style and 
organisations, and to PCTs led by clinicians include staff involvement in management 
and local people in particular. And changes development programmes’.
to the culture and working practices within 
organisations to devolve decisions to 
frontline staff and encourage the 
development of clinical networks across 
organisations.’
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Table 3.1 Leadership: Policy Problems and Solutions – continued

Policy report Leadership challenges Proposed initiatives

Next Stage Review of the Clinicians are expected to offer leadership ‘There will be investment in new programmes of 
NHS (2008) and, where they have appropriate skills, clinical and board leadership, with clinicians 

take senior leadership and management encouraged to be practitioners, partners and 
posts in research, education and service leaders in the NHS.’ 
delivery. Formal leadership positions will 
be at a variety of levels from the clinical ‘We will explore ways to ensure that the 
team, to service lines, to departments, undergraduate curricula for all medical and 
to organisations and ultimately the whole nursing students reflect the skills and demands of 
NHS. It requires a new obligation to step up, leadership and working in the NHS.’ 
work with other leaders, both clinical and 
managerial, and change the system where ‘We will introduce a new standard in healthcare 
it would benefit patients. leadership, the Leadership for Quality Certificate.’

‘We will establish an NHS Leadership Council
which will be a system-wide body chaired by the
NHS Chief Executive, responsible for overseeing
all matters of leadership across healthcare.’

‘At the most senior levels, we will identify and
support the top 250 leaders in the NHS. This
group will include both clinical and non-clinical
leaders. They will get close support in their
personal development, mentoring, and active
career management.’



36Table 3.2 Failures in Care, and the Findings of Subsequent Inquiries

Key failings or problems

Bristol Royal Infirmary inquiry ‘It is an account of people who cared greatly about human suffering, and were dedicated and 
into poor quality paediatric well-motivated. Sadly, some lacked insight and their behaviour was flawed. Many failed to 
cardiac surgery (2001) communicate with each other, and to work together effectively for the interests of their

patients. There was a lack of leadership, and of teamwork.’

‘The highest priority still needs to be given to improving the leadership and management of
the NHS at every level. Trust boards must be able to lead healthcare at the local level.
Executive directors should be selected on agreed criteria and appropriately trained. Non-
executives should play an active role in the affairs of the trust.’

Kerr/Haslam inquiry into the ‘It is a story of management failure, failed communication, poor record keeping and a culture 
sexual abuse of female mental where the consultant was all powerful. There was a lamentable lack of communication and 
health patients (2005) leadership at regional and district levels – there was nobody in control, or prepared to take

control, so that an investigation could be carried out.’

Maidstone and Tunbridge Wells ‘Many, including senior managers past and present, were critical of the chief executive’s style 
NHS Trust inquiry into failures in which some described as ‘autocratic’ or ‘dictatorial.’ The style of management and leadership 
infection control (2007) was said by many staff to be reactive. Clinical directors failed to attend the governance and

risk committee, which provided little leadership to, or monitoring of, the directorates. The
quality of nursing in terms of attitudes and leadership skills was a major contributor to poor
care’.

Mid-Staffordshire Hospitals ‘There were significant failings in the provision of emergency healthcare and in the leadership 
NHS Trust inquiry into poor and management of the trust. There was a longstanding lack of medical and general 
clinical care in the accident and leadership. Leadership of nurses was poor. Senior nursing staff, consultants, therapists and 
emergency department (2009) managers described the leadership of the wards on floor two as being weak. The leadership

operated a closed culture. The trust’s board clearly preferred to conduct much of its business in
private.’



emerge across these inquiries (Department of Health 2001c, 2005; Healthcare
Commission 2007, 2009). They usually find that the clinical failures have
organisational origins or causes, which are often centred on failures of lead-
ership. They find dysfunctional ‘club’ cultures in which unacceptably poor
quality care is tolerated or ignored, problems are hidden rather than
tackled, people who raise concerns are marginalised or ignored, senior clin-
icians abrogate their responsibilities to lead their clinical teams properly,
chief executives are fatally distracted from their responsibilities by external
targets or grandiose plans, and NHS boards exercise inadequate oversight
and control of their organisations.

However, while the problematic – and often unsatisfactory – nature of
NHS leadership may be well established, it is far from clear that the
repeated policy initiatives some of which were summarised in Table 3.1
have had much positive effect or impact. Indeed, it could be argued that
repeated reorganisation and restructuring has weakened NHS leadership
capacity and capability, rather than strengthened it. In recent years the
term leadership has come to be used so promiscuously and unthinkingly
that it could be argued that it has rather lost its meaning – both for the
policy-makers and politicians who create and shape the statutory frame-
work and policy priorities which set the context for the NHS, and for the
NHS management and leadership community, those people who work in
NHS trusts, primary care trusts (PCTs), strategic health authorities and
other healthcare bodies and whose job it is to manage and lead.

This chapter first sets out a brief chronological account of the develop-
ment of leadership arrangements in the NHS, outlining the formal struc-
tures and management arrangements and exploring the informal, less
tangible but equally important dimensions of those arrangements, such as
the political and cultural context for leadership. It then draws from that
account to focus on four key themes for more detailed consideration – the
engagement of clinicians in the leadership of healthcare organisations; the
roles of chief executives in NHS organisations; the roles and contribution of
NHS boards in governance and leadership; and the challenges of leadership
development and capacity building. The chapter closes by drawing some
conclusions about strengths and weaknesses of leadership in the NHS and
considering its likely future development.

Context: A brief history of leadership in the NHS

The National Health Service in England has been perhaps the most cen-
trally-directed state-run health system in Europe. It is managed and led by
the Department of Health in London, and the legislative framework gives
the Secretary of State for Health extensive and largely unfettered discre-
tionary legal powers over the statutory NHS bodies which manage and
deliver health services at a local or regional level – for example to set their
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budgets, approve their plans, direct them to take specific actions, and to
remove or appoint their leaders. As of 2009, there are ten strategic health
authorities (SHAs) which are effectively responsible for the NHS in a region
(for example, the North West, or London, or the West Midlands) and are
accountable to the Department of Health. Primary care and community
services are provided through about 150 primary care trusts (PCTs), which
also commission or purchase secondary care services from NHS trusts or
foundation trusts which run hospitals, mental health services, ambulance
services and so on. PCTs and NHS trusts are accountable to SHAs, while
foundation trusts (FTs) have somewhat greater autonomy, but are closely
performance managed by their regulator, Monitor.

The history of leadership in the NHS can be cast in four main eras or
periods, and the transitions between them represent shifts in thinking at
both a political and an organisational level about how to organise, manage
and lead in the NHS. From its inception in 1948, the NHS was essentially a
traditional professional bureaucracy; in a major reorganisation in 1974 it
became what might be characterised as a state or government corporation;
in the 1980s further reforms began an era of managerialism (in line with
the wider rise of new public management as an idea); and in the 1990s and
2000s a succession of changes have moved the NHS away from being a
single organisation and towards a new era of autonomy, diversity and plu-
rality. Each of these eras is now explored in turn.

The traditional professional bureaucracy is an organisation in which pro-
fessionals have a high degree of control – hospitals, universities, law firms
and the like (Mintzberg 1979). The work undertaken is highly specialised
but often not formally specified which means assessing performance is
complex, individuals and teams have high levels of autonomy in their 
decision-making, and collective professional knowledge and relationships
are as important – or more important – as any organisational hierarchy and
authority. Such organisations exist to serve the needs of the professionals
on their staff and their clients or service users, rather than the staff existing
to serve the needs of the organisation. In that triad, the organisation is clearly
subordinate. Healthcare organisations are classic professional bureaucracies,
and from the creation of the NHS in 1948, leadership was essentially vested
in the medical profession – individually and collectively. NHS organ-
isations were not managed but administered, by administrators whose job
titles (such as hospital secretary or house governor) conveyed their purpose
– as supporters and facilitators for the individual and collective will of the
medical staff (Harrison and Pollitt 1994). At a national level, there was an
implied contract between government on the one hand and the medical
profession on the other in which while government set the overall budget
for the NHS, the use of resources was left to professionals to determine, and
clinicians had a high level of clinical freedom (Klein 2006). However, as
healthcare delivery became both more costly and more complex, the weak
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nature of collective and individual accountability was increasingly scrutin-
ised. The fragmented and unmanaged nature of health services was increas-
ingly at odds with the corporatist mood in government and industry in the
1960s, and after almost a decade of planning, the first major reorganisation
of the NHS was undertaken in 1974 (Brown 1979). 

The second era of NHS management emphasised a new form of state 
or government corporatism, in which the management and leadership of
the NHS was placed in the hands of teams of doctors, nurses and managers 
at every level through a complex and formulaic public bureaucracy. A com-
plex blueprint was drawn up for a multilevel hierarchy of regional, area,
district and unit level organisational structures and at each level control
was placed in the hands of this triumvirate, which was expected to work
through consensus (Marks 1972). A new nurse management structure, and
formal quasi-democratic consultative structures for involving doctors in
management were put in place. In practice, the administrator began to
emerge – informally – as first among equals in the leadership of NHS organ-
isations, though they were only able to exercise leadership with the con-
sent particularly of medical staff, and those managers who prospered were
those who had the political, diplomatic and intellectual skills to secure and
sustain their position. But the new management arrangements placed greater
emphasis on inclusivity and consensus than on managerial effectiveness,
and decision-making was slower and more bureaucratic than before. The
multiple level hierarchy resulted in much duplication and overlap, and 
the need for consensus tended to delay and defer contentious or difficult
decisions (Brown 1979).

In the 1980s, the political climate shifted from state corporatism towards
an ideological belief in the virtues of the private sector, markets and com-
mercial discipline and a distrust of public service ideals, values and organ-
isations. The chief executive of Sainsburys plc, Sir Roy Griffiths, was asked
to carry out a management inquiry into the NHS, and his pithy, 24 page
report to the Secretary of State was caustic in its criticism of the pace of
change and leadership capacity of the NHS (Griffiths 1983). Memorably, he
declared that if Florence Nightingale were walking the corridors of the NHS
with her lamp today, she would be searching for the person in charge.
Griffith’s prescription was the abolition of consensus management and its
replacement with a system of general management, in which a single indi-
vidual would have responsibility and authority. He also advocated the
formal engagement of doctors in managing resources and services, greater
decentralisation and devolution of authority, a joint focus both on finan-
cial and clinical accountability, and proper measurement of clinical and
service outcomes. Griffiths report was the start of a new era of managerial-
ism in the NHS, which reflected the wider rise of ‘new public management’
across public services in the UK and internationally (Harrison and Pollitt
1994). A new breed of chairs and chief executives, often with more formal
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business and management training and experience, was created. Increasingly,
doctors, nurses and other clinicians were drawn into the new managerial
arrangements not as representatives or delegates of the wider collective clin-
ical community, but as clinical managers placed in authority over members of
that community, a position which created strong tensions between clinical
and managerial paradigms and conflicting loyalties between the profession
and the organisation.

But these new, more powerful forms of managerial leadership were clearly
at odds with the essentially centrally directed and politically controlled
nature of the NHS. Slowly, over a period of ten years or more, the hierarchy
of control which led upwards from every healthcare organisation to the
Department of Health and the Secretary of State began to weaken. The NHS
started to move from looking and feeling like one, enormous organisation
in which individual NHS organisations were like operating divisions or
wholly owned subsidiaries of a single large conglomerate, to looking and
feeling more like an industry, with a network of many independent and
autonomous healthcare providers linked into a loose collective whole by
their shared interests, mutual dependence, and a regulatory framework and
overall policy direction created and overseen by the Department of Health.
These changes were part of an international trend away from direct govern-
ment control of healthcare systems and provision (Preker and Harding 2003).

The first, faltering steps involved the creation of NHS trusts in the early
1990s, which were at first promised high levels of autonomy but were 
soon controlled almost as closely as the directly managed provider units they
had replaced. Even so, important freedoms over staff employment and pay,
capital spending, and service configuration were won. But it was in the
current decade that government began to move decisively to create a more
decentralised and autonomous NHS in England (following devolution, the
NHS in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have tended to revert to 
the state or government corporatism models of the 1970s described earlier).
Four main reforms deserve to be mentioned. Firstly, the role of the Depart-
ment of Health itself was reduced, its staff was more than halved, and 
responsibility for many areas (such as employer relations, technology assess-
ment, quality monitoring, and performance improvement) was passed over to
a range of other bodies, national or local, at arms length from central govern-
ment. The Department of Health began to focus more on setting policy and
overseeing performance, rather than managing and directing the NHS.
Secondly, NHS trusts were encouraged to apply for a new status as legally
independent not for profit corporations called foundation trusts, outside the
statutory powers of direction of the Secretary of State for Health, and with a
membership from the community they serve, which elects a board of gover-
nors who in turn chooses the foundation trust’s leadership. Thirdly, a range of
new healthcare providers were encouraged to start providing health services
through the NHS. A deliberate policy aimed at creating diversity and plurality
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of supply resulted in a growing number of independent sector, for profit
providers, and the creation of new social enterprises with strong roots in the
voluntary and charitable sector was also encouraged. Fourthly, the necessary
system architecture (like markets, competition, patient choice, activity-based
funding, and service contracting) was put in place to allow this new NHS to
work.

The clinical business of today’s NHS is not so different from that of the
NHS in 1948 – outpatients, inpatients, operations, pharmaceuticals and so
on – but the scope and sophistication of clinical medicine now allows us to
do far more to prevent and treat illness and to prolong life and health.
Similarly, while the organisational structures and leadership arrangements
might seem not too dissimilar, based around hospitals, community health-
care providers, mental health services and so on, the realities of leadership
are really profoundly different. Today’s NHS leaders are more visibly and
publicly accountable, have to work in a more challenging, fast-moving 
and competitive system environment, and have both more power over and
more responsibility for the delivery of clinical care. 

The next four sections of this chapter tackle four key themes which
emerge from this context-setting introduction. The first is the place of clin-
icians, especially doctors, and their contribution to leadership in the NHS.
The second is the evolving role and function of chief executives of NHS
organisations. Thirdly, we explore the parallel evolving role and function
of NHS boards (especially their non-executive chairs and members), and
finally we turn to considering how the NHS has gone about developing its
future leaders.

The clinical dimension: Clinicians as leaders

The roles of doctors, nurses and other clinical professionals in the leader-
ship of NHS organisations have changed as the NHS itself has changed,
though NHS organisations remain at a fundamental level professionally
dominated and driven organisations in which legitimacy and authority are
essentially largely derived from professional standing or status, and the
organisational culture and values are mostly determined by professional
norms and socialisation processes. It is practically impossible to enact change
in the NHS without securing professional support for and engagement in
the change process. For this reason, the positional and professional authority
of clinical leaders is crucial to NHS performance (Davies, Hodges and Rundall
2003; Denis, Lamothe and Langley 2001).

However, as the account above shows, the nature and terms of profes-
sional engagement in the leadership of NHS organisations has changed, as
they have shifted from being traditional professional bureaucracies to being
what some have called managed professional businesses (Dickinson and
Ham 2008). The corporatisation of medicine has involved a shift away from
clinician leaders as representatives of the collective group of professionals,
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often elected or appointed on a short term rotational basis and expected
largely to watch over professional interests and values and act as a check 
on management. Instead, clinician leaders have been increasingly expected
to oversee and manage the performance of clinical colleagues, have been
appointed by the organisation for their management capacity and skills,
and have increasingly seen management as a legitimate long term career
pathway for senior clinicians (Robinson 1999; Smith and Walshe 2004).

For clinicians, particularly doctors, the transition from clinical practice to
a managerial role can be a challenging one. While senior doctors certainly
‘manage’ in their clinical practice (they manage a clinical team of junior
doctors, nurses and other professionals, and manage use of resources such
as wards, theatres and diagnostic facilities), they have little or no formal
accountability and function more as foreman/supervisor than as a manager.
The first real managerial engagement for most doctors is the role of clinical
director, where they take on responsibility for managing a clinical depart-
ment or directorate, usually working in collaboration with both a nurse
manager and a business manager. Most doctors in those roles continue
with their clinical practice alongside their managerial responsibilities. Some
then look to take on a more extended managerial role, usually as a medical
director for an NHS trust where they then assume a much broader range of
managerial responsibilities, across specialties and departments apart from
their own, often have line management responsibilities for key functions
such as clinical governance, and will be a member of the organisation’s
board alongside other directors such as the chief executive, finance director
and director of nursing. For nurses, there is a much more established pro-
fessional/managerial hierarchy, and most have their first significant man-
agement experience when they become a ward sister or charge nurse (now
often termed a ward manager), from which they may progress to be nurse
manager for a department, specialty or directorate, and then to be director
of nursing for a NHS trust. Some nurse managers go on to have successful
careers as chief executives in NHS organisations, but very few doctors move
on from being medical directors to taking on the role of chief executive.

Clinical leaders often experience a profound clash of cultures and para-
digms between their professional and managerial identities, and have to
find ways of reconciling conflicting loyalties and ideologies (Degeling, Hill
and Kennedy 2001; Degeling, Maxwell, Kennedy et al. 2003). Their clinical
training and socialisation emphasises the primacy of science and evidence
in decision-making, their responsibility to the individual patient, and their
professional autonomy and responsibility. However, their managerial func-
tion often demands decision-making on the basis of complex and incom-
plete information, requires them to trade off costs and benefits for different
patient groups and other stakeholders, and involves collective decision-
making, negotiation and working within political and other constraints on
their freedom to act (Fitzgerald 1994; Exworthy and Halford 1999). 
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The traditional medical or nursing educational curriculum provides little 
or no coverage of topics concerned with organisations, management, leader-
ship or health policy and politics. However, there is often a presumption that
senior clinicians have, by virtue of their extensive clinical experience, the
skills and capacity for senior managerial posts (Dopson 1994). In practice,
many clinicians feel unprepared for the management and organisational leader-
ship roles they take on, and are expected to learn through personal experience
and endeavour in a fairly unsupported and unplanned way. Medical manage-
ment is not recognised professionally as a specialism in itself (as it is in some
other countries), and taking on such roles can be seen as an unhelpful diver-
sion from the mainstream career options of clinical practice and research. 
As a result, many clinician managers either struggle to continue with their 
clinical work alongside their management role, or take on management
responsibilities only towards the end of their clinical career.

However, the last few years have seen a renewed focus on involving
clinicians – and especially doctors – in management and leadership. The
recent Darzi review of the NHS (Department of Health 2008) has placed
great store by developing clinical leadership and investing in new pro-
grammes designed to support the development of clinical and medical
directors and to encourage doctors to take up roles as chief executives. The
NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement has recently developed a
medical leadership competency framework in collaboration with the Acad-
emy of Medical Royal Colleges which sets out in detail the competencies
which medical leaders need at each level from doctors in training through
to consultants, clinical directors and medical directors, and which will be
used both by those involved in medical education and training nationally
and regionally and by NHS organisations locally to plan their development
activities (NHS Institute 2008).

Senior leaders: The roles of chief executives 

Previous sections have shown that the dominant organisation cultural
contexts for leading in the NHS have shifted, across four broad eras, from
traditional professional bureaucracy (1940s–1960s), government corporatism
(1970s), managerialism (1980s–2000) through to the current era, which is
characterised by fast pace and a greater degree of local autonomy. The
notion of path dependency however (Wilsford 1994; Bevan and Robinson
2005) extends to the framing of management practice as well as to policy
framing: elements from earlier times can clearly be discerned in the current
imperatives for chief executives. So, for example, a primary care trust chief
executive today (2009) will have to be mindful of ensuring buy-in from local
general practitioners through the Professional Executive Committee for any
envisaged major strategic changes to services (a nod to professional bureau-
cracy), will have to abide by the guidance laid down by the Department 
of Health in the operating framework (in accordance with government 
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corporatism), is urged by the ‘World Class Commissioning’ policy to
strengthen market stimulation and procurement capabilities (managerialism)
as well as being enjoined, by the chief executive of the NHS, to look out to
local communities, not upwards to the Department of Health. Likewise, a
chief executive of a hospital foundation trust is encouraged to ensure ‘clinical
engagement’ for policies, has to conform to national standards for quality
(albeit no longer set by the Department of Health but by an arms length body,
the Care Quality Commission), must abide by a code of governance drawn up
by Monitor, the regulator of foundation trusts, that is derived from the com-
bined code for the private sector as well as being accountable to local people
as represented by the governors and members.

The roles of chief executives in the NHS have nevertheless ostensibly
changed significantly, and not least the terminology used to describe the
executive leader. They have developed from the administrator or hospital
secretary role alluded to earlier, where the emphasis, from the inception of
the NHS to the 1960s, was on providing administrative support to ensure
the smooth day to day running of the service. Between 1974 and 1984, the
administrator was a de facto primus inter pares in the consensus manage-
ment team which also consisted of a nurse manager, finance manager 
and a doctor. The team had significant delegated authority but the model
was severely criticised for slowness and the ‘lowest common denominator’
consequences of its decision-making processes (Harrison, Hunter and Pollitt
1990). In addition, by the 1970s, long term strategic planning was in favour in
order to inculcate ‘scientific’ management and to secure orderly improve-
ments in care. Planning inched the legitimate activities of senior adminis-
trators closer to a more strategic and influential set of responsibilities, which
along with consensus management, paved the way for the enactment of the
new public management reforms of the 1980s. The Griffiths Report (1983)
gave rise to the new term and the new role in the NHS of ‘general manager’
who held ultimate responsibility for the running of the service. The term 
was itself replaced by ‘chief executive’ with the arrival in 1990 of the smaller
streamlined and business-like boards which replaced the larger, inclusive and
stakeholder style membership of health authorities, about which more later. 

Whilst the nomenclature and the range has indubitably altered, there are
some enduring challenges for health service chief executives. These include
the 24/7 operational provision of the service, internal and external com-
munications, taking a lead on forward planning, management of the finances
and staff, ensuring a productive relationship with the medical community
and management of untoward and major incidents. 

Added to the list more recently is a requirement to take responsibility 
for the overall performance including the quality of the clinical service and
patient experience, to manage the local and national politics for the current
and future benefit of the organisation and the service and to work closely with
other partners who deliver health and social care. Increasingly, the focus and
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skills of the job have diverged with the advent of the internal market and
the development of healthcare commissioning on the one hand, and the
commercialisation of provision on the other. With budgets of typically up
to £1 billion, primary care trust chief executives as the commissioners or
purchasers of health and healthcare for their local population have to bear
in mind the requirement to improve health and reduce health inequalities
and to demonstrate the 11 organisational competencies expected of ‘world
class’ commissioning, which are very different from the priorities for their
colleagues leading the provision of health services. These competences
include locally leading the NHS, assessing needs and managing knowledge,
prioritisation and market stimulation and making sound financial invest-
ments (Department of Health 2008) and are typified by a type of leader-
ship where the onus is on engagement and influence and whole system
improvements in performance. A Foundation Trust chief executive on the
other hand has to account to local members and governors, ensure com-
pliance with the terms of authorisation of the trust with the regulator,
Monitor, and has a role that is closer to the traditional challenges described
above with a focus on business strategy, marketing, management and control
and improvements in clinical quality, patient safety and overall institutional
performance. 

From this brief resume, it can be seen that the skills and attributes
required of the two main types of current health service chief executive,
especially those who are able to cross the divide between system and insti-
tutional leadership, are daunting. How do the various different theoretical
models, frameworks and empirical evidence of effective leadership help to
elucidate and explain the nature of the task? There is no space here to
apply the leadership literature comprehensively to the challenges faced 
by health service chief executives. But three themes within the literature 
do have particular resonance and relevance in the case of NHS chief exe-
cutives: the transactional approach, situational leadership, and the perfor-
mance of leadership. A fourth is now emerging which has been tentatively
termed ‘leadership as orchestration’ (Chambers 2007). 

In simple terms, the transactional form of leadership belongs largely to an
earlier era where the focus was on ‘proper administration’, and, latterly, on
management by objectives with rewards and sanctions applied accordingly. 
It has been unfavourably compared with transformational leadership which
provides inspiration and intellectual stimulation to create a climate for effec-
tive big change and improvement (Alimo-Metcalfe 1999). But transactional
leadership also relates to a focus on high quality bureaucracy (in the Weberian
sense) and on adherence to proper process, for example the production of well
written board papers and good quality meeting minutes. Some of the recent
failings in corporate governance (Chambers 2006) can arguably be related to
weaknesses in transactional leadership. The recent trend in health services
management to emphasise the use of project and programme management
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skills to steer big change initiatives, originally but now extending beyond
information technology projects, may suggest a return to favour of a trans-
actional approach but by another name. 

Situational and contingency leadership ideas came out of a sense that 
the traditional trait and style theories did not adequately capture the range
of skills and behaviours required from leadership in modern times (Bass
1990). The range of challenges for NHS chief executives today exemplifies
this. Put simply, these ideas flow from the premise that ways of leading
have to be matched to the qualities and experience of staff and to organ-
isational and situational circumstances. In relation to the latter, Grint
argues, in what he terms the social construction of leadership, that leaders
do not merely respond to the context but proactively shape it. According to
this perspective, leadership belongs explicitly to the world of theatre involv-
ing the enactment of identities, the adoption of roles and the giving of
performances (Grint 2005).

Performance (in the sense of a witnessed and enacted performance) is a
theme running implicitly through Goodwin’s research which identified five
interconnected variables including the quality of the chief executive’s exe-
cutive team as perceived by others, the history of local interorganisational
relationships, the strength of interpersonal networks, the development of
interorganisational alliances, and the extent of power sharing between
organisations. Continuing the performance analogy, these are all dependent
upon roles taken up and perceived by others to be taken up. In addition,
Goodwin further argues that a track record of demonstrable local successes
provides a local climate conducive to further change (Goodwin 2006). 

The challenges for chief executives mirrored by developments in leader-
ship theories and evidence add up convincingly to a move away from the
traditional ‘command’ part of the ‘command and control’ form of leader-
ship but retaining the ‘control’ element in order to ensure ‘superb’ exe-
cution (Collins 2001). The dominant theme is whole system leveraging
which has elsewhere been tentatively termed ‘leadership as orchestration’
(Chambers 2007) but a convincing model which works for NHS leaders is
still awaited. A recent paper written for NHS managers has argued that there is
in practice a lack of strong underpinning theory to support the practice of
leadership in the NHS which is holding back the design of effective leadership
development interventions (NHS Confederation 2009).

Going by the board: NHS governance and leadership

It is increasingly argued that leadership in NHS organisations is expected 
to come from the board as much as from individuals including the chief 
executive, as was recently demonstrated by the injunctions to the board 
contained in the report into the failures of care at Mid Staffordshire NHS
Foundation Trust (Healthcare Commission 2009). Boards in the NHS are
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relatively new entities, having been created in 1990 as a result of the influence
of new public management approaches on the NHS from the 1980s onwards.
They replaced the larger stakeholder model of health authorities, which
managed the whole local health system from 1974, and which themselves dis-
placed a four-part system, which had existed until then, of regional hospital
boards, boards of governors for teaching hospitals, executive councils for
family practitioners and local authorities that looked after community health
services. In a simplistic summary, current boards are expected to lead, health
authorities in the middle era were expected to manage, and the boards and
councils in the early days of the NHS were expected to govern their hospital
or administer independent family practitioner contracts.

Local boards in the English NHS are unitary boards of between 11 and 
16 members, although with two distinct constituencies, comprising, on 
the one hand, the executive directors led by the chief executive, and on 
the other hand, the non-executive directors led by the chair, the latter
being in the majority. Members of the board are expected to work jointly,
and bear the same level of responsibility, individually and collectively, for
the performance of the organisation, with a particular focus on strategic
development, monitoring clinical and service performance and maintain-
ing financial balance (Chambers 2006). An alternative governance model is
now being developed with the introduction of NHS Foundation Trusts and
over half of all NHS hospitals have now (2009) acquired Foundation Trust
status. 

NHS Foundation Trusts are independent public benefit corporations.
Although subject to national targets and standards, they have greater free-
doms than other types of NHS hospitals. Governance arrangements within
the governance code laid down by the regulator, Monitor, are locally deter-
mined and board members are appointed by the governors of the hospitals,
rather than by the NHS Appointments Commission. The financial regime
underpinning Foundation Trusts is significantly more rigorous and the con-
sequent expectations by the regulator, of board performance in ensuring
financial control are also therefore markedly enhanced. 

Whilst the evidence connecting boards to organisational performance 
is relatively weak (Chambers and Cornforth 2009) the contribution of
boards is increasingly in the spotlight. There is some evidence that
‘healthy’ board dynamics is important and in particular having a climate 
of high trust, combined with high challenge and high engagement 
(ibid). There have been subtle changes in the description of the role of the
non-executive director on NHS boards. The steward – ambassador – guardian
descriptor was in vogue from the late 1990s. The education sector pro-
vided the term ‘critical friend’ to add to the mix. The influence of the Higgs
Report in 2003 on non-executive directors in the private sector brought more
edge and challenge to the role. Since 2003, the foundation trust application
process has provided a reality check for many boards. All of this adds up to

Kieran Walshe and Naomi Chambers 47



the likelihood of less comfortable board meetings although not necessarily
less effective. 

It is also possible that there may be some conflicting views about the essen-
tial purpose of the board amongst the members. Cornforth has described 
six different board models from the literature on board governance and the
different roles and behaviours which flow from these. At one end, in the com-
pliance model, non-executive directors control and supervise management
decisions, and at the other end, in the rubber stamp model, board meetings
are largely symbolic and tend to ratify decisions taken by management. In
between there is a supporters club model where the focus is on the improve-
ment of external stakeholder relations, a political model in which a demo-
cratic perspective holds sway with different members interests represented, a
co-option model focused on boundary spanning, and finally a partnership
model where, as experts, the executives and non-executives share interests
and work closely together (Cornforth 2003). Uncreative conflict, or ‘grumpy
boards’, occurs when individuals hold quite different beliefs about the pur-
pose of their board and therefore exhibit behaviours which are congruent
with their own beliefs but at odds with their colleagues. Board development
in the NHS, still in its infancy, is now as a consequence focused on board
dynamics as well as on knowledge and skills. 

Leadership development and training in the NHS

In contrast with the relatively recent focus on boards, there is a long tradition
of investment in NHS leadership development and capacity building, at both
a national and a local level, going back at least to the establishment of the
NHS in 1948 (Saunders 2006). No account of this topic would be complete
without an exploration of the longstanding national graduate general man-
agement training scheme, which has been in place for over 50 years and 
is one of the few enduring features of the NHS organisational landscape,
having survived many reorganisations or restructurings. Its longevity is per-
haps a sign of its perceived success or effectiveness, or at least a signal that
influential leaders in the NHS hold it in high enough regard to have protected
and preserved it over the years. The scheme is broadly similar in some respects
to the Civil Service ‘fast track’ management programme. It admits about 
100 individuals a year on a 24 month programme of academic learning, man-
agement placements and development opportunities, and its modern struc-
ture is not too dissimilar in content and approach to that in place when 
it was established in 1956 with 12 trainees (Saunders 2006). With approach-
ing 3,000 entrants over the last five decades, it is perhaps not surprising 
that its alumni have featured heavily among the senior leadership of the 
NHS. Alongside that scheme, more recent additions include a similar train-
ing scheme for finance managers, and one for HR managers. All three are
intended to create the future leaders of the NHS. 
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A series of evaluations undertaken over the years have found that while
the NHS management training scheme is very highly regarded, is compet-
itive for the best talent in the graduate marketplace, and produces many
future senior leaders, too little attention has been given to other parts 
of the leadership and management development landscape – such as the
needs of a much wider and less elite-focused cadre of managers, the needs
of clinician managers, the development of future board level leaders and
chief executives, the needs of non-executive members of NHS boards, and
so on. Over the last two decades since the introduction of general manage-
ment in the 1980s, a number of reports have argued that NHS leadership
development is too piecemeal, that levels of investment are too low for 
the size, scale and complexity of the NHS’ leadership needs, that there is 
no coherent approach to managing and developing talent, and that a more
comprehensive and integrated approach is required (NHSTA 1986; Depart-
ment of Health 2009). 

An important step forward in defining and framing the needs for develop-
ment in the NHS has been the development of a competency based frame-
work by the NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement, which aims to
provide a comprehensive and widely applicable way to describe the leader-
ship attributes, qualities, skills or capacities needed at different levels by
NHS leaders. Based on research by Hay Consulting with a wide range of
organisations and individual NHS leaders, the NHS leadership qualities
framework defines three main clusters of competencies (personal qualities,
setting direction and delivering the service) each of which is then broken
down into five qualities (Department of Health 2001b; NHS Institute 2003,
2006). It combines a cluster essentially concerned with personal qualities
like self awareness, self belief, self management, personal integrity and drive
for improvement with two clusters concerned essentially with direction
and delivery. The framework is summarised in Figure 3.1.

In recent years, the NHS Institute has used the NHS leadership qualities
framework to organise and integrate its increasingly wide range of leader-
ship and management development programmes. As well as assuming res-
ponsibility for the longstanding management training scheme discussed
earlier, it has run major programmes aimed at black and ethnic minority
managers and women in NHS management and leadership roles, and has
established a programme for managers with experience from other sectors
entering the NHS. It has also recently developed an extensive portfolio of
board level development activities, aimed at aspiring board level directors,
future and current chief executives, and non-executive directors.

At the same time, the moves towards a much less hierarchical and cen-
trally controlled NHS described earlier have made it, in some ways, more
difficult to organise and deliver leadership development at a national level.
In an NHS made up largely of autonomous NHS foundation trusts, with
management appointments made at an organisational level, it is far from
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clear that the NHS Institute, Department of Health and SHAs can direct or
control management and leadership development and their approach will
have to be founded more on the collaborative development of agreed plans
and strategies with the NHS community which are likely to then be deliv-
ered increasingly at a local level (Department of Health 2009).

Conclusions

It was noted at the outset of this chapter that the NHS presents a unique
leadership challenge because of the sheer scale, complexity, professional
control, political sensitivity and public scrutiny of the enterprise. Successful
chief executives in the NHS are often very impressive individuals, equipped
with the intellectual, political and emotional intelligence required to cope
with this leadership challenge. But chief executives’ careers can be extremely
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demanding – taking a high personal toll on their health and wellbeing 
– and they are sometimes cut short abruptly when internal or external prob-
lems are seen to require their ceremonial or symbolic removal from office.
It is perhaps unsurprising that, despite high levels of financial reward for
these positions, they are often difficult to fill.

Moreover, the centrally directed, politically controlled nature of the NHS
has in the past created a rather toxic and brutal environment for senior
leaders. Chief executives of NHS trusts, PCTs and strategic health author-
ities have been left in no doubt that their position depends on their absolute
loyalty to the policy direction and national strategy set by the Department
of Health, and their scope for freedom of thought and action has been
quite limited. Chief executives and senior leaders have been expected to be
faithful implementers of a constant and sometimes chaotic and conflicting
stream of policy initiatives, reorganisations and reforms. The performance
of NHS organisations has often been micromanaged by the Department of
Health through its strategic health authorities, and there has been exten-
sive interference in the operational management of health services. Perhaps
the most successful chief executives in this environment have been those
who were able to ‘manage upwards’ their relationship with the Department
of Health, could ensure that they met all external expectations and perfor-
mance measures, and were able to create a coherent narrative and con-
sistent strategic direction for their organisation out of the rather incoherent
and inconsistent national policy environment. 

But the nature of the NHS is slowly changing – as it moves from being
essentially controlled and directed by the Department of Health to having a
more distributed, devolved and networked model of governance. Undoubt-
edly, the most interesting and exciting opportunities to exercise leadership
arise from this slackening of the central reins, and from the new legal forms of
organisation such as NHS foundation trusts and social enterprises. In the
future, successful chief executives are likely to be so not because of their skill
in managing their relationship with the Department of Health and the
centre, but because of their skill as leaders in managing their organisations
and their relationships with a host of other stakeholders. They will have far
more opportunity to create and shape a new organisational destiny, and to
set their own organisational strategy and direction. For some existing
leaders in the NHS, this new era brings great uncertainty and some unfa-
miliar discomfort, but for others it is likely to be the start of a new era in
NHS leadership.
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4
Education Reform and School
Leadership
Helen Gunter and Gillian Forrester

Introduction

The beginning of the 2008 autumn term in schools in England has been
accompanied by newspaper headlines declaring ‘schools in crisis hunt for
1,000 new heads’ because schools are without a permanent headteacher in
place for the start of the new school year:

Mike Stewart, headteacher of Westlands school in Torbay, Devon, and
chair of the NAHT’s secondary committee, said staff who would once
have wanted to become heads were choosing not to because of rising
levels of stress. ‘Schools are now compared using 173 ranking methods 
– and if it is at the bottom on one of them the headteacher is sacked,’
said Stewart. ‘It’s crackpot.’ He argued that a lot of schools now had to
advertise two or three times for a headteacher – something that would
have been ‘unheard of’ five or six years ago (Lightfoot and Asthana 2008). 

Such a situation seems to be far removed from the optimism of 1997 when
New Labour staked a claim for rapid and sustainable school improvement
based on a huge investment into headteachers as leaders. During the past
decade heads have gained higher status and salaries, their own training
college, the opportunity to lead national reforms in their schools and
provide data to prove success in meeting national standards. However, it
seems that headship, now rebranded as organisational and performance
leadership, is not the role that it once was, and indeed the New Labour dis-
course is now about potential school leaders from the private, public and
voluntary sectors. So headteachers as ‘public sector’ leaders are facing rapid
and fundamental change generating the question: how is professional iden-
tity experienced through the practice of leadership? In this chapter we
intend to explore this by beginning with the situation that New Labour
inherited, before we go on to examine the more recent interventions they
have made into the framing and practice of headship. We will draw on a
range of primary and secondary sources, but in particular we will provide
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empirical evidence from the Knowledge Production and Educational Leadership
Project (Gunter and Forrester 2008a) to allow headteachers to speak about
their experiences and their voices be heard. 

New Labour’s eve

In taking up office in May 1997 the New Labour government colonised a
field that had grown rapidly over the previous 30 years. They inherited 
a situation where those who practised leadership and management were
headteachers together with teachers, middle managers (pastoral and cur-
riculum/coordinator roles), and senior managers (deputy heads and staff
with whole school roles). Structure was based on the historical legacy of the
Victorian headmaster tradition which had produced the normality of the
single person in charge of the school. Research suggests that the inherited
‘public school’ approach was autocratic with tensions between paternalism
and professionality but with teachers as ‘experts’ in their own domains.
While a ‘first among equals’ leading professional trend emerged in the post-
World War Two period, the 1988 Education Reform Act turned schools into
small businesses (right to hire and fire staff, open enrolment and formula
funding) which Grace (1995) argues reworked the headmaster tradition
into the entrepreneurial chief executive operating in a quasi-market:

If school leadership, in the person of the headteacher, was expected to
provide and articulate a moral mission in the nineteenth century and a
professional and pedagogically progressive mission in the social demo-
cratic era, then it seems that contemporary headteachers in England will
increasingly be expected to articulate a market mission (41). 

While studies had taken place on the role and work of the headteacher (e.g.
Coulson 1976; Hall et al. 1986) and heads had written about how best to
undertake the job (e.g. Edmonds 1968), the tensions between the chief
executive and leading professional roles remained. 

The production of headteachers in the state system was by a trained and
experienced teacher climbing the rungs of the ladder to head of subject/year/
house, to deputy headteacher to headteacher. Hence the head as headteacher
could lead on pedagogic and curriculum issues, as well as liaise with the local
authority and other external agencies. The emphasis was on the preparation
for the role through the experience and credibility of having been a classroom
teacher combined with training by local authorities and postgraduate study.
The 1988 Act shifted this professional identity from educational leadership
towards school organisational leadership where the headteacher had to be
separated from teachers in order to lead and manage staff work and perfor-
mance. Hence heads had to manage budgets and generate income through
bids, and, through a mandated system of performance management, reward
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and sack staff. Studies of heads and senior teams focus mainly on experiences
and how they adjusted to business management (e.g. Hall 1996; Ribbins and
Marland 1994; Southworth 1995; Wallace and Hall 1994). Training rather
than preparation had grown (e.g. OTTO, One Term Training Opportunities)
with courses coordinated 1983–1988 by the National Development Centre
(NDC) (Bolam 1986), and towards the end of the Conservative period in office
from the mid-1990s nationally controlled training emerged as an important
feature. 

By the time New Labour took office in 1997 headteacher professional
identity had been reworked around secular New Public Management notions
of market competition, audit through inspection, performance through
league tables, and delivery through standards (Clarke et al. 2000). The study
of headship had two main trends; first, those who sought to capture and
understand career pathways and professional practice (e.g. Pascal and Ribbins
1998; Rayner and Ribbins 1999); and second, those who sought to promote
private sector models of organisational efficiency and effectiveness through
prescriptive advice about marketing, and team management (see Gunter
1997). Evidence from an ESRC seminar series (Bush et al. 1999; EMA 1999),
a state of the art literature review by Hall and Southworth (1997), and an
enquiry by the House of Commons Select Committee (House of Commons
1998) shows that on the eve of New Labour taking office the field was 
pluralistic in relation to knowledge production and claims (Gunter and
Ribbins 2003). However, New Labour thinkers and policy-makers were
determined to control the knowledge claims underpinning their reforms 
by using School Effectiveness and School Improvement research to argue
for the primacy of headteachers as organisational leaders (Barber 1996)
even though analysis of the evidence base was more circumspect:

The idea that powerful and visionary heads enhance the school’s effective-
ness is thus a continuing belief in the research and the teacher profession
generally. Yet beyond this assertion surprisingly little else is known. For
example, it remains unclear in what ways heads actually influence and
shape their schools. School effectiveness studies and more recently school
improvement commentaries have offered some broad ideas about the
nature of effective leadership, but these are relatively generalised and
superficial. Longitudinal and observational studies of heads increasing the
effectiveness of the schools they lead are presently lacking. Hence, we do
not have a sophisticated understanding of how heads make a difference and
how this might vary according to the school’s context, size, development
needs and the head’s professional background, experience, skills and know-
ledge. Although the centrality of the head is widely acknowledged, it has not
been examined in very much depth (Hall and Southworth 1997: 164–165). 

New Labour’s approach was not to seek to know more about head-
ship and teachers but to act as if an investment in headteachers was 
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both the obvious and right thing to do in order to bring about radical 
reforms. 

New Labour’s decade

The translation into action of the famous commitment to ‘education, edu-
cation, education’ by Tony Blair in the 1997 election campaign was by
setting the agenda for national standards in the White Paper Excellence in
Schools (DfEE 1997) and presenting a workforce strategy in the Green Paper,
Teachers: Meeting the Challenge of Change (DfEE 1998). Significantly, policy
texts gave no acknowledgement to field development, and did not see the
pluralistic nature of the field as a strength (see PIU 2001). Teachers were
told that peer appraisal had failed and hence performance management
was needed, and that a division of labour based on a leadership hierarchy
supported by role specific training was essential. The New Labour discourse
located in ministerial speeches, government documents and the work of
private consultants contracted to deliver changes was around heroic and
charismatic transformational leaders (Gunter and Forrester 2008b). Hence
like Clarke et al. (2000) we would acknowledge that the change was more
than the installation of New Public Management roles and jobs but was
about ‘a set of shifts in organizational beliefs and practices’ (8) where the
strategy is to forge new power relationships. The power process embedded
within such agenda setting was revealed in two main thrusts designed 
to encourage a New Labour disposition: first, the strategic approach to 
headteachers as leaders was through a symbolic and financial investment
with the National College for School Leaders (e.g. Clarke 2003; DfEE 1999;
Munby 2006) enabled through the nationalisation of training and control
of the research agenda through commissioning and publishing (Gunter 
and Forrester 2008b). Branded ‘designer-leadership’ (Gronn 2003: 7) became
a requirement (a contractual one for new heads) and this enabled a second
interconnected operational thrust to further separate an elite of trained,
accredited and accountable leaders from teachers, and the audit culture to
permeate lives and work. Significantly the use of targets to manage the
system, what Barber (2007) celebrated as ‘deliverology’, meant that required
and preferred practices could be determined and reforms secured. In the
revised National Standards (DfES 2004) headteachers were told that they
had to implement reforms, and this was secured through training and
accreditation, and compliance with a panoply of control mechanisms (e.g.
OfSTED inspections, League Tables, Contextual Value Added statistics) that
sought to structure language, behaviour, and importantly the ‘teacher’s
soul’ (Ball 2003).

By the end of the first decade in power New Labour had continued the
modernisation of the public sector through neoliberal ideas and strategies
to the extent that it does not exist as a distinctive sector (Ball 2007). Hence
a school is a small business that is ‘funded’, and such funding not only
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comes from the taxpayer but also can come from voluntary support
through ‘in kind’ activity, private sector profit through service and product
development, and philanthropic donations as one off contributions or
through strategic investment in, for example, Academy schools. A school
may stay separate or form partnerships with, or be taken over by another
school, and so the structure of educational provision with Federations, All-
through schools, and Academies in addition to Local Authority schools 
has impacted on how leadership is to be conceptualised and practised.
Within this restructuring the dominance of the single person (whether
headteacher, principal, chief executive) remains, but what has shifted is 
the pool from which this person is selected. The former requirement to
have Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) has disappeared, and so the emphasis 
is on the effective local leadership of national reforms, where the Prime
Minister’s Strategy Unit (2006) suggested that the interplay between
national performance requirements with local user needs and demands be
mediated through leadership. Such leaders can come from the traditional
route of teachers who have risen up the ladder, but also from public 
services, voluntary organisations and private sector companies. Such
changes are redesigning the role of the top person leading educational 
provision in a local area, and the combination of restructuring with 
the reluctance of trained senior leaders to apply for headship and the 
retirement of sizeable generation of serving headteachers, means that those
who take over the running of schools may not be from the traditional
teacher background. 

Such changes to headship (or principalship as it is increasingly being
labelled) fits with the neoliberal market agenda, where the chief executive
needs to deliver and the workforce needs to be flexible and trained to 
do the delivery (DfES/PwC 2007). Indeed, the nationalisation of training 
is developing in interesting ways with emerging partnerships between 
government and the private sector. For example, the NCSL and the Spe-
cialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) are working with Absolute
Return for Kids (ARK) to deliver the Future Leaders programme. It seems
that while the government’s own commissioned research has confirmed
that ‘school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influ-
ence on pupil learning’ (Leithwood et al. 2006: 3) the emphasis on leader-
ship rather than teachership remains. While the rhetoric is of ‘distributed’,
‘shared’, and ‘total’ leadership, sug-gesting that others are involved in 
ways other than the follower of a charismatic leader, this is mainly hybrid
thinking as the leader-centric nature of policy and the knowledge claims
drawn from School Effectiveness and School Improvement remains a 
stable feature of policy design. Furthermore, those who have developed
such models of leadership have a stake in retaining the basic purposes 
and features of the role, with regular rebranding in order to retain product
advantage in the market.
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Researching headteachers

Current research into the experiences of headteachers in the decade of New
Labour remains limited, and it seems that little has moved on from Hall
and Southworth’s (1997) identification that claims are stronger than the
empirical data. Research is dominated by government and its agencies, and
following Raffo and Gunter (2008) we would argue that it tends to be func-
tional. The rationale is about efficiency and effectiveness, and the nar-
ratives are about organisational change and increasingly wider systemic
contributions (e.g. Bristow et al. 2007; Earley et al. 2002; Huber et al. 2007;
Leithwood et al. 2006; NCSL 2007). Important challenges to the underlying
assumptions and epistemology (e.g. Barker 2006; Coupland et al. 2008;
O’Shaughnessy 2007; Thomson and Blackmore 2006) as well as the nega-
tive impact of functionalism (e.g. Barker 2005; Goss 2008) are taking place.
However, there is little socially critical work, that in Raffo and Gunter’s
(2007) terms, focuses on rationales to do with social justice with narratives
that are about inclusion, democratic participation and community equity.
The dominance of functionalism where interventions are about making the
system work smoothly in the interests of the economy means that there is
little actual research with and by heads where pedagogy and curriculum are
a central focus, and where the headteacher (with teachers, students and
parents) work as policy-makers (Ozga 2000). Thomson (2001) researching
in Australia argues for ‘pictures of principals as embodied moral subjects
dealing with complex and shifting situations’ with ‘deliberate efforts to
construct more disruptive representations…of “principalling”’ (5–6). Such
socially critical analysis is emerging with Hollins et al.’s (2006) study of
alternative school improvement, and Bottery’s (2007a,b) portraits of head-
teachers in context. Notably Bottery shows that headteachers continue to
ground their practice in relation to children and learning, but their policy-
making capacity is limited with a failure to link what they do locally with
wider policy strategies. Hence Thomson’s (2001) call remains urgent so that
research ‘can represent principals as saturated in pedagogies and ethically
involved with the ambiguities and complexities of life in schools then
scholars and professional associations could not only disrupt totalising
technical and managerial strategies of regulation, but also provide useful
resources for the principal as moral subject…’ (19). 

We intend to make a contribution to this emerging socially critical
agenda by presenting analysis from interviews with 25 headteachers who
participated in the Knowledge Production in Educational Leadership Project
(Gunter and Forrester 2008a). The details about the sample are shown in
Table 4.1.

Headteachers were asked to talk about their professional biography, their
approach to leadership combined with views about policy reforms and
practices. The research revealed the leadership habitus of headteachers,
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which is structured from past experiences and personal and professional
knowledge, and is structuring through how each individual experiences
their practice (Bourdieu 2000). We intend in our analysis to draw on this
data to show how headteachers experience their professional identity as
leaders through their practice. Our argument is that headteacher profes-
sional identity is located in how they position themselves as educational
agents interplaying with the structuring impact of neoliberal education
policies. While headteachers are technically positioned as being integrated
into government policy, we will examine what headteachers say about han-
dling the functionality agenda by having to implement reforms. 

Talking heads

A strong feature of the data is the underlying commitment to children and
their learning. For example,

I love seeing kids faces when they achieve. I like to see the fact that you
can impact, you can help to shape children’s lives by giving them
opportunities. And I really enjoy to see those opportunities taken by
children. I like to see staff be promoted (Phil). 

What do I like about headship? I have lots of fun. I think it is a huge
privilege to be a head. For instance we had a celebration authority-wide
event on Thursday and Friday of last week, and we did an authority
wide INSET and we had 500 pupils performing and you stand back from
that and you look at what education means to them and how much it
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Table 4.1 Sample of Headteachers

Headteachers Primary Secondary Special Total heads

Recent
(1–5 years) 3 males 1 male 9

2 females 3 females

Experienced
(6–15 years) 3 females 2 males 1 male 7

1 female

Experienced (Retired)
(6–15 years, now retired) 1 female 1

Veteran 
(over 16 years) 1 female 3 males 1 female 5

Veteran (Retired)
(over 16 years, now retired) 3 males 3

Total schools 10 13 2 25



raises their hopes in life; all their aspirations, what they can do and if
they set the benchmark high they get there (Jane). 

This child-focused rationale by the majority of the headteachers is the 
starting point from which decisions in the job are rooted. The visibility of a
child orientation does locate most heads as moral subjects where their pro-
fessional identity is an embodied commitment to children and their learn-
ing, generating strong emotional claims of personal achievement. This is
further extended to include staff as colleagues where headteachers want 
to support and enable good teaching and career advancement. At the 
same time there is a disposition to do leading where ‘making a difference’ 
by taking on complex challenges in the school is relished. The interplay
between the two is a key theme in our data and manifests itself both 
in accounts of their positive contribution to school improvement and
arguments about how frustrated they are in the job. 

Frustration is shown in how the headteachers articulate their responses
to being positioned as the implementers of national reforms, and what this
means for how they understand themselves and their disposition to put
children and staff first:

I think we are assessment crazy, and that concerns me. We seem to want
to be assessing children and not concentrating on teaching and learn-
ing, as much as I would like (Susan).

I think this is a government that wants to get involved in too much
detail. So the primary strategy when it was initiated was massively
detailed wasn’t it, the four part lesson. We were almost getting to the
stage where we were going to know which page you were on if it was
Tuesday 11th November… But once you get to the primary strategy, once
you get to the minutiae of detail that this government tried to impose, 
I felt that you took away professionalism, I felt you took away, to an
extent, excitement… (Don). 

I think also in terms of policy, it’s the sheer weight of initiatives, the
sheer number of initiatives. Again we’ve got lots and lots of intervention
strategies for lower achieving children. And of course children only get
one chance and you know they deserve the right to make as much
progress as they can. But it puts an enormous amount of strain on staff
to co-ordinate all the different initiatives that are going on. And actually
still be able to measure the impact of each individual one. I think the
other major issue is not one of policy necessarily but of attitude. And I
feel it just gets worse and worse, that no matter what you do and no
matter what progress you make, it’s always not good enough. There is
always progress to make and yes of course there is always progress to 
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be made but it just seems so rare that there is ever any recognition of the
work that people put in these days from the national perspective (James). 

The frustrations are not temporary but are located in deep-seated concerns
that reforms are too rapid, too many and do not take into account the local
situation. One head talks about the plan to put computers into children’s
homes where the family cannot afford one, with the dilemma on his part
of knowing that the computers may be sold to feed drug habits. Another
talks about how plans to site an academy which could destroy a nearby
successful school. Two heads talk about how remodelling the school work-
force has affected professional relationships in schools, not least through
the requirement to provide time for planning, preparation and assessment
when crises (not least in staffing absence) might mean that old fashioned
goodwill is needed to deal with an ‘all hands on deck’ situation. The causes
of this are all located in the top down nature of permanent revolu-
tion where functional interventions may not have taken into account 
the realities of schools as social and relational communities that requires
educational as distinct from business leadership:

But why is there a shortage of heads? It’s a job that nobody wants so
they have to ask themselves why? And my answer would be because of
this model. You go into teaching because you want to teach, you want
to be with children and obviously with the children comes the families
and… then suddenly it’s a business model… it’s a very remote analytical
data-led role. You have to be very cost efficient, you know every child
has to, obviously every child we want them to achieve their full poten-
tial but in life things happen and it impacts on performance. But the
business model to my mind doesn’t allow for that… Two years ago we
had twin girls, their mother died… Last year another child, her father
died suddenly, you know these events impact, they have to don’t
they?… But those children are still expected to perform and it just seems
a very, a harder image of headship (Mary).

… I am a little bit concerned about what I read in the press about headship,
about that it may be bursars that take on headship. […] my bursar [and]
she is very well qualified, she has got an MBA, and she is on training that 
is saying in the future bursars will be leading schools… I am concerned
about that for the future, because I think there needs to be some under-
standing about children. Yes, we are a business. We run three businesses
here, two cheque book businesses: nursery, after school care and then the
school budget. And that is okay but there has to be some compassion and
sensitivity and understanding about young people. So I think that would
be a bit sad, and I don’t let it keep me awake at night, because I shall retire
before that change happens, but I do think it is likely (Susan).

62 Education Reform and School Leadership



… in terms of the post 90’s agenda, I think headship has become much
more a managerial system in which the forces of accountability are 
the ones that hit you large rather than the forces of restructuring and
reculturing. And I think if you’re restructuring and reculturing I think
you’re going to have a very different enterprise for your heads. Its really
interesting I mean, take for example, up and down the country secondary
schools […] If you take 2004 then every secondary school head would
have had their kids doing modern languages, 14–16. It you take 2002,
every secondary school would have had every single child doing modern
languages up to 16. You take 2006, well it’s up to you whether kids take
it or not. You take 2008 and we’re encouraged that 60% should do it.
How can all that be right, you got me? And then you have things like
the three part lesson, so you take the clock back three or four years and
there is this massive encouragement for three part lessons as the way to
go forward. And then probably people like you research to show that the
three part lesson is shown to be inadequate […] But we all do it, we
don’t question it. […] And it isn’t right. So what I worry about headship
is that we are part of a system in which the notion of being a profession
[…] I don’t mean independently, I mean working with our peers, our
communities, but in which we ourselves will debate what it is that is
most worthwhile for our young people or community does not occur
and we somehow too easily give up. We haven’t given up here, but
people generally (Barry). 

What this third quotation illustrates is how the challenges of the top down
are handled by the headteachers, and analysis of our data shows that heads
position themselves in three main ways.

Educational agenda setters

These heads are a quarter of the sample. While concerned with local
problem solving these heads have a strong commitment to a local agenda
for the educational purposes of public education and its impact on the
national. They talk about the highs and lows of initiatives, but have a
strong sense of how to bring people and children with them in what they
regard as the educational purposes of schools. There is a strong sense of
being political where local practice can impact and change the national
scene. Heads associate with the social justice aim of New Labour but are
concerned about the managerialism embedded in strategic thinking and
delivery and are active in their opposition to this, not least through their
practice. As one headteacher puts it:

… its still that thing about, (1) making sure that every child actually can
thrive in terms of our social democracy, (2) making sure that you create
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a sense in which you open up what it counts to be successful in terms 
of a learner rather than just five A to Cs and, (3) that you have an
absolute remit to work in a sense of social justice and community and 
to build up fairness and a model of community so that you model 
something in a sense which you yourself can approve, appreciate and
enjoy (Barry).

Ambivalent implementers

These heads make up 50% of the sample. There is more of an acceptance of
the official positioning, even though frustration (and some disillusion-
ment) is evident. There is a local orientation to problem solving, as one
heads states in response to workforce changes:

And I actually naively came into headship thinking, right it’s a national
programme so people will be finding solutions. And I suddenly realised
the solutions are local to the school and you have to find them (Lisa). 

There is a drive in some of these heads to take risks to protect the local situ-
ation, which is usually about filtering national demands in relation to
school priorities, but can be more dramatic for particular schools where
national standards and OfSTED inspections could threaten survival. For
example, one headteacher talks about setting up a local nursery without
local authority permission, and this combined with other changes to
service provision has meant that there have been no redundancies. 

Reform agenda deliverers

These heads are a quarter of the sample. These heads operate close to gov-
ernment in relation to policy advice and delivery, and as such reveal a New
Labour disposition through focusing on failing schools and national stan-
dards. There is concern about reforms and the manner in which they are
imposed, not least how one head talked about the patronising nature of
headteachers being told that they don’t know how to do things. However,
the dominance of functionalism is accepted and these heads seek to ensure
the right type of interventions are made in schools so that centralism does
not cause dysfunctional processes and outcomes. They are actively
involved in government consultations and training:

… I have been invited twice to Downing Street to discuss government
policy and changes in educational practice. So I think they do listen […]
And I have been able to have telephone conversations with them to say,
‘look I approve of this, but do you realise the implications of the other?’
(Name of Government Advisor) has been to this school. I think they
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have made themselves available and they have not hidden in ivory
towers, and I think that is very laudable (Linda). 

There is a tendency to publicly accept the charismatic leader role demanded
by the reform agenda:

… I was invited four years ago to a meeting in London by the DfES. 
I hadn’t a clue why I was, and there were about 200 of us there 
nationally. And that was because we had been identified as being trans-
formational leaders. And it had come through a whole variety of OfSTED
reports, knowledge from the DfES of you, LEA recommendations and 
so on (Linda).

There is recognition that being close to government enables them to 
see and engage with the insider politics in the production of policy. In
Bourdieu’s (2000) terms there is a symbolic exchange taking place where
heads gain an opportunity to shape and indeed lead on reforms, are rewarded
with honours, and in return they provide legitimacy for government through
policy based on consultation. 

In summary, we would argue that Lingard et al.’s (2003: 74) notion of
‘productive leadership habitus’, encompassing the dimensions of reflexivity
and moral preparedness of the educational leader (‘do the most good 
and cause the right change’) along with ‘the capacity and disposition to
deal with the wholeness of the school’, applies to understanding edu-
cational leadership. The headteachers in our study demonstrate various
leadership approaches and different responses to centrally determined 
policies and, arguably, their leadership habitus is revealed through the
choices they make. Hence we have gone beyond the descriptive tech-
nical features of New Public Management towards the reported lived experi-
ence of how a group of professionals have responded to attempts to change
their power relationships with teachers and children. Some feel constrained
in their educational leadership work and by the unremitting torrent of 
government policy initiatives. Others are seemingly more acquiescent 
to the reform agenda and their involvement with various govern-
ment agencies is experienced as enhancing their professional identity 
as school leaders. Our data shows however the complexity of leadership 
for while headteachers may appear to accommodate modernisation in 
the way advocated by government they do not necessarily subscribe whole-
heartedly to the values, which underpin New Labour’s managerialism.
Indeed all headteachers in this study had their own moral purposes 
for education and their own ideas regarding the qualities required for 
‘effective’ leadership. These have been formulated depending upon the
nature of their leadership habitus and are usually based on child-centred
principles. 
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Conclusion

Public policy in England over the last quarter of a century has drawn on
neoliberal knowledge production processes in order to frame and intervene
in the work of headteachers. Old ideas of the headmaster tradition have
been recombined with normative models of the entrepreneur located as 
an empowered local deliverer of national reforms. However the market
penetration of public services means that headteachers as leaders, while
serving a purpose in the early part of the decade, are increasingly viewed as
part of the problem. While New Labour inherited and strengthened the
headteacher as local leader, the shift has been towards effective organ-
isational leadership that is generic and open to all who can demonstrate
the requisite knowledge, attributes and skills. 

Like Beech et al. (2008) we are interested in the work and workings of
identity and there is ample evidence in policy texts and discourses of a
direct intervention to do identity work with headteachers. We have shown
how headteachers are being positioned by policy and how they position
themselves. Notably, the headteachers we have worked with have to vary-
ing degrees taken on board and seek to improve the received neoliberal
identity promoted by New Labour, or have rejected it in favour of edu-
cational and moral purposes, or experience ambivalence regarding their
aim to do no harm to children but at the same time knowing that technical
implementation of externally determined reforms is a requirement. We
have therefore not engaged with particular styles of leadership but with the
politics of headteacher identity as leaders, doing leading and exercising
leadership. This has enabled us to relate the professional practice of head-
teachers to the bigger picture of neoliberal reforms under both Thatcherite
and Blairite regimes. Such a picture shows that while considerable symbolic
and economic capital remains invested (where we can be forgiven for
thinking that the normality of headteachers seems to be unassailable),
policy discourse suggests that what is actually emerging is a trajectory
where generic leaders are deemed to be the most effective in the market
place. 

We have been studying headship at a particular moment in time, and
while studies are concerned with how heads are doing their job and how
they might do it better through prescriptive models of leadership, this is, 
to use Silver’s (1990) words, an example of being busy but blind. The open-
ing up of public sector services to the market means that a neoliberal 
disposition is needed, and this may or may not come from those who
remain as headteachers. Our position could be characterised as somewhat
‘unmodern’ because we want to make a case for education to be led by
those who are immersed in teaching and learning. Hence we should not 
be distracted by low level debates about which leadership model to use or
how to lead change, but about the professional expertise, values, and the
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particular knowledge of what it means to work with people and children in
pedagogic processes. 
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5
Policing, New Public Management
and Legitimacy1

Mike Hough

Introduction

This chapter charts the emergence – and subsequent decline – of New Public
Management (NPM) on policing in Britain. I shall argue that it had a 
negative impact on the quality of policing in Britain, imposing an overly crude
conception of ‘policing as crime control’ on government policy.2 Over the
period that NPM was most in evidence in government policy crime fell
steeply; yet public confidence in the police also showed steep falls over the
same period. The chapter will argue that policing policy of the period
needed to pay much more attention to more subtle policy goals of building
institutional legitimacy in order to foster public consent to the rule of law.
It will trace the way in which policing policy is showing clear signs of
moving in the right direction, away from NPM solutions and towards a
more sophisticated conception of policing. But the chapter will also point
to the risk that the pursuit of public confidence in the police could result in
a form of policing that actually does little to build consent to the rule of
law amongst those who are most at risk of engagement in crime.

In essence, it is argued that NPM attempts to ‘modernise’ the British
police narrowed the police function in a way that damaged public satis-
faction with, and confidence in, the police. Senior police picked up on this
before central government, and initiated a new ‘Reassurance Policing’
policy to counteract the trend. The chapter concludes by suggesting that
the new policy (or in some senses the reversion to an old policy) could
serve as a means to revivify police legitimacy – but it could be hijacked by
those who want to co-opt the ‘law abiding majority’ in a ‘war against
crime’. The crudity of thought in this sort of Manichaeanism is no less
risky and counterproductive than the thinking that underpins the ‘war
against terror’ that I associate with the Bush and Blair administrations. 

Legitimacy and criminal justice

The idea of policing by consent – building the legitimacy of the institutions of
policing – has a long history, whose origins can be traced to the establishment
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of the Metropolitan Police, and the stress laid by its founders on the impor-
tance of securing public cooperation.3 And community policing principles,
articulated by various senior officers over the post-war consistently empha-
sised policing by consent (see, for example, Alderson 1979, 1984). Crimino-
logists, notably Robert Reiner (1992) charted the processes of legitimation
pursued by the police. The centrality of police legitimacy was also implicit
in the land-mark judicial enquiry chaired by Lord Scarman into the urban
riots that occurred in 1981 (Scarman 1981). In the period following the riots
of the early/mid-1980s, both government policy and senior police officers
often articulated the assumption that good relations between police and
public would yield cooperation and compliance with the law. 

Thereafter the idea that police legitimacy was a crucial dimension to
policing became increasingly less visible in public and political debate
throughout the 1990s and into the 21st century. In part this may reflect the
fact that relations between the British police and poor urban communities
were much calmer over the 15 year period from 1990 than in the 1980s 
– reducing pressure on the police and policing academics to scrutinise the
quality of consent to policing amongst the public. 

However, it would be misleading to suggest that the problems of
police/community relations had become solved over this period. Relations
between police and public remained poor for some groups, particularly
those minority ethnic groups who are at risk of social exclusion (see, for
example, FitzGerald et al. 2002). Thus other explanations are needed for the
lack of engagement in Britain in the 1990s with ideas about police legit-
imacy and public compliance, and for the retreat from principles of policing
by consent that were commonplace in the 1970s and 1980s. The main
theme of this chapter is that debate about policing was drawn away from
these issues by the combined effect of the New Public Management (NPM)
reforms of the British police, which can be dated to around 1990, and the
related emergence at the same time of a crude political populism in relation
to law and order. These interacted in such a way that political questions
about criminal justice in general, and policing in particular, began to be
cast more simplistically than previously. Political debate started to take for
granted a narrowly instrumental model of crime control. Politicians across
the spectrum tended to assume that the role of the police is to control
crime, and that the criminal justice system works achieves its purpose
largely through the deployment of a credible deterrent threat. More subtle
conceptions of policing were lost from political debate until quite recently.

New public management in Britain

Other chapters in this part of the volume trace the emergence of the 
‘modernisation agenda’ for public services that Conservative and Labour
governments shared.4 The tools of NPM are familiar to most public services:
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budgetary cuts, applying private sector management methods to the public
sector, the introduction of purchaser/provider splits (or quasi-markets)
within bureaucracies and the introduction of new providers, usually from
the private sector, to compete with existing ones. These were intended to
yield both efficiencies and greater responsiveness to the consumers of
public services.

If the Conservative administration introduced this approach, New Labour
developed and extended it from 1997 onward, with a vigour that only began
to wane in the late 2000s. As with the previous Conservative adminis-
tration, their basic approach was to secure greater accountability through
performance management regimes that relied on quantitative performance
indicators and target-setting. The concept of competition as a lever on 
performance was being retained, though the language of ‘privatisation’ and
‘market testing’ was replaced by that of ‘contestability’.5

The key feature of NPM was the centralised definition of ends and the
decentralisation of decisions about means. Various further features emerge
as a consequence. NPM’s logic points inevitably to a particular emphasis on
processes of prioritisation. It is hard to quarrel with the basic principle that
organisations should identify their key priorities and focus their energies
on them. The risk is that systematic and focused action against misidentified
or poorly identified priorities can have worse consequences than poorly mar-
shalled and ineptly implemented action against well-specified priorities.
The chapter aims to show that British policing fell prey to this precise risk.

NPM and policing in Britain

The police initially managed to escape the reforming attention of the
Thatcher and Major administrations. Throughout the 1980s the Labour
opposition failed to offer any plausible challenge to the Conservatives on
‘law and order’ and there was little political capital to be made from ‘taking
on’ the police – even though crime was rising quite steeply over this period.
However, in the early 1990s, New Labour, still in opposition, began to pro-
mote policies that promised to be ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of
crime’. Ever since then, criminal justice politics have been characterised by
intense political competition, with the two main parties aiming to prove
themselves tougher than their opponents at every opportunity. Political
debate about crime has been marked – or marred – by intense populism (see
Roberts and Hough 2002; Roberts et al. 2003). Politicians have wanted to
see politically marketable results from the police, and as a consequence, the
latter have fallen increasingly under the NPM spotlight. The key changes
since the early 1990s have been changes in legislation, on the one hand,
designed to provide central government with greater powers to direct local
police chiefs, and on the other hand, the development of an extensive suite
of quantitative performance management systems designed to hold local
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police to account. In other words, there was a considerable shift in power
from the local – as represented by chief constables, on the one hand, and
their police authorities, on the other – to central government, in the shape
of the Home Secretary.

The targets set for the police by their local police authorities and by the
Home Secretary were, at the height of the NPM period, very largely to do
with crime. This led to a marked simplification of public statements about
policing. The police had to formalise their organisational aims and objec-
tives, and to state them publicly in a way that allowed quantitative targets
to be set. This led to an emphasis on crime-fighting goals. These had the
appearance, at least, of being readily quantifiable. At the same time they
were able to command public assent because they embodied simple, common-
sense objectives of public protection. The fact that these pressures were at
work until the mid-1990s against a backdrop of rising crime and an increas-
ingly populist political debate about ‘law and order’ meant that senior police
officers initially offered little challenge to the form of managerialism to which
they had been subjected. It was not until the turn of the century that reform-
ing police chiefs began to offer an alternative vision of policing.

Trends in crime and public perceptions

Trends in crime in Britain can be simply described. With minor fluctua-
tions most categories of crime increased, year on year, from 1950 until the
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mid-1990s. Since then, with some exceptions, crime has fallen. This broad
picture can be derived both from recorded crime statistics and from the
British Crime Survey (BCS) though the interpretation of recorded crime sta-
tistics since 1998 has been complicated by successive changes to procedures
for compiling the statistics (see e.g. Kershaw et al. 2008). It is clear, how-
ever, that people in Britain have not been sensitive to the trend. For some
years the BCS has asked people whether they think crime has risen over the
last years. Figure 5.1 shows the trend from 1996. In every year apart from
1998, over 60% thought that crime had risen – despite the fact that it had
been consistently falling. 

Equally or more worrying from the viewpoint of senior police managers,
trends in ratings of police performance continued to decline over time.
Figure 5.2 shows trends from 1982 until 2002 public ratings of local police.
Clearly there is a long-run downward trend. The proportion of people who
thought the police did a very good job in 2002/03 was a third of the figure
in 1982. (Unfortunately, the BCS question was changed at this point, and
so that a longer-run trend into the mid-2000s cannot be offered.) 

The marked decline in ratings until 1996 is not especially surprising.
After all, crime was actually rising over this period until 1995, and as men-
tioned earlier, the 1980s saw some of the worst riots that had ever occurred
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in British cities, some of which were linked to tensions between the police
and public. But the continued – and steep – decline thereafter was puzzling,
because – for the first time in half a century – the underlying trend in crime
had actually reversed. 

The ‘reassurance gap’

The survey data chimed with senior police officers’ own perceptions that
the police were rapidly losing ground in terms of public approval. At the
turn of the century, senior officers associated with the reforming wing of
the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) were beginning to talk
about the ‘reassurance gap’ as a way of referring to the divergence of trends
in crime as perceived by the public and as measured by statistics. As one
Chief Constable expressed it: 

Why has this [reassurance] gap arisen? Research suggests that it is
because the incivilities that the public experiences in town centres and
on housing estates belie the soothing message of criminal statistics. The
police have become increasingly less visible and the public are sceptical
about alternatives (O’Connor 2001).

The ACPO argument, in essence, was that reductions in crime had been
bought at the expense of a retreat from the policing of less serious, but
more visible, forms of disorder. Within it there was a submerged critique of
the government’s NPM approach to modernising the police – that the 
prioritisation of specific ‘volume crimes’ such as burglary and car theft 
had necessarily deprioritised other important police functions such as the
policing of low-level disorder. 

Falling police ratings may also reflect broader social shifts. For example,
throughout the post-war period there has been a progressive decline in def-
erence to authority, reflected for example in the rapidly falling popularity
of the Royal Family and growing scepticism about the British Broadcasting
Corporation. The long-run decline in ratings of the police seem likely to
reflect generational differences, rather than a reaction to falls in the quality
of policing. However, it should be stressed that the steepest falls in ratings
of the police occurred over a five year period from the mid-1990s – at pre-
cisely the time when NPM ‘modernisation’ reforms were having their most
marked impact. 

The unintended effects of NPM target-setting

The Policing for London Study (PFLS) that this author mounted with col-
leagues in 2000–2002 provides ample support for the ACPO analysis. It also
rendered explicit a series of unintended effects of NPM target-setting
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(FitzGerald et al. 2002). PFLS found that these unintended consequences
were a significant factor in falling public confidence in the Metropolitan
Police. The study involved a large-scale sample of Londoners and analysis
of administrative records, as well as extensive qualitative interviews and
focus groups with members of the public and police officers. 

The findings added to a growing body of evidence about the distorting
effects of crude target-setting in other public services. Targets to reduce hos-
pital waiting lists distorted access to treatment, favouring patients whose
operations can be done quickly rather than those who are in greatest need.
Similarly measuring schools’ performance by the number of pupils getting
a specified number of exams at a specified level has focused effort on those
of middling ability whose performance can be raised across that critical
threshold; to meet the target there is no need to put effort into the high-
performers and no point in bothering with those of limited ability. This
form of educational triage was certainly not foreseen by central govern-
ment, and served to undermine their intention, of achieving improvements
across the board in educational achievement. 

In other words the bluntness of central government controls meant 
that they often failed to work as intended. The assumption behind setting
such relatively crude targets is that agencies would tailor their work to the
intention behind the target. The reality has now emerged very clearly that 
– where individuals’ rewards and organisations’ resources are at stake 
– organisations adopt a contractual approach to meeting targets, achieving
them with scant regard to the unintended consequences of doing so. The
PFLS suggests that this is just as true of policing as for other public services.
A recurrent phrase in our interviews with police officers was: ‘What can’t be
measured doesn’t count and what doesn’t count doesn’t get done’. 

The highly centralised management system with a heavy emphasis on
compliance with numerical targets also appears to have disempowered mid-
dle managers and demoralised their staff. The targets that local managers
had to deliver did not match with the workforce’s understanding of what
the job was actually about. This compounded the cynicism about manage-
ment that is in any case inherent in ‘cop culture’, and undermined the
workforce’s sense of purpose. 

Concerns about staff management and staff development were numerous.
There are some reasons to believe that ‘it was ever thus’; many studies of
the police have found this, including the PSI study of which the PFLS 
was the sequel (Smith 1983). Cynicism about management has been an
enduring part of the police occupational culture. However disaffection with
managers was very explicitly linked in PFLS with the current performance
management regime. These problems were compounded by the rapid turn-
over of senior staff at borough level, which made it hard to ensure suf-
ficient continuity to provide for effective leadership. Senior staff also felt
that their ability to provide this leadership was hampered by the plethora
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of demands relating to performance management and by other demands
on their time. Cumulatively these factors appeared to have a serious impact
on the morale of the staff who carried the main burden of responsibility for
day-to-day contact with the public.

A changing tide: Reassurance policing and neighbourhood
policing

From 2000 ACPO began to develop a Reassurance Policing Strategy to respond
constructively to the ‘reassurance gap’, and plans for a pilot of the concept
surfaced in 2001. Reassurance Policing drew on the ‘Signal Crimes Per-
spective’ (SCP) developed by Martin Innes, Nigel Fielding and colleagues. SCP
suggests that particular acts of crime and disorder, and particular forms of
social control, have a disproportionate impact upon how individuals and
communities experience and construct their beliefs about crime, disorder
and control (Innes et al. 2002).

SCP’s implications for policing – if policing is constructed as the pro-
duction of a public sense of security – is that the police should be as sys-
tematic as possible in identifying signal crimes and signal disorders, and in
committing effort to tackling these in proportion to the impact they have
on public perceptions of crime. Incivilities and anti-social behaviour are
more common and more visible than the crimes in relation to which the
government’s NPM target regime measures impact. Innes and colleagues
found that specific subsets of incivilities tended to function as ‘signal dis-
orders’, including alcohol-related problems; drug-related problems and signs
of drug use; young people loitering; aggressive begging; graffiti and vandal-
ism. These findings go some way to explain the resilience of public concern
about security and order – even if BCS measures of anxiety about the crime
types that have shown the largest declines – burglary and vehicle crime 
– show a fall commensurate with the crime trends. 

ACPO secured – initially lukewarm – government support for the reassur-
ance policing pilot. Resources followed, and the pilot started in 2002. Ori-
ginally set in two police forces (the Metropolitan Police Service and Surrey
Police) it soon extended to several other forces. In practical terms it involved
assigning small policing teams full-time to clearly defined neighbourhoods.
They were tasked with auditing their area for signal crimes, and mounting
appropriate problem-solving responses. There was also an emphasis on estab-
lishing a visible police presence, on responsivity to public concerns and on
policing styles that would engender public trust and confidence. 

The intellectual underpinnings of reassurance policing were thus rather
more subtle than those on which NPM performance management in the
1990s drew. The latter presupposed that the task of the police is simply the
control of crime, and that the police should concentrate their efforts on
those crimes that deserve highest priority. By contrast, reassurance policing
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recognised that public perceptions of crime and of policing played a 
part in processes of social control. However reassurance policing adopted
one dimension of the new Public Management agenda – a consumerist
focus, in its very explicit orientation towards reducing citizens’ sense of
insecurity. 

In practical terms reassurance policing had much in common with the
community policing experiments that were tried in the 1970s and 1980s.
An important difference, for our purposes, is that the idea of policing by
consent was much less visible. In other words, public security was the 
primary police product of reassurance policing, rather than compliance
with the law. The majority of the public were not to be policed, but to be 
protected. Reassuring the public and tackling crime were regarded as co-
dependent, of course, but the public’s compliance of the law was taken as
unproblematic – with the exception, of course, of the minority of people
engaged in criminality. Good relations between police and public were seen
as supporting efforts to tackle crime by increasing the flow of intelligence,
but not as a means of legitimating police authority and thus securing
greater compliance with the law. Although there is no evidence beyond the
anecdotal for suggesting this, the chapter suggests that it always appeared
to be that the concepts of police legitimacy and legitimating authority
infused the thinking behind reassurance policing, but that these were 
purposefully never rendered explicit – a point to which the chapter returns
to.

After a positive Home Office evaluation (Tuffin et al. 2006) the reassur-
ance policing pilots have been judged a success, and the programme 
was reshaped into a much larger Neighbourhood Policing Programme,
launched in April 2005. This achieved national coverage of neighbour-
hood policing teams in local areas by 2008. The teams are typically 
small, and their composition is intended to be tailored to local circum-
stances. For example, the teams in London typically comprise a sergeant,
two or three constables and two or three police community support officers
– who as their name suggests are police ancillaries who operate with-
out full police powers. Teams elsewhere may include wardens or youth 
workers. 

The retreat from NPM in policing

At the time of writing, it seems that there has been a sea-change in the 
governance of policing, and that the government has turned its back on
the micro-management of policing activity embedded in NPM. Following 
a review by a senior civil servant, Louise Casey (2008), the Government
published a Green Paper on policing (Home Office 2008) that proposed 
the abolishing of all but one of the quantitative policing targets that 
had been imposed on the police. The remaining target was a survey-based

78 Policing, New Public Management and Legitimacy



one, designed to reflect public confidence in policing. The wording was as
follows:

How much do you agree or disagree that police and local councils are
dealing with the anti-social behaviour and crime issues that matter in
your area?

Leaving aside the technical merits of the question – which conflates police
and council performance, as well as crime and anti-social behaviour – it is
clear that this target will stimulate a responsiveness to local preferences,
and should institutionalise the philosophy of neighbourhood policing in
police management. There remains some scepticism whether the govern-
ment will genuinely abandon the extensive panoply of policing targets that
it has established over the last ten years. There is also a question-mark over
the ability of this new approach to the governance of policing to survive
under a new political administration – which at the time of writing looked
a very likely possibility. However, the retreat for NPM managerialism has
had the backing of all the main political parties, and it seems unlikely that
we shall return to the excesses of NPM which occurred around the turn of
the century. 

It remains to be seen precisely what direction of travel is taken by the
new policy for promoting ‘confidence in justice’. At best it will provide the
police and the courts with a new vocabulary for thinking about institu-
tional legitimacy. It is to be hoped that politicians and criminal justice
managers will pay more attention to identifying the drivers of legitimacy 
– and to finding ways of building trust in justice in those groups whose
commitment to the rule of law is weakest. The result could be a set of 
progressive policies which paid more attention to the professional style 
and manner of law enforcement officials in their dealings with suspects,
defendants and others. There is a growing body of evidence that ‘pro-
cedural justice’ is a key determinant of legitimacy in justice. That is, public
compliance with the law increases when justice systems treat people fairly
and with respect (cf Tyler and Huo 2002; Tyler 2003; Tyler 2007).

On the other hand, there is a risk that the ‘confidence agenda’ could
easily degenerate into a set of intensely populist and punitive policies. The
government’s statements about public engagement have a Manichaean 
tendency to contrast the ‘law abiding majority’ with ‘criminals’:

Crime is tackled most effectively when the law-abiding majority stand
together against the minority who commit it (Casey 2008).

Promoting public confidence is seen as a means of securing public coop-
eration in the ‘fight against crime’, and confidence is pursued with a 
consumerist model of justice according to which the system should be

Mike Hough 79



responsive to the wishes and preferences of the law-abiding. The risk of this
resulting in a set of highly illiberal policies that ‘rebalance rights in favour
of the victim’ is only too obvious. The best way of mitigating this risk is to
focus on building trust in justice amongst those groups whose commitment
to the rule of law is most fragile. The parallels with the Bush/Blair ‘war 
on terror’ are obvious: the US and the UK pursued their war in a way 
that assumed that human rights could be traded for safety. This strategy
seriously damaged the legitimacy of their enterprise, and served as a
counterproductive ‘recruiting sergeant’ for those on the margins of radical-
isation. Criminal justice policy needs to learn from this, no less than
foreign policy. 

Conclusions

One can only welcome the move away from the simplistic conception of
crime control that was embedded in NPM thinking in the 1990s, and the
removal of the straight-jacket of targets to which the police were subject.
There are some signs that public concern about low level disorder peaked
in the first part of this decade, and that it is now declining (see Nicholas 
et al. 2005; Flatley et al. 2008). 

I have argued that the targets selected for the police in the 1990s nar-
rowed the police function, and squeezed out both the capacity and the
motivation of the police to respond to problems of low level disorder. This
retreat from the policing of disorder was noticed by the public, but the falls
in crime were not. The result was a fall in public ratings of the police.
Whether one views the public as consumers of public protection services or
as citizens whose consent to police authority is required, the downward
trend is obviously undesirable.

Explaining how politicians allowed themselves to adopt such crude polic-
ing policies is complex. The nature of the current political process is such
that politicians find themselves trapped in common-sense discourse even
in those situations where more subtlety of thought and action might be
preferable. Over the last two decades – in parallel with the development 
of the modernisation agenda – the British media have increasingly con-
strained politicians’ room for manoeuvre on criminal justice issues. The
press can define the terms of political debate, and they can force politicians
to respond within the terms they set. Thus however subtle a grasp there
may be in central government of the nature of policing, politicians’ public
pronouncements, including the targets that they pursue, have to be forced
into a simple mould (see Roberts et al. 2003 for a fuller discussion).

A different explanation altogether is that government lacks skills and
knowledge not in relation to the institutions it aims to control, but in the
processes of control themselves. Thus the tools for performance manage-
ment that are available to New Public Management modernisers are too
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crude for their ambitions. Experience of the modernisation agenda to 
date suggests that this has occurred in several public services. There are
ample examples of the perverse effects of target-setting and of statis-
tical performance management not only in criminal justice but in edu-
cation, health and transport as similar chapters in this part of the volume
have highlighted. 

There is a further possible explanation of the crudity with which policing
has been conceptualised by NPM modernisers. The institutions of the 
criminal justice system evolved in Victorian times into a shape that is still
recognisable today, and many are struggling. The difficulty in finding any
effective solutions is that there is no coherent political discourse about
approaches to institution-building, and about strategies for achieving insti-
tutional legitimacy that will work in the 21st century. The NPM modern-
isation agenda has very largely framed the issues in ways that ignore the
central requirements of institutions relating to legitimacy. Its concerns 
are to do with efficiency, effectiveness and with consumer satisfaction 
– none of which manage to encapsulate the subtleties of institutions’ 
legitimacy. 

We are now seeing, both in government and academia a resurgence of
interest in issues of trust and legitimacy – both in policing and in broader
issues of governance. It remains to be seen whether procedural justice per-
spectives will be incorporated explicitly in the thinking of those respons-
ible for British police policy and management. One can see many possible
benefits. If neighbourhood policing finds it feet, then there will be a need
for sharper answers to questions about the purposes of engagement with,
and responsiveness to, the public. Is the strategy simply designed to max-
imise cooperation and information flow? Or are there more fundamental
underlying issues, about legitimating police authority and securing public
compliance. If so, how is this best approached? The procedural justice liter-
ature provides a valuable set of concepts, and a growing body of empirical
research, to help address these questions (cf Tyler and Huo 2002; Tyler
2003; Tyler 2007). 

A new approach to performance management?

The more that a procedural justice perspective is adopted in thinking about
police performance, the more there will be a need to re-engineer a new per-
formance management framework. One of the central tenets of New Public
Management is that conventional bureaucracies lose sight of outcomes in
their obsession with process and that performance management systems
should retain a clear outcome focus (cf Osborne and Gaebler 1992). Home
Office managers would probably admit to the crudity of outcome measures
applied up to the period of their own tenure. However, there has been a
rumbling of dissent from performance measures based on outcomes for
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many years (see, for example, Joint Consultative Committee 1990; Horton
and Smith 1988; Neyroud and Beckley 2001).

A common theme in these critiques is the need to improve performance
by developing professional standards and focusing the efforts of managers
on ensuring that their staff maintain these professional standards. Horton
and Smith argue for the development of good practice standards; Neyroud
and Beckley advocate a development of a ‘professional model’ of police
practice that gives the individual officer greater personal responsibility
within an ethical framework. American commentators such as Kelling
(1999) have also argued for the development of good practice guidelines.
The relationship between establishing professional and ethical standards
and the legitimation of police authority is self-evident, of course. 

These writers have conceptualised performance management as a two-
stage process. Managers need to identify ways of working which achieve
policing goals – to develop best practice. Best practice should be defined
not simply in narrow instrumental terms, but in terms of behaviour that
consolidates and supports police authority. Then they need to ensure that
their staff meet best practice. What they should not do is expect a close-
coupled relationship between delivering best practice and reducing crime.
According to these perspectives, performance monitoring is not about the
setting of targets for goal-achievement (or outcome achievement), but
about monitoring policing practice against professional and ethical stan-
dards. Whilst policing needs to remain outcome-focused, it does not make
sense to deny the complexity of the policing environment, and to expect
to see a simple relationship between policing effort and the achievement 
of crime targets. The police – and their local partners – cannot be held
directly responsible for the level of crime, and politicians should stop
trying to do so. 

Notes
1. This chapter is a shortened, revised and updated version of ‘Policing, New Public

Management and Legitimacy’ published in 2007 in Legitimacy and Criminal Justice
(ed. T. Tyler). New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

2. The chapter is almost entirely about policing in England and Wales. The Scottish
and Northern Irish systems are separate and different, and were also less subjected
to the excesses of NPM than England and Wales. With apologies to the latter, 
I refer to British policing simply in the interests of brevity.

3. See for example, the fourth of Rowan and Mayne’s nine principles of policing, ‘To
recognise always that the extent to which the co-operation of the public can be
secured diminishes proportionately to the necessity of the use of physical force
and compulsion for achieving police objectives.’ (quoted in Reith 1956)

4. Some, especially within New Labour, would take issues with the idea that mod-
ernisation is a variant of NPM, precisely because of the latter’s identification with
‘small government’, in contrast to modernisation’s commitment to social justice.
However, the means to achieve these different ends look remarkably similar.
There is something in the argument that NPM was exported from Thatcherite
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Britain to the US, whence it was re-imported to Britain by Tony Blair during the
Clinton administration. 

5. Privatisation refers to the transfer of services from the public sector to the private
sector, as has happened with British public utilities. ‘Market testing’ was the term
used under the Conservative administration for arrangements whereby public
bodies tendered in competition with the private sector for contracts covering the
work over which they previously enjoyed a monopoly. Thus the Prison Service
has for some time competed against private security companies for contracts to
run prisons, and has often won these contracts. The Labour Government’s pre-
ferred term for the same process is ‘market testing’. See for example the Carter
Review of the correctional services (Carter 2003).
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6
Local Government Reform and
Political Leadership
Peter John

Introduction

The administration of a wide range of local government services requires 
a similar kind of leadership to other public authorities. All public bodies,
particularly to those with delivery functions, have to respond to policy
changes introduced by Whitehall and in the European Union. They need
to manage a complex environment, with many stakeholders and pressures
on public services. But local authorities are different: they are led by elected
politicians who draw their mandates from citizens living in their jurisdic-
tions. The elected element creates a particular kind of leadership because a
key pressure for policy change is directed by citizen voice and also by polit-
ical parties with focused platforms. Most of all the leaders of local author-
ities are politicians rather than bureaucrats. They have an eye to the wider
public and to managing political conflicts. Their careers do not depend on
rising up the bureaucracy or transferring from place to place, but in making
a difference locally, maintaining their reputations and keeping their rivals
in their place. 

In many ways having a politician in charge has many advantages even
over and above the democratic arguments for having an elected element to
local decision-making. Politicians have a broader source of legitimacy to
manage public problems; they have the authority to bring the warring 
factions in partnerships together; they are able to aggregate interests into 
a coherent platform; they do not need to hide behind neutrality to get
things done; and they should have clout to bring resources down from the
central state. But the problem is that in the British context, local govern-
ment has developed incrementally without much thought given to the
political leader at the centre of the institution. Moreover, the national
context has not been favourable to local political leadership, not allowing
them the freedom and latitude to develop local policies. In all, this chapter
identifies some weaknesses in the leadership that English local government
has, which come from the institutional legacy, and a low equilibrium point
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for the local interest groups and organisations that make up the local polit-
ical system. In all, this chapter identifies some weaknesses in the leadership
that English local government has, which come from its institutional
legacy and political history. In spite of some reforms during the last decade
and a half that have pointed the way to the future, there is no sign that
this weakness can be overcome. 

The chapter begins by reviewing the historical context and the experi-
ence of the local government system as it has struggled to provide exe-
cutive focus; it then reviews the changes in the policy environment of the
1980s and 1990s, before discussing the partially implemented reforms of
the 2000s and suggesting which way local government leadership is going. 

The historical context

Local authorities in England have tended to replicate both the structure
and practice of parliamentary government, though with important differ-
ences. The 1835 Municipal Corporations Act, one of the foundational laws
for local government, vested legal power in the elected council in much the
same way as the British constitution gives parliament, or more precisely
Crown-in-Parliament, the authority to act. Rather than cabinet and minis-
ters, however, there was government by committee, which created a poten-
tially more decentralised character to policy-making than at the national
level of government, whereby the council’s business was carried out by
service-specific committees comprising elected representatives. As in the
House of Commons, political leaders emerged when they headed the party
with the ability to command a majority of seats on the council or at least
when they led the largest party in a coalition. But there was no local equiv-
alent to the prime minister, with formal powers of appointment, dismissal
and the calling of elections. Whether they could appoint committee chairs
was a consequence of the power relationships within the party group. With
such trammels on their power, leaders could be vulnerable to challenge
from discontented council members from their parties. The most famous
example was just after the 1981 elections to the Greater London Council,
when electors voted the Labour party into power, with Andrew McIntosh at
its head, but a day later a backbench rebellion placed Ken Livingstone as
leader. The more usual story is of leaders who cannot exercise power fully
because they fear their colleagues will unseat them (Cole and John 2001).
While leaders had ambitions to be like the long-serving mayors of French
cities, in the end many were more tempted to abandon their posts after a
couple of terms and to run for office to become members of parliament,
severing their local roots and taking the backbencher role so as to position
themselves for that elusive ministerial or opposition post. The rapid turn-
over of local politicians and the presence of former leaders of city govern-
ments in the House of Commons are familiar features of English politics.
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Along with the tradition that administrative power in local government
was decentralised to the service-dominated fiefdoms, the institutional
framework before 2000 made for limited leadership or at least an invisible
one. It has probably compounded the centralisation of English politics
because there were no entrenched interests to overcome. Whereas the French
executive faces a parliament stacked with elected mayors, especially in the
Senate, both the Lords and Commons have happily voted through legis-
lation to dismember local government. Critics suggested that the local exe-
cutive was too weak and unaccountable (see Young 1994). Others believed
that leaders were too consensual, a tendency that had became more marked
over time (Norton 1978). None of this helped local leaders become barons
with hitting power both in the centre and the locality.

The salience of party politics

Formal institutions do not tell the whole story. Parties, interest groups and
political cultures have provided support for particular styles of local leader-
ship. Local political parties have been strong organisations in Britain, espe-
cially when compared to their counterparts in other countries (John and
Saiz 1999), which has meant that leaders can be decisive when they derived
power through their parties. Rather than complete invisibility, the informal
system produced some strong political figures: Herbert Morrison in London
in the 1930s, John Braddock in Liverpool in the 1940s and 1950s and 
T. Dan Smith in Newcastle in the 1960s. However, scholars do not know
whether these examples were exceptions from the bland uniformity of
local political life or representative of a vibrant tradition. But charismatic
local leaders emerged again in the politically turbulent decade of the 1980s:
on the left there was Ken Livingstone in London, David Blunkett in Shef-
field, Ted Knight in Lambeth and Derek Hatton in Liverpool; on the right
there was Shirley Porter in Westminster, Eric Pickles in Bradford and Paul
Beresford in Wandsworth. These leaders emerged in the vanguard of the
radical movements that shook local party politics at that time (Gyford
1985). 

Parties are a different type of organisation from political institutions.
They are not as stable as formal arrangements; they also can also lack legit-
imacy in the eyes of the general public. While defenders of political parties
argue that that the mechanisms of internal party democracy act as an effec-
tive check on political leaders, in the end such practices cannot be a sub-
stitute for formal democratic mechanisms because debates largely take place
in secret, in what used to be called smoked-filled rooms, and decisions are
not formally sanctioned by the democratic process. No matter how much
deliberation occurs and how effectively the leaders’ policies are developed
and reviewed, there will always remain the suspicion that politics has taken
place behind closed doors, a view that harkens back to the long suspicion
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democrats have of government by faction (cf. Madison et al. 1987). Even
when the model works well, only a small proportion of the public has 
the chance to influence political debate directly. Thus the democratic func-
tion of parties, of aggregating and representing public opinion, needs to 
be complemented by formal and public procedures of scrutiny, review and
challenge. 

Before 2000 local government decision-making contrasted with its pre-
modern legal framework. In most places majority party groups made the
decisions, largely away from formal council and committee meetings, which
made only the formal authorisation. Gyford et al. (1989) trace the gradual
party politicisation of local government during the 20th century, where the
leading national parties contested a greater number of council seats, more
tightly organised themselves over council business and gave much greater
definition of election manifestos. The early 1980s was the heyday of party
organisation and control, giving way to less politicisation since that time.
Parties also differ according to what part of the country they are in, and
according to the ticket, with the Conservatives as the party where the
leader is expected to lead. There are also differences according to whether
parties are metropolitan or not, with greater tendency toward collective
leadership in urban areas with Conservative authorities having more cen-
tralised patterns of leadership. In addition, there are local political cultures
and traditions. Cole and John (2001) describe the emergence of a strong
pattern of leadership in Leeds during the 1980s and 1990s, a development
that owed a great deal to the well-organised Labour party, the acceptance of
a clientelistic system of distributing benefits and a deferential political cul-
ture. These factors unified local politicians and elites behind the economic
interests of the city. In Southampton the Labour leadership could not
achieve such loyalty and obedience because of the power of factional 
interests in the party. A more diffuse political culture and less clear bound-
aries of the city did not stimulate such a strong articulation of political
interests. Leach and Wilson (2000) find variations in political cultures
according to the locality under study, which influence how the leader 
exercises power. 

Such variations in the practice of political leadership occur in any polit-
ical system, but where the leader has few formal powers, like the US presi-
dent, power boils down to persuasion and the deployment of party
resources (Neustadt 1960). When leaders used what weapons they had at
their disposal, whether the party machine or financial leverage in the
council itself, such techniques served only to underline the lack of author-
ity in the exercise of power. Because of the lack of legitimacy and the 
goal of seeking nomination to secure a seat in the commons, leaders never
fully developed in the their local public profile in the long term, so they
could shape policy and effectively assert the interests of locality to central
government bureaucrats and politicians.
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The crisis of the 1980s

When local government was a settled, if rather neglected, institution of
British democracy, the lack of executive potency and legitimacy did not
matter much. Local government had established its role as the administra-
tor of the services of the welfare state. The decentralised pattern of manage-
ment in local government suited the professionalisation of services, where
housing, education, social service and others had particular cultures and a
selective officer corps based on professional norms and practices. But the
rapid political changes of the 1980s highlighted the failings of local demo-
cracy. The attack on local government by the Conservatives, when in power
in central government between 1979–97, was facilitated by weaknesses 
of accountability of local government, which undermined its authority
when dealing with the centre. It is possible the Conservatives got away
with removing functions and finance because local government was not
greatly loved or respected by its electorates. When local authorities sought
to resist or challenge such attacks on their powers, they did so from a weak
level of public support and without entrenched and visible local and national
champions who could have marshalled arguments and local resources with
the self-confidence that derives from a fully articulated democratic man-
date. In countries, such as France, where local mayors are powerful local
and national politicians, central government could not have even con-
templated let alone achieved the removal of a tier of government, as 
the Conservatives had managed in 1986 when they abolished the Greater
London Council and the Metropolitan County Councils. Whereas France
remains with its over 36,000 communes, created in the 19th century and
each fiercely guarded by its mayor, Britain still suffers numerous local 
government reorganisations, such as the uncompleted local government
review, the abolition of a tier of local government in Scotland and Wales
before devolution, and a further round of abolitions, if the move to unitary
status reaches its final conclusion with the abolition of district councils. In
countries with strong local leaders, reformers added regions to the existing
local government structure; in England, with its marginalised local leaders,
central reformers could propose to replace a tier of local government with
little controversy and effective opposition.

The return to local governance

Implementing the government’s legislative and policy agendas required
imaginative leadership, which could have ensured councils were ahead of
the political game. As some of the municipal empires based around bureau-
cratically-provided and delivered services were removed or dramatically
reduced, as in education and housing, so local government had to find a
new role. It seized the European Union agenda, developed new policy
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arenas, such as on the environment, in such a way that many comment-
ators came to believe that local government had reinvented itself (e.g.
Atkinson and Wilks-Heeg 2000). But such changes needed coordination
and encouragement from innovative political leaders. Where these experi-
ments occurred it was often because of a local political champion, such as
John Harman in Kirklees and Sir Peter Bowness in Croydon. 

Not only was the political environment of the 1980s important – a linked
set of economic and social changes meant that party machines could 
not govern localities quietly like they had done since the mid part of the 
20th century. Economic competition imposed rapid changes in social makeup
and prosperity of many localities, which needed local government to help
lever in private investment and make cities and other areas attractive again
to business. Political leaders were the obvious people local businesses and
central government looked to for the implementation of these policies. The
emergence of local governance required people who would be able to coor-
dinate loose networks and inspire public-private partnerships (John 2001;
John and Borraz 2004), and return local government to the governing of
communities rather than guiding the provision of public services. Local
councils had to work with stakeholders, such as Chambers of Commerce
and voluntary sector organisation, which have different perspectives on 
the priorities of policy and often had long histories of rivalry with the town
halls. Not only did local leaders usually lead these partnerships, they
needed to represent these diverse interests to central government to lever
in resources, which again required leadership skills and highlighted the
need for locally elected people who have enough political legitimacy to
carry out this task. When leaders succeeded in leading the partnerships,
such actions highlighted their lack of formal legitimacy and the absence of
a mechanism through which local politicians and electorates could hold
them to account. They were caught in a double bind: either they remained
invisible whilst embedded in their party groups or they seized the agenda
but risked being accused of acting autocratically.

The debate about local political leadership

The changed political and policy contexts revived a long-standing debate
about the role of locally elected leaders. In the 1960s and 1970s such delib-
erations did not get far. But in the early 1990s the agenda for reform
opened up. Secretary of State for the Environment, Michael Heseltine, had
been impressed by the North American experience where strong leaders 
followed successful economic regeneration strategies, like the cities on the
old industrial belt of North America. The 1991 Green Paper was an agenda
for reform, which quickly ran out of steam (Stoker and Wolman 1992). But
there was considerable interest from the national community of local gov-
ernment. The Society of Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) was

90 Local Government Reform and Political Leadership



particularly keen to review the options, and encouraged the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation to sponsor research on the costs and benefits of different exe-
cutive forms (Young 1994). The agenda for executive reform was stimulated
by the research and report of the Commission for Local Democracy (Com-
mission for Local Democracy 1995; Pratchett and Wilson 1996), which was
picked up by the Labour opposition keen to adopt ideas promoting demo-
cratic government and alternatives to traditional party politics. Stronger
leadership, involving vesting power in a directly elected mayor, appeared 
in a number of official pronouncements, linking together reform of man-
agement, democratic renewal and executive reform, in what was called the
modernisation agenda (DETR 1998). The idea of direct election of mayors
gained the support of the then prime minister, Tony Blair, and influenced
the reform of London government, where the directly elected mayor was
the centerpiece of the reform.

The introduction of mayors into English local government

The introduction of a strong leader into the Greater London Authority was
largely a success in institutional terms, even if controversial politically.
Even though some critics thought it would find it hard to promote effective
policies (Pimlott and Rao 2002; Travers 2003), though the success of the
congestion charge, the expansion of public transport, the role of the mayor
in attracting the Olympic games, engendered greater confidence in the
mayor’s capacity to govern. But the story of London, as so often has been
the case, was different to elsewhere. Policy-makers saw the mayor as a par-
ticular solution to the absence of a legitimate institution to represent the
interests of the capital. Also it was easier to propose a radical option when
the government had to create an institution from scratch. The history of its
introduction into the rest of local government revealed more uncertainty
in the decision-making process and more complex motivations of central
government policy-makers. Whilst the government gave the electorate two
choices in London – the electorate could either vote for a mayor or not in 
a referendum – such commitment to direct election was not so evident in
the Local Government Act 2000. Here parliament allowed local councils 
to adopt one of three models – directly elected mayors, a council manager
or a leader and a cabinet. There were different sorts of policy transfer at
work – the council manager and directly elected mayors came from the
United States and parts of Europe; the cabinet system derived from a Scan-
dinavian innovation that had attracted the imagination of some reformers,
but which offered local government close to what they thought was a no
change option. Perhaps the government lost its nerve in the face of local
government lobbies, as it allowed an even weaker version of the change
option, the alternative arrangement for local authorities with populations
of under 85,000 people, which could retain aspects of the committee
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system. In any case, the mayoral solution got a bad press as established
interests in local government campaigned against it and indifferent local
electors largely followed the public opinion leaders. The hurdle of a 5%
nomination for a local referendum meant that only 30 were held in the
first few years after the act, six of them on low turnouts of between 10 and
15%. In the end only 11 mayors were elected in May and October 2002. 

Local populations sometimes demanded the mayoral option in order 
to express their dissatisfaction with local Labour party machines. The 
new system allowed independents to challenge the local apparatchiks, as 
in Middlesbrough, where the controversial ex-policeman Ray Mallon, who
was known as Robocop because of his tough policing style, became mayor.
In Hartlepool, candidate Stuart Drummond campaigned dressed as H’Angus
the monkey, though he discarded his pantomime garb in favour of a 
conventional suit once elected. Independents defeated established Labour
candidates in Bedford, Mansfield and Stoke-on-Trent. The other elections
occurred where there was local attraction to the idea and strong links to
central government policy-makers, which meant some Labour councils suc-
cessfully promoted the idea, such as Newham and Lewisham. With these
few exceptions and in London, the directly elected mayors only appeared
on the margins of British local politics. Labour did not end up gaining from
the reform, only winning four out of the 12 elections (including London)
and even failing to secure the by-election in North Tyneside which went to
the Conservatives on June 13 2003, following the resignation of the mayor
who had been arrested on criminal charges. 

It seems puzzling that a powerful government was not able to impose 
its will on local authorities. The government could have been less consider-
ate of local democratic views and have introduced the reform in a time-
honoured manner by imposing it on a reluctant local government as it has
done in so many other areas. It may have believed that its ideas were so
attractive and self-evident that councillors would willingly abandon the
political structures that had served their interests for so long. This failure
could be another example of New Labour’s hubris. Or it could have reflected
splits in the government, as some senior politicians, such as John Prescott,
the then deputy prime minister, were strongly opposed to the mayoral
option. In any case, the decision to give local government choice over its
internal structures was never going to lead to an open debate. 

The spread of cabinet government and the potential for
organisational change

That 81% of councils opted for the cabinet model and a further 15% adopted
the no change option of alternative arrangements might seem to be a victory
for the forces of conservatism in local government. Some evidence suggests
that many local authorities implemented the 2000 Act with little real
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change in their ways of going about business (ELG 2003: 14). Whilst the
committees had been abolished and cabinet members had to take port-
folios instead, cabinets appeared sometimes to be little more than exten-
sions of the old policy and resources committees or at least of the party
group meetings that occurred before them. In fact, some councils sought to
replicate the old model by having pre-cabinet meetings and invited the
opposition parties. Arguably, the new system consolidated the political
practices of the past by abolishing opposition representation on the com-
mittees and allowing party groups to govern unchecked by the rather feeble
scrutiny and overview committees. Where councils were keen on scrutiny
and overview, they tried to ensure backbench members did similar kinds of
business as they did on the old committees. 

But such a view neglects two important features of the new system. The
first is that the party-dominated account of local politics is only part of 
the story. Local councils varied in the extent to which the party exercised
collective choices, the frequency with which the leader exercised inde-
pendence, the amount of delegation to officers, and the degree to which
the culture of the organisation fostered open debate about its policies.
Moreover, one-party dominance is not as common as some stereotypes of
local government imply with the frequency of party coalitions and where
the largest party does not have a majority of seats. The number of councils
that can be described as one party dominant, with over 60% of seats held
by one party, was as low as 27%. The reform of executive arrangements was
not purely a top-down affair and reflected the modest demand for a
renewal of decision-making practices in the period before 2000. 

The second reason why a conservative model of institutional changes
does not capture the implementation of the Act is that its objectives are
just as far-reaching with the leader and cabinet model as they are with the
mayors. The legislation creates the separate executive that has close control
over the policy-making and implementation. There is a clear definition and
reporting of the executive’s strategy, and the identification of portfolios
through the responsibilities of cabinet members. These decisions have to
appear in a forward plan, which is then updated on a regular basis by
council officials. These groups meet much more frequently than their com-
mittee predecessors (ELG 2002). They tend to attract the younger and
career-minded local politicians. There is the potential for a more dynamic
and visible executive.

Some survey results bear this out (Stoker et al. 2006). Across all classes 
of authority respondents agreed that the 2000 Act changes has delivered
stronger leadership with a majority of councillor, officer and stakeholder
respondents agreeing that ‘the role of the leader is stronger’, and ‘the leader
has a higher profile’. The majority of officers agree that ‘decision-making 
is quicker’ (Stoker et al. 2006: 57, Table 5.3). Councillors and officers also
believed that the new executives were effective in providing a vision for the
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area, leading a drive to service improvement, setting the policy direction,
ensuring delivery, dealing with the budget process and lobbying for resources
(Stoker et al. 2006: 59, Table 5.5). 

Case studies of local authorities show a more focused executive and a
stronger political leader more able to get things done, getting business through
the council and having a more strategic orientation when formulating 
policy.

The variation in the leadership role

There are variations in the way in which leadership is exercised. In some
authorities, decision-making flows through the leader or bilaterally between 
a portfolio holder and leader, in others decisions are taken collectively in
cabinet (Stoker et al. 2004: 41). In the sample survey, respondents from
mayoral authorities were more likely than other respondents to indicate
that leadership aims had been met (Stoker et al. 2006: 58, Table 5.4). The
case studies also suggest variation across authorities with respect to the
ability to move resources, join up policy-making and manage party groups.
Strategic management is perceived to be easier in authorities with con-
centrated leadership and party management plays a more important role 
in authorities with deconcentrated leadership forms (Gains 2006).

The legislation gives discretion about how these executives operate,
allowing political leaders to act alone, to appoint the cabinet and to allo-
cate portfolios, which together can create a formidable battery of powers,
when backed up by a supportive political party. The irony is that local
councils may have thought they were rejecting strong leadership with 
the demise of the mayoral model, but through the back door stronger
leaders can emerge through these powers. Discretion to use executive
powers increased: right from the first few months after the implement-
ation, there was variation in the practice of leadership. In June 2002 a
survey asked local councils to report on these leadership activities (ELG
2002). It found that 38% allowed the leader to act alone, 34% allowed the
leader to select the cabinet members and 54% to allocate the portfolios.
Taking these activities together by giving local authorities a score for each
one, there is a continuum of leadership autonomy ranging from the 23%
that give no freedom to act to the 16% that have all three attributes. Con-
sistent with the idea that some councils always have had highly collective
patterns of leadership whereas others, such as the Conservative controlled
ones, developed a stronger role for the leader, the act and its implement-
ation maintains this variety, and may have enhanced it.

Between 2002 and 2006 there was a gradual strengthening of leader-
ship. The largest changes were in portfolio allocation where the proportion
of all types of authority giving this power to their leader increased. For 
decision-making powers the picture is more stable. The proportion of
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unitary councils allocating this power was unchanged and the proportion
of counties fell by four percentage points. In both London boroughs and
metropolitan boroughs the proportion giving this power increased. On the
selection of cabinet there has been a substantial increase in the proportion
of metropolitan boroughs providing leaders with this power, less marked
but still positive change in the London boroughs and unitary authorities
and no change in the county councils. The most striking experience is the
experience of the metropolitan boroughs. These authorities have seen the
largest positive changes across all three powers.

Did the strengthening of leadership powers work? The official evaluation
of the new council constitutions showed that councils that had adopted
the stronger pattern of leadership powers tended to get higher satisfaction
and formally measured performance as a result (Gains et al. 2009). Case
studies of leadership seem to back up this position with stronger leaders
setting up more effective management systems and finding that the officer
corps happy to follow this pattern of leadership.

The Labour government was convinced that the failure of the intro-
duction of the new system of local governance was marred by the lack of
introduction of the mayoral options. They had read the report of their own
evaluation of the Act and the policy-makers had been briefed about its 
contexts. This evaluation draws on surveys across England’s local councils
conducted in 2002 and again in 2006, sample surveys of officers and coun-
cillors regarding attitudes, and 40 case studies. The team found that the
evidence obtained showed the new arrangements had delivered on the 
government’s intentions in 2000 to ‘create more visible and effective leader-
ship’, ‘enhance democratic legitimacy of local government’ and ‘provide
sufficient checks and balances’. They also found that where councils accorded
more power to the leader there was a visible trend in improving perfor-
mance, as demonstrated by rising CPA scores in these authorities. Public
satisfaction levels with councils is strongest where the leadership is stable
and not subject to change. The report found that the new arrangements
were favoured more by council officers than councillors themselves, with
executive members more positive than non-executive members and Labour
councillors more positive than other parties. Both councillors and officers
felt that new executives were effective in providing a vision for the area,
leading a drive to service improvement, setting the policy direction, ensur-
ing delivery, dealing with the budget process and lobbying for resources.

In October 2007 the UK government’s Local Government and Public Involve-
ment in Health Act was finally approved by Parliament and overhauled the
system of governance in most English councils, seven years after the land-
mark 2000 act, which had introduced the elected mayor model for the 
first time. The new Act requires council leaders to be in place for four years.
This is a significant change in the leadership position as it installs a leader
who cannot be removed for a set period of office, perhaps creating a
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Swedish-style indirectly elected mayor. Of course, in practice, it is easy 
to dislodge a leader by an internal coup, and a semi-forced resignation. But
it may be easier for leaders to stay in place because of the effort required 
to dislodge the person, and by that virtue exercise more power than the
leaders who were fearful of internal coups as described in Cole and John
(2001). 

But it may be the case that even the limited movement toward elected
mayors may be reversed. Despite the hint that the government would exchange
resources for a city-regional mayor for conurbations like Birmingham,
Liverpool and Manchester, the city councils in these areas have resisted any
such moves. They were divided and feared giving power to the central author-
ity, such as Manchester – and even Manchester argued against such a reform.
At the last referendum before the 2007 Act became law, in Darlington during
September 2007, the opposition campaign’s charge that elected mayors led to
unstable mavericks getting elected (i.e. Ray Mallon in Middlesbrough) largely
stuck, despite some local disaffection with the way in which the council was
run. Campaigners in Doncaster and Lewisham seek to return their councils to
the old system of having a council leader rather than having a directly elected
mayor.

But in spite of these countertendencies, it is to be expected that councils
would keep the basic structure of their political management arrangements at
the beginning of the implementation of the Local Government Act 2000.
There is no massive pressure for change. Even the experiences of scrutiny
reflect different traditions for implementing legislation and different organisa-
tional and political cultures. It would seem likely that councils that had
accepted the review principles of the act would be tempted to vest more
powers in one person, so that the two branches of the local authority could be
balanced, moving toward a fuller implementation of the aims of the act. In
short, the leader and cabinet councils may be more willing to create stronger
leadership patterns when they are checked by effective scrutiny committees.
As much of the initial failure of the mayoral option arose from the fear of the
unchecked leadership by one person, the leader and cabinet model offers the
possibility of a slower evolution toward stronger leadership styles as it could
build on the clearer definition of the executive function and a growing
confidence in the scrutiny model. As the option of a move toward a mayoral
system is open under the provision of the act, there remains the possibility
that local leaders and councillors may wish to move away from leaders and
cabinets and to encourage the local electorate to opt for direct election. In
short, the critics of the new executives for local government may have
emitted a sigh of relief much too soon. 

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the evolution of the system of political leadership
in English local government. It shows the hand of history has continued to
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be strong. For a variety of reasons, mainly to do with the separation between
institutions and the reality of party politics, England never institutionalised a
system of local political leadership. This meant that political power was either
exercised behind the scenes in party politicised local authorities with cen-
tralised local party organisations or was dispersed in service-based fiefdoms
with a weak centre, both politically and administratively. This system of gov-
ernment could survive in the era when local government was a secure if
neglected part of the British informal constitution, in the 1950s and 1960s.
But when the pressures of centralisation, ideological party politics, a glob-
alised economy, greater societal differentiation and more active forms of
citizen and interest group politics, this lack of leadership became telling. It
meant that local government found it hard to offer leadership to communities
and to defend itself from incursion from other levels of government. Not that
local government stood still. But it did not have the institutionalised power 
to act. The attempt by government to give leadership powers in the 2000 
Act was only a partial success. Local governments now have a stronger more
decisive executive, but they still lack visibility and sheer political clout. The
factors that caused local government not to have strong leadership ensured
that there was no local support for locally elected mayors so the project could
not get off the ground. So local government continues as a neglected part of
the public sector, and it finds it hard to offer the extra value that democratic
leadership can give. For this reason, there is every reason to think the relative
decline of local government will continue and that there will never be a
revival of energetic and imaginative local political leadership in England.
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7
Guns or Gantt Charts? – The
Leadership Challenge for 
UK Defence
Mike Dunn

Introduction

This chapter addresses the question: what are the consequences of the 
New Public Management (NPM) for the leadership and governance of 
UK defence, in particular the UK Ministry of Defence (MOD)? The form
and quality of the MOD’s governance is important because, as the National
Security Strategy of the UK (Cm7291 March 2008: 3) states: ‘Providing 
security for the nation and its citizens remains the most important respons-
ibility of government’. 

However, and ominously for defence, Jones and Thompson (1999: 55) 
in a US context comment that: ‘government’s most important func-
tions are inherently unmanageable, otherwise they could be performed
quite satisfactorily by business’ and then that: ‘carrying out the efficient
functions of (public) business necessarily gives rise to exceedingly large
organisations, which inevitably leads to organizational inertia’.

The chapter first presents a limited review of the salient literature on
NPM, and examines the evidence for its presence in defence. It continues
with a brief overview of the MOD, its governance and current position. 
It then analyses MOD’s experience of NPM using a two-lens model of 
principal-agent theory, and managerialism. It argues that NPM, in con-
trast to other major public service providers such as Health and Education,
has had an appreciable, but ultimately superficial, impact on the operations
of the MOD. The chapter suggests that this is because the MOD presents 
a complex instance of the principal – agent problem whose solution
favours a traditional Weberian organisational model. The status of national
security as a ‘public good’ also marginalises the ‘customer as individual’
dynamic in MOD, and so further attenuates the impact of NPM. 
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New Public Management – A review

The wicked issue that NPM addresses is: how should Governments go 
about their task in the 21st century? As the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) comment:

There is a persistent problem in public management reform recom-
mendations – they are rarely based on empirical evaluations, and in prac-
tice, owe more to policy fashion than to evidence and with significant
over-claiming about ‘best practice’. (OECD 2007: 2)

So what is NPM? OECD (1996: 39) stated that: ‘NPM tends to reject the
image of government as a machine bureaucracy’. Hood and Jackson (1991)
positioned it both as an administrative argument but also as an adminis-
trative philosophy. Hood (1991) states that NPM is a ‘loose term’ and is a
descriptor for a set of broadly similar administrative doctrines. Pollitt
(2003: 26) describes it as ‘chameleon like and paradoxical’ and concludes
that it is customised for each different context in which it is introduced.
Teisman and van Buuren (2007: 181) concur that ‘the shape and effects of
reform vary according to institutional contexts’. Using complexity theory
as an analytical lens, they comment (ibid: 183) ‘Implementing a NPM
reform means adding a new element to a specific system and thus, not only
changing the behaviour of this system but also the way the system is seen
by and interacts with its environment’.

In many ways it is simpler to describe what it is held to be replacing.
Hood (2000) positions this as ‘old public management’ stereotyped by:

Weberian notions of general rule boundedness – rigid hierarchy often
appears as a key element […] and focuses on compliance with processes
rather than results. In addition professional rather than corporate or
managerial orientations, and an insulation of public from private man-
agement with an absence of business values and techniques in public
service routines. (Hood 2000: 7)

However, some commentators (Gruening 2001; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004;
Pollitt 2007: 20) have identified a neo-Weberian state (NWS) model for
NPM, particularly in continental Europe. This retains Weberian elements
such as ‘the preservation of public service as a distinctive status’ but
includes neo elements such as: ‘shifting from an internal orientation to one
towards meeting citizens’ needs’. Is NPM important and how new is it?
Hood (1991) describes its rise as one of ‘the most striking international
trends in public administration’. Drechsler (2005) refers to it as the most
important reform movement of the last 25 years and, despite arguing that
it is no longer a viable concept, concedes that that NPM is ‘very alive and

100 Guns or Gantt Charts? – The Leadership Challenge for UK Defence



very much kicking’. Gruening (ibid) states that the NPM movement began
in the late 1970s and early 1980s and that its first exponents were the 
UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, characterised by her Government’s
programmes of privatisation, and US Municipal governments such as
Sunnyvale California. Lynn (2005: 42) also ascribes NPM to this time,
saying it was driven by the economic crises of the mid-1970s and that the
Thatcher reforms, ‘asserting the primacy of management over bureaucracy’
became the foundation of NPM. In particular NPM saw an attack on the
role and status of the professional in public services (Causer and Exworthy
1999; Exworthy and Halford 1999) with a particular target being the NHS
(Harrison 1999). The governments of New Zealand and Australia then
started reform programmes and it was their success, Gruening (op cit: 2)
claims, that ‘put administrative reforms on the agendas of most OECD
countries and other nations as well’.

The US experience is important. Vice President Al Gore (1993) in develop-
ing the National Performance Review (NPR), later the National Partnership
for Re-inventing Government set up a process that continued through the
Clinton administration with the aim as President Clinton said: ‘to make
federal government less expensive and more efficient and to change the
culture of our national bureaucracy away from complacency and entitle-
ment toward initiative and empowerment’.1 NPR asserted a set of principles
empowering public employees to acquire and manage resources, cutting
red tape and using common sense which it explained repeatedly and then
left it to front line employees to figure out how these principles should be
applied in their own organisations (Jones and Thompson 1999: 52–53). A
key component of the NPR Programme was the establishment of around
300 re-invention labs in federal government, including the Department 
of Defence (DoD), where there was a freedom from administrative rules 
and regulations to experiment with new practice. Jones and Thompson 
(op cit: 53) comment that: ‘NPR lost its focus after several years and support
from Vice President Gore’s office seemed to wax and wane’. Nevertheless
Gore (1995, 1996, 1997) published several further influential reports on
transforming government. The work was continued, at least in spirit, by
President Bush’s Management Agenda. President Obama’s stance on the
issue has yet to be established but the US current financial crisis is likely to
intensify, rather than diminish, the need for efficient and effective public
services.

The New Labour Government, despite political differences, took up where
the Conservative Government left off. Their Modernising Government White
Paper (Cm 4310 1999) set out the tone and scope of how the Government
planned to go about ‘renewing our country for the next millennium’.
However there were practical issues. Blair by his second term had become
frustrated by lack of progress in public service reform (Barber 2007). Michael
Barber gives a detailed account in his work as head of the Prime Minister’s
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Delivery Unit from 2001–2005 where he was given an enforcement role for
‘deliverology’, and a clear list of priorities: Health, Education, Transport
and the Home Office. He recounts how (2007: 33) his discovery of the
utility of management theory came as pleasant surprise. He was particularly
taken with the work of John Kotter (2006) on transformational change and
used his theories extensively.

One of several paradoxes in this area is that the move by politicians to
introduce a public management philosophy based, to an extent, on busi-
ness practice has an inverted relationship with their own knowledge and
understanding of business. Peter Oborne’s (2007) polemic makes a strong
case that we are witnessing, in the UK, the development of a political class
which as he says:

[…] is distinguished from earlier governing elites by a lack of experi-
ence of and connection with other ways of life. Members of the polit-
ical class make government their exclusive study. This means they 
tend not to have significant experience of industry, commerce or civil
society.

Oborne (2007: 6)

Tony Blair and Gordon Brown are both examples of this phenomenon and
I return to the point when examining the governance of the MOD.

Key writings on NPM

This is by necessity an abbreviated review. As Pollitt and Bouckaert (op cit: 20)
comment: ‘the academic literature on public management reform has become
enormous’. Michael Barzelay identifies (2000a: 236) a chronological sequence
of certain key texts on NPM. He holds that, along with Hood (1991) and
Hood and Jackson (op cit), Aucoin (1990) although not using the term NPM, is
a seminal piece on the subject. He argued that NPM is based on two ‘fields of
discourse “public choice and managerialism”’. Boston et al. (1991) in their
conceptualisation of New Institutional Economics (NIE) by examining the
New Zealand Government’s policy choices in the 1980s located the intellec-
tual foundation for NPM by identifying the use of public choice theory, trans-
action-cost economics and agency theory in the development of Government
policy. 

The popular work by Osborne and Gaebler (1992) Re-inventing Government
used the term ‘entrepreneurial government’ to describe this new model of
government as it was emerging across America. Their thesis was that the
traditional Weberian model of bureaucracy that underpinned US govern-
ment culture had been implemented largely to overcome the corruption
and patronage endemic in the early 20th century and had now outlived its
usefulness. 
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Moore (1995) in his seminal work discusses how: 

If private managers can conceive and make products that earn profits […]
then a strong presumption is established that managers have created
value. […] the aim of management in the public sector is to create public
value just as the aim of managerial work in the private sector is to create
private value.

Moore (1995: 28)

He argues that what public management should do to create public value
ultimately is defined by, and derives, efficient and effective delivery of 
the political mandate on which politicians are elected. He terms this the
‘normative power of the preferences that emerge from the representative
processes’ (ibid: 31) although he does acknowledge the complexity of this
task. Kelly et al. (2002: 6) comment that ‘public preferences are at the heart
of public value. In a democracy only the public can determine what is truly
of value to them’.

Ferlie et al. (1996) describe and analyse the impact of NPM in the NHS in
terms of organisational behaviour and design. Pollitt and Bouckaert (2000,
2004), Barzelay (2001), and Ferlie, Lynn and Pollitt (2005) have also added
significantly to the growing scholarly body of work on NPM. 

UK MOD – A contextual overview

The MOD is a high profile State Department, despite its relatively small
budget of approx £32bn (Edmunds and Foster 2007). It accounts for only
5.25% of Government managed expenditure compared to, say, Social
Protection, which accounts for 27% (HM Treasury 2006). However, it has a
significant external spend programme of approx £12bn, buying and sup-
porting fighting equipment (HM Treasury 2007; CSR: D8.6). MOD’s profile
is driven by several factors: a high level of public interest and concerns
about its activities, the extensive use (Kampfner 2003) that the New Labour
Government has made of the Armed Forces, and by its powerful and
diverse range of stakeholders. The military – industrial complex that sup-
ports its equipment programme, is a particularly important stakeholder.
The MOD directly employs a total headcount of 273,000 employees split
195,000 between the Armed Forces (Army, Royal Navy, and Royal Air
Force) and 78,000 Civilian personnel. This represents 15% of the Civil
Service (MOD 2007: 11). 

The MOD is headed by the Secretary of State for Defence – currently (as
at March 2009) John Hutton. He is responsible for the formulation and
conduct of defence policy and is supported by three defence Ministers. The
Defence Ministers have two principal advisers, one military, the Chief of
the Defence Staff (CDS) and one civilian, the Permanent Secretary (PUS). A
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number of senior committees underpin the management of defence, the
most important of which are the Defence Council and the Defence Man-
agement Board. The Defence Council is the senior Departmental Commit-
tee. Chaired by the Secretary of State it provides the formal legal basis 
for the conduct of defence. As with other Government Departments 
(James 2004), the MOD has a Public Service Agreement (PSA) with the
Treasury. This consists (MOD 2008) of three strategic objectives as shown
in Table 7.1; these are underpinned by six top level performance indicators
(PIs), which are not detailed here.
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Table 7.1 MOD (2008: 5–7) Defence Plan 2008–2012

1 Achieve success in the Military tasks we undertake at home and
abroad

2 Be ready to respond to the task that might arise

3 Build for the future 

Additionally as part of the Comprehensive Spending Review MOD is committed to value for
money reforms generating annual net cash releasing savings of £2.7bn by 2010–11, building on
savings of £2.8bn during the 2004 Spending review period. 

The objectives and PSA will be analysed later in the context of principal-
agent theory. One of the New Labour Government’s initial actions on
assuming office in 1997 was to conduct a major review of all aspects of 
the UK defence organisation and policy. This led to the Strategic Defence
Review White Paper (MOD 1998), which incorporated a number of key
changes. It acknowledged and it was confirmed in a later White Paper
(MOD 2003) that the UK was now in a post-Cold War environment, and
detailed the major implications for the types of operations it would be
engaged in. 

The MOD has been subject to an initial Capability Review (MOD 2007)
and a subsequent review (MOD 2009). The purpose of these reviews is to
identify (MOD 2007: 1) ‘the specific measures that are needed if central
government departments are to play their part in enabling the UK to meet
the considerable challenges of the future’. The report was a balance of
praise and criticism. The paper commented (MOD 2007: 10) that: ‘MOD’s
current structure and ways of working partly reflect the historic indepen-
dence of the three Services […] which were first brought together in a single
ministry as recently as 1964’. Supporting this, Edmunds and Foster (2007:
16) report that: ‘British Armed Forces are currently more active than they
have been for decades’. They paint a picture of operational overstretch, lack
of equipment and underinvestment to pay for rising personnel and
housing costs and an incoherent management structure around the Chiefs
of Staff organisation and civilian support structures. 



NPM and defence

Most debate on the impact of NPM in the UK has focused on the pro-
vision of services in health, education and local government (Pollitt 2003; 
Clarke et al. 2000). This is possibly because they have most political appeal
in terms of public choice theory and there is a clear definition of the 
‘customer as individual’ for these services. 

Before moving to a review of the literature on NPM and defence, it is
appropriate to examine defence from an economist’s viewpoint. Gravelle
and Rees (2004) define a ‘public good’ as the provision of a good where the
consumption by one person does not reduce the amount available for
others to consume. Defence is an example as all the people in a nation
must consume the same amount of national defence. So who is the cus-
tomer for defence? In the UK, one could argue it was the Government, or
the national population as a whole, but that would be a circular argument,
as the MOD is the Government, which in turn represents the people as a
whole. This is a confounding issue for NPM and defence because the
absence of a ‘customer as individual’, removes the customer focus dynamic
that energises so much NPM thinking.

There has been relatively little written on the role of NPM in the UK
defence sector but an early start was made in the US (Thompson 1991). In
the US there has been a claimed Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA). This
comprises the impact of new technology and smart or precision-guided
weapons. The increased capability of modern soldiers combined with this
new weaponry has made a paradigm change in the way wars can be fought.
The RMA has been paralleled by a Revolution in Business Affairs – or 
RBA (QDR 1997). This has included outsourcing and privatising support
activities, reducing overhead cost and infrastructure cost.

Thompson and Jones (1994: xi) in a detailed analysis claimed that: 
‘the new public management provides some of the solutions the Depart-
ment of Defense (which they describe as the world’s largest and most
complex organisation) needs to deal with the problems it faces’. ((Jones and
Thompson 1999: 59–106) examine the performance of the DoD under 
the Gore NPR programme and identify a series of successful re-engineering
projects including DoD worldwide travel re-engineering, Army Training
support re-engineering and the Defense Logistics Agency’s Process Oriented
Contract Administration Services (PROCAS) initiative.

Barzelay and Campbell (2003) and Barzelay and Thompson (2006) present
two case studies on the challenges faced in the DoD in implementing man-
agerial reform in the USAF and Air Force Material Command (AFMC).
McCaffery and Jones (2004) in their detailed analysis of the budgetary
process for the DoD reveal many similar issues to the UK MOD including
concerns over the acquisition process, personnel turnover cycles, political
interference in spend programmes, or ‘pork’ as it is termed, turf battles
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between services, business process inefficiencies and leadership failure.
Stringer (2007) explores the relevance of benchmarking, core competencies
and outsourcing in a broad context but focusing on the DoD.

The US DoD continues to struggle with governance and management.
McCaffery and Jones (op cit: 404) report on (then) Deputy Secretary of
Defense, Paul Wolfowitz’s planned Defence Transformation Act for the 
21st century (DTA), ‘a comprehensive reform addressing serious deficiencies
in DoD’s management’. Despite this, a Government Audit Office (GAO)
report found that:

The lack of adequate transparency and appropriate accountability across
all of DoD’s major business areas results in billions of dollars annually in
wasted resources, in a time of increasing fiscal challenges.

(GAO 2004: summary)

Detomasi (2002: 61), in a Canadian context, tests the central propositions
of NPM partly because he states: ‘it would be hard to find a government
agency with an organisational culture as distinct as the armed forces; there-
fore examination of defence departments presents a rigorous test of the
purported ubiquity of the NPM guiding principles’. He finds that although
cost savings have been achieved, ‘clear historical patterns of organisational
behaviour and decision making remain intact’ and that obstacles still
remain to be overcome if NPM is to be translated into effective lasting
reform within the Canadian Department of National Defense (DND).

Analysis of the impact of NPM on MOD

This section will examine some specific evidence for the presence of NPM
in the defence discourse but will also identify a number of systemic issues
that currently mitigate its impact. Given there is no agreed conceptual-
isation of NPM then the researcher has some latitude in a choice of theoret-
ical framework. The analysis will use a framework consisting of two strands
of thought identified in the literature: agency theory and managerialism. 
I consider the selection of these two lenses will reveal most about the
unique nature of the defence enterprise.

Principal-Agent theory 

Miller (2005: 203), in a political science context, argues that Weber iden-
tified the phenomenon whereby there is an asymmetric relationship com-
prising authority (the principal) located on one side but with informational
advantage on the other (the agent). According to Barzelay (2000: 190),
principal-agent theory is concerned with the economic analysis of relations
between principals and agents. It concerns situations, endemic in organ-
isations, where the principal for reasons, generally of cost, cannot person-
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ally conduct an operation, and so engages the services of an agent, who
may be an employee or an external supplier, to do the work. The problem
then is: how can the principal ensure that the agent acts in the interests
and not at the expense of the principal, thereby incurring what are termed
‘agency costs’. Examples might be using the office for ends incompatible
with the original contract e.g. personal gain or dereliction of duty. Early
works (Spence and Zeckhauser 1971) reviewed the issue focused on econ-
omics. Jensen and Meckling (1976) analysed the phenomenon in the context
of commercial firms, although they comment that the issue has relevance
in any organisation, including the public sector. 

In the context of this chapter, I am positioning the elected UK Govern-
ment in the form of the Prime Minister and Cabinet Ministers as principals,
although of course, they are, in turn, only acting as agents to the elec-
torate, who are the true principal in a political context (Miller op cit: 207).
The agents then are the public service employees in these Ministries.
Barzelay (ibid) points out that in typical principal-agent models, the prin-
cipal does not observe the manner in which the agent achieves the output
because it would be physically impossible or expensive. A typical principal-
agent relationship is structured by means of a contract that specifies how
agents will be rewarded economically or incentivised by their principals to
conduct the intended task. He suggests care must be taken to avoid diluting
the incentive effects of a reward scheme e.g. where the agent’s output is
specified unclearly and also the allocation and compensation of risk. If 
the agent will be exposed to risk because of factors outside their control
then the rational agent will demand compensation for bearing such risk. In
this sense it relates closely to game theory. He critiques the relevance of the
theory to public management e.g. because the principal frequently can
observe how the agent operates and also that incentives figure low in the
discourse. I suggest the concept has more utility however in defence
because that act of observation e.g. in theatre in Iraq or Afghanistan is both
dangerous and difficult.

The Treasury – MOD PSA agreement (Table 7.1) can be understood in this
context as the explicit contract or performance agreement and Capability
Reviews form a type of compliance check or contract review mechanism.
However the ‘public good’ nature of defence, coupled with the global reach
and coalition nature of international security, makes the contract difficult
to specify, and therefore it is more difficult to enforce responsibility and
accountability – two pre-requisites of effective performance management. 
In confirmation, the Capability Review (MOD 2007: 17) said MOD had 
one of the most difficult briefs in Whitehall – to be prepared to rise to
unpredictable challenges from an increasingly wide and sophisticated range
of potential threats across the globe and, in exceptional circumstances, 
at home. MOD objectives exist within a complex and dynamic framework
of Defence Strategic Guidance, Defence Planning Assumptions, Treasury
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budgetary pressures and exogenous events. As the Capability Review recorded
(MOD 2007: 15): ‘For seven out of the last eight years, the Department has
operated at the limits of or exceeded these assumptions’. 

An implicit aspect of principal-agent theory is that the principal should be
competent to make and supervise the contract. Here I will revisit the paradox
of the political class, identified earlier. The Minister of Defence is a transient
politician. There have been five Ministers of Defence since 1997. The first
George, now Lord Robertson (1997–1999) whose career prior to being elected
an MP was as a GMB trade union official. Next was Geoff Hoon (1999–2005),
a barrister by profession, then Dr John Reid (2005–2006) a Labour Party
research officer and political adviser prior to becoming an MP. Des Browne
2006–2008 is an advocate by profession. The current Minister, John Hutton,
was a senior law lecturer at the University of Northumbria before entering
Parliament. This is partial confirmation of Oborne’s thesis asserting the polit-
ical class’s lack of experience in the areas they are invited to lead. The sum of
these incumbents’ first hand military knowledge and experience appears to be
zero. The combination of brevity in office and a lack of first order experience
of the military operation must compromise the degree to which Ministers can
make, and supervise, effective contracts.

The other problematic issue identified through this lens is the nature and
structure of the UK’s professional Armed Forces. A career in the Armed
Forces, is vocational and ‘bottom fed’. Individuals join either as officers, or
as privates or equivalent, and then progress through the very hierarchical
and tribal culture of their chosen service, often for a lifetime career. It is
highly specialised with unique features in terms of the commitment it
requires, the differentiated nature of its operations, the exposure to life
threatening or otherwise traumatic situations – termed ‘unlimited liability’
and, in certain theatres of operation, the need to engage with and kill the
enemy. It would certainly be classed as a ‘closed system’ in Hofstede’s
typology (1991) of organisational cultures.

Using a higher magnification, the issue is even more complex because
the Armed Forces themselves, are highly ‘stove piped’ and tribal (Sampson
2004: 165) though the extent of joined up working between the three 
services is more advanced in the UK than any other major country in the
world (MOD 2007: 23). Each of the three UK Armed Services has its own
head, a post that according to policy, is rotated every two to three years.
There is a line of command from Service Heads into the Chief of Defence
Staff (CDS). He has responsibility for military operations; again, this post
rotates every two to three years but, in addition and according to tradition,
switches between the Armed Services, though not in any defined sequence. 

The Capability Review (MOD 2007: 27) reflecting the unintegrated
nature of MOD said: ‘the Defence Management Board must become a more
corporate body and find ways to communicate as one voice’. The follow up
Review (MOD 2009: 10) observed that ‘MOD needs a departmental strategy
that spans all of its activities (operational and non operational) for the
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medium to long term’. One challenge for the military is that current opera-
tions require joint (i.e. all three services) operations, which is difficult in a
‘stove-piped’ organisation. Jones and Thompson (op cit: 25) identify this
feature as hostile to NPM; ‘Combat is the classic example of reciprocal task
interdependence, a condition that has always justified tight centralization
and detailed staff planning’. 

So defence presents a nested example of the principal-agent challenge.
There is a systemic problem of making contracts due to the constant rota-
tion of personnel within both the principal and the agent’s spheres of
influence and the consequent absence of, to use the legal term, any
‘guiding mind’ apart from, possibly, the Permanent Under Secretary (PUS).
This, in turn, impedes the formulation and delivery of a coherent and inte-
grated strategy and change programme – corner stones of NPM. Of course,
there may be a practical reason for this situation – the prospect of a truly
integrated military may not be an altogether pleasing prospect to the body
politic, or the citizenry.

A final point in this context is the public sector requirement for strict legal
compliance. Several commentators (Lynn 1998; Behn 1998; Fesler and Kettl
1991) have made the connection between public management and the law.
Most decisions made by public managers are subject to judicial review. Public
organisations exist to administer the law, and ‘every element of their being 
– their structure, staffing budget, and purpose is the product of legal author-
ity’ (Fesler and Kettl ibid: 9). This is even more acute in the military. Edmunds
and Forster (op cit: 66) comment that: ‘One of the major issues affecting tra-
ditional military structures of authority has been a steady flow of challenges
to military law and its different legal procedures, standards of evidence and
punishment’. This brings in the area of errors, mistakes and incentivisation.
Savoie (1995) comments that: ‘Public administration operates in a political
environment that is always on the lookout for errors and that exhibits an
extremely low tolerance for mistakes’. 

This is particularly pertinent in the MOD with its high media and public
interest profile. A recent example is the furore created by the decision to allow
the 15 HMS Cornwall personnel captured in March 2007 by the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard, to sell their stories to the press. Intriguingly, no one
from the Minister down, could be publicly held responsible for that decision:

A Ministry of Defence spokesman said: ‘The independent report by Tony
Hall looked very closely at whether an individual should be held
accountable and concluded that it was a collective failure of judgment
or an abstention of judgment rather than a failure of judgment by any
one individual’.
http://news.sky.com/skynews/article/0,,91211-1297013,00.html

A combination of these factors, the difficulty in specifying the task, the
inability of the principal to manage the contract, combined with the high
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risk and lack of incentivisation, makes the principal-agent problem in MOD
problematical to manage and contracts difficult to enforce. 

Managerialism

Managerialism like many constructs in this field has not been conceptu-
alised in any precise form. However Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004: 14) iden-
tify the essence of the issue when they say: ‘Almost all writers about public
management reform (including ourselves) acknowledge that, in many
countries the last twenty years have witnessed extensive borrowing by
public sectors of management ideas and techniques which originated in the
commercial sector.’ Lynn (1998: 117) further characterises this feature of
NPM as being: ‘an emphasis on quality and continuous improvement,
devolution and expansion of managerial autonomy, and a commitment to
customer satisfaction’.

Managerialism is contested in the MOD for both systemic and cultural
reasons. One reason previously argued, is that given defence is a public
good and with most of its work done outside the UK, there is no obvious
‘customer as an individual’ to provide the customer supplier/dynamic that
underpins NPM in other areas such as Health and Education. Mulgan
(2009: 24) states that: ‘Generic methods [from the private sector] are equally
unhelpful in guiding the core business of military organizations: they can
help with improving logistics or recruitment, but not with winning wars’.
His point is rather spoilt in that logistics is seen as a pivotal issue in combat
success but the sentiment is clear.

Another reason, touched on in the previous paragraph, is the system of
rotating officers through postings every two to three years. Deming’s (1982)
14-point charter for successful management starts with: ‘create constancy
of purpose for improvement’. As Jones and Thompson (op cit) comment in
the context of DoD’s NPR re-invention labs:

One of the factors that militates against consistent support for manage-
ment effectiveness efforts in the DoD is management turnover. Several
of the lab representatives complained that their bosses changed every
two–three years. This inhibits initiative. As one lab representative asked:
‘Why start something new when chances are it will be terminated by the
next change of command?’

Jones & Thompson (op cit: 76)

The MOD has had prior experience of such a managerialist approach, 
similarly driven by the need for efficiencies, with programmes such as the
Options for Change programme (1990) and Frontline First (1994). Michael
Heseltine, Minister for Defence (1983–1986) in the Thatcher era, said: ‘the
management ethos must run right through our national life’ (quoted in Pro-
therough and Pick 2002: 15–16). Total Quality Management (TQM) with its
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focus on identifying and meeting customer requirements (Peters and
Waterman 1982) was also adopted in some areas in the 1990s, particularly
the Royal Electrical Mechanical Engineers (REME). However the MOD has
always been skilful in protecting its unique status. Sampson (op cit: 157),
albeit in the Blair era, comments: ‘The MOD is a non Treasury zone. The
PM always defends it. It is impregnable’. A further example, and one which
shows an early determination to resist any attempt to deprofessionalise the
Armed Forces, is the Bett Report issued in 1995. This examined the Armed
Forces Manpower Career and Remuneration Structures and was conducted
at a time when many private sector companies were delayering and down-
sizing. His recommendation on eliminating certain ranks was rejected 
on the grounds that the rank structure must be driven by operational con-
siderations, including the need for continuity of command in the face of
casualties (MOD 1996) plus the need for rank structures to fit with partner
organisations, such as NATO.

However, I will take as my point of departure the New Labour Government
period in office starting in 1997. Early work concerned the acquisition process
reform and took the input of McKinsey consultants in developing Smart
Procurement later retitled Smart Acquisition. They identified that the struc-
ture of the current system meant there was no identifiable internal customer/
supplier relationship. One consequence of this was issues being passed within
MOD with no one overall project ownership. They argued that this was a con-
tributory factor to the time and cost overruns identified and the process
required a customer dynamic. This concept is rooted back in the Total Quality
Management (TQM) approach.

The consulting firm McKinsey developed the idea of a Customer 1 and
Customer 2 framework within MOD. Customer 1 was the equipment budget
holder and Customer 2 the end user or front line command. This frame-
work was then built into an overall acquisition methodology known as the
CADMID cycle. The acronym stands for the main stages in the acquisition
process: Concept/Assessment/Development/Manufacture/InService/Disposal.
This approach adopted commercial project management techniques to iden-
tify, and embed, the key stages in the process. It is very similar in design to
the Office of Government Commerce (OGC) Gateway model. The MOD
equipment acquisition programme is of such significance that The National
Audit Office (NAO) produces a regular report on MOD’s acquisition perfor-
mance. At this time, hopes of an end to cost and time overruns seem opti-
mistic. NAO’s report (NAO 2007) comments that overall the Department is 
in a similar position to the Major Projects Report 2006 for forecast cost and
performance and there continue to be delays. 

Despite the absence of an external ‘customer as individual’ in the conven-
tional sense, there is strong evidence on use of other managerialist practice
within MOD, generally supported by consultancy firms such as McKinsey and
KPMG (Craig and Brooks 2006). Along with most Government Departments,
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the MOD has shifted its financial system to an accruals basis rather than cash
accounting. However, there is significant flexibility in the funding mech-
anism. MOD budgets to recruit, train, retain and equip the Armed Forces to 
be ready to fight. The Treasury holds a Contingency Fund that provides 
the finance for Armed Services operations. However military operations are
unpredictable and the Government simply could not put itself in the position
where national interest was compromised, because the money ran out. Stiglitz
and Bilmes (2008) in the context of how the Bush Administration has under
reported costs for the Iraq war comment that: ‘The British system is parti-
cularly opaque: funds from the special reserve are “drawn down” by MOD
when required without the specific approval of Parliament. As a result British
citizens have little clarity about how much is actually spent’. Considering
Detomasi’s view (op cit) that defence has a weak incentive to operate effi-
ciently, this process could detract from a motivation to budget accurately. The
separate funding route also opens up gaming possibilities to MOD (Hood
2006) for access to additional funds.

Further examples of managerialist practice include use of the Balanced Score
Card (BSC) performance management tool (MOD 2006) first developed by
Kaplan and Norton (1992). Indeed the Capability Review (MOD 2007: 26) 
is quite critical of the tool’s utility stating: ‘Production of the [BSC] is 
resource intensive and does not encourage decision makers to prioritise the
most important areas’. Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), developed by
Hammer and Champy (1996) has also been used to identify and re-engineer
the key cross cutting processes that exist in MOD e.g. logistics, finance and
management of civilian personnel. BPR was also used in 2003 to streamline
the End to End Air and Land Logistics process, a project also supported by
McKinsey. Furthermore MOD has been involved in a wide range of out-
sourcing and PPI/PFI deals. These include the Defence Training Review (DTR),
which aims to outsource a significant element of services training including
engineering, technology and personnel, and the construction of the Joint
Services Command and Staff College (JSCSC) – a 30 year contract awarded 
to Defence Management (Watchfield) Ltd – now wholly owned by the Serco
Group Plc. 

Lean thinking (Womack and Jones 2003) has also been used heavily in the
MOD logistics process and elsewhere (MOD 2006; NAO 2007a). This is an
interesting vignette, further illustrating the dysfunctional nature of MOD. The
use of this powerful philosophy, based on the Toyota Production System
(TPS), and in many ways ‘the new TQM’ has been deployed in other UK
public sector in areas such as the NHS and HMRC (Radnor and Walley 2006).
Bhatiam and Drew (2006) and Scorsone (2008) point out some of the issues
involved in transferring its use in the public sector. In MOD, it was pioneered
initially by the RAF, who saw it as a means of achieving their contribution to
the Defence Logistics Organisation’s strategic goal of reducing operating costs
by 20% of the total by 2005–2006 (around £1.862bn). As the NAO reports, the
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programme has been a major success but one of its recommendations 
(op cit: 11) Recommendation 11 was that ‘The Department should adopt 
a common toolset and language for lean techniques across all areas of its
business. The Department should make its lessons learned material more
evaluative to provide information on how the methods were applied and
quantify the results they achieved’. This is supporting evidence that there is
no ‘guiding mind’ in MOD developing corporate strategy on cross cutting
issues. Lean thinking has now escaped into, and is in use across, all Armed
Services and the MOD civilian workforce but with no central policy driving
it. One consequence is that Lean has gained the reputation for cost cutting,
so participating in lean programmes is seen as a form of ‘assisted suicide’.
This has now reached the point where the term ‘lean’ is proscribed and is
being replaced by ‘continuous improvement’. The NAO report picks up on
this in their Recommendation 8 which states that: ‘the Department should
make a proportion of the savings from transformation […] available to
teams to reinvest in future improvements. This could help embed the
culture of continuous improvement by incentivising teams better to drive
through change’.

The managerialist discourse in MOD has drawn a distinction between the
‘business space’, e.g. acquisition, where such techniques are considered
appropriate, and the ‘battle space’ e.g. front line and support units, where
they are not welcomed. Detomasi makes an interesting point in this context: 

The traditional separation of military and civilian society has been central
to the organizational ethos of the armed forces. The criteria by which
military personnel distinguish themselves from their civilian counter-
parts is through their legitimate authority and professional capacity to
apply organised violence to protect the political interests of the state.
(Detomasi ibid: 66)

He goes on to comment that the emphasis in NPM on efficiency might well
be construed as a corrosive factor in trying to maintain the ethos of the
Armed Forces. Indeed there is a strong cultural bias against managerialism
in the Armed Forces, evidenced by the almost total absence of management
in the education and development programmes for e.g. Army officers until
they reach the rank of Brigadier or equivalent positions. At this point
when: ‘[officers] receive responsibility for managing large organisations,
their interest in private sector management practices seems to intensify’
(Jones and Thompson op cit: 73).

Conclusions

The NPM philosophy reveals there is transformational potential open to
the UK Armed Forces using radical options such as integrating the three
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services, delayering rank structures, and integrating living arrangements
between officers and other ranks. MOD could also post officers for longer
periods, or leave individuals to develop their own careers through making
every post open for applicants. More extensive use could be made of out-
sourcing to Private Military Companies (PMCs) such as Aegis – now prom-
inent in Iraq, which would have the significant advantage of mitigating the
political impact of troop losses or equipment shortages. MOD could also
open up the Armed Forces at senior level to external applicants with the
aim of breaking out the institutionalised culture endemic in such closed
organisations. Additionally, management theories such as lean thinking
and transformational change management, which have been shown to offer
the prospect of significant gains in efficiency and effectiveness, could be
embraced and implemented at corporate level. 

However there would appear to be little real appetite at this time for such
change. Why?

This evaluation has shown that the philosophy of NPM encounters major
obstacles in the field of defence. Notably, the military task, other than near
term, is difficult to define. It certainly requires a body of professionals in
order to conduct it but has no end ‘customer as individual’ in the con-
ventional sense. These factors combine to compromise any effective prin-
cipal-agent model and leaves the principal (HMG) in a weak position 
to control the agent’s (UK Armed Forces) contract. In organisational 
terms, the military’s response, based on the operational need to maintain a
chain of command in combat, is to insist on a traditional hierarchical
structure; moreover this model is standard military practice – certainly 
in NATO. The military response is also to instil an ethos that privileges 
the military paradigm, particularly separation of services, and is hostile 
to any mangerialist discourse. This, coupled with the systemic issue of 
key personnel rotation, leads to the absence of any ‘guiding mind’ in the
overall defence enterprise, conditions which are fatal to the managerialist
agenda. 

These factors, combined with a need to comply with a legal framework
that is becoming increasingly onerous, continue to underpin and require
the cultural paradigm of a Weberian model of governance. Jones and
Thompson’s comments about the unmanageability of key government
functions, and the need for large organisations, are well founded. And yet,
in a final paradox, the potential for improvement through NPM and subse-
quent benefit to military capability seems to offer great potential. The
abandonment of non value adding processes, the elimination of waste and
the fostering of innovation could free up much needed resources for front
line capability. As Edmunds and Foster (op cit: 79) comment: ‘The British
Armed forces are “running on empty” and conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan
have seriously diminished the ability of the armed forces to meet future
challenges’.
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Note
1. President Clinton announcing the initiative to streamline Government – March 3

1993.
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Part II

Essential Features of Public
Leadership



8
What Do We Expect of Public
Leaders?1

Lord Turnbull

Introduction

Raising the game of public leadership

In this chapter I raise three challenges for public leadership. The first, con-
cerns the identity of the kind of leaders public institutions need; the second,
how to develop those leaders and the third, asks what do public institutions
need to do to raise the game of public leadership in a complex world. In
addressing these challenges I provide my own reflections on leadership style
and characteristics based on my long experience of both working within and,
more latterly leading, the ‘hub of government’ – the civil service.

I address the three public leadership challenges against a backdrop of
continual pressure for reform of the civil service and the wider public
sector, but confine my discussion to the public leadership challenge.
Government departments have been the subject of capability reviews that
looked at three key areas: strategy, leadership and delivery. This chapter
outlines what is considered to represent the future of public leadership 
and how those who lead the civil service and the wider public sector 
can respond to these challenges as well as influencing public leadership
throughout the public sector delivery chain.

In raising the game of public leadership the first challenge suggests that we
need to understand the nature of leadership in a public sector context. The
second challenge requires an appropriate match between the kind of leader-
ship that the situation requires and the efforts to develop appropriate skills at
different levels and with differing levels of difficulty. The third challenge calls
for new public leadership to be embedded within the public sector’s way of
working so that each and every member knows what is expected of them.

What kind of leaders do public institutions need?

The importance of leadership for successful organisations

The contribution that strong collective leadership makes to the success of
an organisation is increasingly being recognised. This applies just as much
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to the public sector and the voluntary and community sector as it does 
to the private sector. So, whether it is in developing a successful com-
pany or in delivering better public services or in encouraging well minded
people to work with and within the community, the importance of 
collective leadership cannot be ignored. 

Some contributors will argue history has suggested that good leaders are
born and not made, others that it depends on the situation in which
leaders find themselves to be leading and yet others still, that it is the pos-
ition that leaders occupy, or the results that they achieve or the influence
that they hold that determines whether and how leaders lead. 

We often assume that an organisation’s leadership begins with recruiting
and selecting the right people. But this can only be effective if we know
what kind of leaders the organisation needs at that time and whether those
who we do recruit or select will have the capability to ensure the success of
the particular organisation.

Within the context of the civil service, we have come a long way from
the days when fast stream entrants were recruited – not as future leaders 
– but as ‘Administration Trainees’ which calls into question how the role of
public leaders and public institutions was perceived at that time. For many
years the ‘business’ of the public sector was referred to as public adminis-
tration and its incumbents as ‘administrators’. From the early 1970s we
began to see the emergence of public management as opposed to adminis-
tration with those who serve the public viewed as managers rather than
administrators. This volume is thus very timely in seeking to suggest 
that good public reform requires us to move on beyond administration 
or public management to leadership, where leaders motivate those who
manage and those who administrate on behalf of us all and thus create 
outcomes that are valued by the public.

What leadership is (not) and from where does it (or could it) 
emerge?

Let me start by discussing some of the misconceptions about leadership. 
It is not just about those people who occupy positions at the top of public
institutions or enterprises, still less the property of the single person at the
top of each organisation. It is not just the Permanent Secretary, the Chief
Constable, the Chief Executive of the local authority or the health trust or
indeed the regional head of government agencies such as Job Centre Plus,
but includes all of those leading all the component parts of the public insti-
tutions. This notion is not new. The Armed Forces have always recognised
that the General and the Corporal are both leaders in their own ways; the
law recognises, for example, that no person or no politician can tell a police
officer what to do or convention suggests that no person or politician
should tell a clinician not to take a particular course of action which he or
she considers to represent the best interests of the patient. Senior leaders
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clearly have a role in setting direction but there are different levels and
forms of leadership that can be identified and which need to knit together
in a collective way.

It is equally important to affirm that leadership is not about indi-
vidualism; it is really the opposite. Leadership is about making it poss-
ible for everyone in the institution or within a network of institutions 
to contribute. The essence of leadership at all levels is to give direction, and
then to involve, inspire and motivate others.

Senior leadership development programmes often describe its parti-
cipants as newly appointed strategic leaders. This begs the question; what
does this word ‘strategic’ add? Is it one of those words inserted to make
something more impressive than it really is? The Oxford English Dictionary
describes ‘strategy’ as ‘The art of a commander-in-chief; the art of pro-
jecting and directing the larger military movements and operations of 
a campaign. It is usually distinguished from tactics, which is the art of 
handling forces in battle or in the immediate presence of the enemy’. The
significance of the word strategic therefore is the recognition that while
much leadership is operational, working within a defined framework, e.g.
the branch, the store, the platoon, there are wider dimensions to being a
strategic leader:

• A person who finds themselves at the point where serious choices are 
to be made;

• A person who is operating with longer time horizons;
• A leader who does less themselves and more through others.

In terms of public leadership one attribute that thus distinguishes a 
strategic from an operational role is that such leaders have reached a 
level where operating in the mode which has made them successful to 
date will not necessarily guarantee success in the future. The most senior
leaders in public service must be able to show how they can translate 
their skills to a higher level whilst still encouraging those who are 
entrusted with delivery to lead within an increasingly complex public
landscape.

How to develop those who lead within public institutions

Levels of leadership and degrees of difficulty

It is important to recognise that there are different levels of leadership 
and each has its own degree of difficulty. Many of those who reach the 
top of their public professions unambiguously become the leader of their
organisation, whether as CEO, Chief Constable or Permanent Secretary.
Previously, each would have been a member of the leadership team. Para-
doxically it is often easier to operate at the top of the organisation than 
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at the next level down. The most difficult phase of my career was when 
for the first time, I became a member of the Treasury Management Board.
That required juggling my responsibilities as a head of a business unit 
with the need, for the first time, to take a corporate view. But a leader has
no choice but to operate through engagement with others at differing
levels and across increasingly diverse networks.

The role of the most senior leaders in setting the right direction is 
critical, along with providing the right resources and support with a view
to achieving the right impact. This is what John Kotter would refer to as
establishing a sense of urgency, the creation of a guiding coalition to drive
and sustain change and the development of a vision and a strategy as an
investment in the delivery of a better future (Kotter 1999). 

One of the biggest temptations for a leader on taking up a new 
senior appointment is to carry on doing the job that he or she pre-
viously did, resulting in a bias in the allocation of time and attention,
leaving no space for others to develop and with the consequence 
that the leader would become a big tree beneath which nothing 
grows.

Leadership is therefore a distributed property throughout the organ-
isation rather than the sole property of an individual. Indeed allowing leader-
ship freedom to one individual alone can be dangerous. One needs to look
no further than the first two principles of the Combined Code on Cor-
porate Governance (FRC 2006) the first of which states that every company
should be headed by an effective board, which is collectively responsible
for the success of the company and the second which requires that there
should be a clear division of responsibilities at the head of the com-
pany between the running of the board and the executive responsibility 
for the running of the company’s business. No one individual should 
have unfettered powers of decision. Exceptions such as the recent appoint-
ment of Sir Stuart Rose as both Chief Executive Officer and Chairman 
of Marks and Spencer are permitted but have to be justified in time and
place.

Let us examine this first principle of the code further as it also helps 
to illustrate some of the critical success factors of leadership. Principle one
states:

The board’s role is to provide entrepreneurial leadership of the company
within a framework of prudent and effective controls which enables 
risk to be assessed and managed. The board should set the company’s
strategic aims, ensure that the necessary financial and human resources
are in place for the company to meet its objectives and review man-
agement performance. The board should set the company’s values and
standards and ensure that its obligations to its shareholders and others
are understood and met. (FRC 2006: 3)
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Through these principles, some of the key leadership activities at the most
senior level of public leadership include:

• Encouraging innovation through entrepreneurial leadership
• Developing a framework of controls which support the assessment and

management of risk
• Setting strategic aims which are clear to all, meaningful throughout 

the public sector and which are achievable
• Supporting the achievement of the aims through the provision of 

appropriate financial and human resources
• Reviewing performance as a means of organisational learning
• Setting the organisation’s values and standards with the engagement of

people at all levels
• Ensuring that its obligations to internal and external stakeholders are

both understood and met.

How do we develop these skills within the public sector?

Though some of the principles of the Combined Code are relevant to the
public sector, leadership in the public sector generally and the civil service
in particular is very complex and leadership development must address this
complexity.

We have shared leadership between Ministers and senior officials, 
each bringing something to the bigger picture. Officials bring profes-
sionalism, expertise and a longer term view; Ministers bring urgency 
and most precious of all political legitimacy and contact with citizens
which should never be upstaged or usurped. A pre-requisite of public 
leadership development must be the acknowledgement that different 
forms of leadership are required. Already we are considering a distinction
between organisational, individual and political leadership.

Having recognised the distinctive context in which public leaders lead 
– and that this is likely to change from situation to situation – it is then
essential to ensure that the stewardship of public leadership is fit for pur-
pose in that it achieves public value in return for significant public invest-
ment. The determination, achievement and measurement of outcomes is
therefore central to the role of all public leaders.

As public leaders work mostly in a non-market environment a number of
challenges are relevant:

a. the metrics for measuring public service activities are difficult;
b. Public leaders do not have full control over many aspects of what they

do, for example they cannot decide to go ‘up market’ and pull out of
serving the poorest customers or to close neighbourhood offices in
difficult inner city or rural areas;
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c. There is a great deal of ambiguity, with frequently conflicting objectives
and the potential for perverse incentives;

d. Ministers are the ultimate leaders and – given their democratic mandate
– can quickly change officials’ priorities, with all the consequences being
felt throughout the delivery chain;

e. Officials have constrained choices over the make up of their teams or
the rewards they can offer.

In short, the civil service and much of the public sector are collective
organisations providing collective goods. The integration of collective
organisations delivering collective goods therefore requires effective collec-
tive leadership which draws into centre stage a different way of thinking
about public leadership.

What type of leader do we want?

We accept that public servants are not mere advisers, or even courtiers 
with no leadership role. Far from it. The fact that leadership is exer-
cised in a constrained context, that it is not appropriate for us to 
assume the Mr Big style of a corporate CEO (particularly the North
American model), should not be an excuse for shrinking into the 
background and avoiding responsibility. It means that we should 
ensure that we equip our public leaders with the very best of public 
leadership skills to enable them to chart their way through these 
increasingly complex networks and to empower, negotiate with, and 
energise others.

We should not necessarily go back to the attractiveness of the great man
theories or the idolisation of charismatic leaders. Not all of those who
succeed in the private sector are all at the Conrad Black/Alan Sugar end 
of the spectrum of dominant controlling leaders. There are many inter-
mediate places on the spectrum and leadership development must acknow-
ledge this. Of the six commercial organisations I have worked for since I
left the Civil Service, three are quoted companies, one is a genuine partner-
ship, two are technically companies but operate effectively as partnerships.
The dynamics of their decision-making is quite different from the PLC
model. 

In summary the key message in terms of leadership development is 
that different leadership styles are needed in different contexts and 
in different points in an organisation’s history. Rather than advocate 
a particular model, leadership development should encourage pros-
pective leaders to spend time thinking about what is required at any 
point in time and, potentially, in the future and to understand and 
appreciate the different ways in which leadership is practiced and with
what impacts.

126 What Do We Expect of Public Leaders?



How public leaders can work better together in a complex
world

Leading a winning team through a collective vision

Having defined the context how then should an organisation go about
creating the leadership team and importantly the pipeline of future leaders
to succeed them? It might seem natural to start by defining characteristics
and competencies that leaders need. In my view, this is the wrong place to
start for there is one important stage to go through first.

This is to define the organisation’s strategy which can of course change
over time. It is thus about purpose – what is it that the organisation is
seeking to achieve? Vodafone may serve as an example. For several years 
its mission was expansion through acquisition. These years required the
buccaneering spirit of Sir Chris Gent. Then came a phase of consolidation,
during which a coherent whole was built out of all the businesses acquired.
Now it is to continue the consolidation in Europe while seeking expansion
in the new commercial world. Different times require different kinds of
people and different leaders. 

This is a clear message that emerges as the experience of organisational
growth is examined. In a powerful description of the stages of organ-
isational growth and development Larry Griener, writing in the Harvard
Business Review, argued that as organisations grow in age and size the 
original founders and the original creative activities are not always the 
most appropriate to lead the organisation through predicted periods of
both evolution and revolution. Both the original founders and their chosen
ways of working – which were essential for the company to get off the
ground – may become a problem as the company grows (Griener 1998: 60).

Outdated structures and over centralised procedures are often at the heart
of the reasons for either failure or decline of profits but are held on to by
key executives as it is often perceived to be the source of their power. This
is equally applicable to a changing and turbulent public sector environ-
ment when the assumption of continuous growth in the economy and
continuous expansion of public services has been called into question. 

From the strategic purpose expressed through a collective vision at any
point in time one can derive the structure that is appropriate and the kind
of leader that is appropriate. BP is a company that has been going through
such a change in leadership and the issues Tony Hayward will need to
address are very different from those John Browne faced a decade earlier.
British Land, where I am a Non Executive Director has just completed a
very successful transition from a dominant executive chairman to a
Chair/CEO partnership, a transition which many companies have stumbled
over. 

This requirement to settle a strategic sense of direction of course creates a
chicken and egg dilemma. You can’t know what sort of leader you want
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until you have a strategy but it is the senior leader as an individual that is
in a strong position to provide the sense of direction and create the sense
of urgency required. However, this does not mean that you should set the
direction and then build your team. 

The genetics of public leaders: A case study from the civil service

The ability to think strategically is one of the key competencies a leader
needs to have. It is to break this Catch 22 that the definition of strategy 
is not simply a CEO function but is shared with the board and then dis-
tributed within and across the range of networked public institutions. At
this point we can consider further the definition of leadership charac-
teristics, the career model and recruitment and training needed to develop
the new style of leadership within the public sector. Different organisations
will go about this in different ways but an example is used of an initiative 
I led in the Civil Service. This can be described as an exercise in genetic
modification, retaining the genes we still value, removing the genes that
are no longer appropriate and injecting some new genes. 

We obviously wanted to retain the historic strengths of the civil service 
– integrity, objectivity, commitment, and its ability to manage government
business. The genes we wanted to remove were excessive departmental
focus, hierarchy, outdated processes, poor management of risk (though it is
not to say the Civil Service is risk averse; it is more a case of risk myopia,
often running horrendous but inadequately researched risks).

The genes to be injected were more creativity and innovation, customer
focus, focus on outcomes, improved performance management, an ability
to work through others and to communicate better. Far from creating a
Frankenstein monster, the aim was to produce a new generation of leaders
who are much more visible both to staff and to customers and partners,
comfortable with taking personal responsibility for difficult decisions,
better able to think strategically, and able to get results not just by personal
endeavour but by influence and partnership.

The next step was to examine the career model. Some organisations may
decide that they can simply recruit from the market for whatever kind of
person they think they need at the time. This might work fine in a high
reward, low loyalty, short time horizon business but it is unlikely to be as
successful in the public sector which – some may argue (relative to the
private sector) – is low reward, high loyalty and longer term time horizon
bound! However, the shortcomings of this model have been dramatically
exposed in the banking sector.

The Civil Service has been in a very different tradition of growing its own
talent but probably too much so for a world in which skill requirements
change very quickly. It now operates a mixed system, still relying at the
senior levels on about two thirds for internally generated talent and one
third on external recruitment. This latter aim provides access to new skills
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and people with experience of front line services while retaining a strong
root stock, thereby providing continuity of values.

Another dimension is how far the service wants to develop a coherent
leadership cadre across the whole of the civil service, or how far differ-
ent businesses within the service are empowered to develop their own
talent. Do people work their way up the organisation in one part of the
business or do they expect to be cross posted? In all these dimensions 
– competencies, recruitment, career development there are choices. The
Civil Service and Unilever are similar in being highly centralised in spot-
ting and developing talent. The Prudential on the other hand has in the
past developed its people mainly through the individual business units.

My message is that different approaches can work in different places, but
those choices must be consciously made and be simply derived as the
product of history. As the public sector is required to work ever more in
partnership with other agencies so there will be a need to break even
beyond the boundaries that this chapter suggests and consider cross public
sector development.

Embedding public leadership

Sustaining our leaders

Having appointed public leaders what do public institutions do to support
them? Leadership, particularly at the most senior level, can be a very lonely
experience and, as Charles Handy implies, we are not very good at accept-
ing that we are not very good at leadership (Handy 1999). So where do our
senior public leaders go for advice and in what shape or form do they
receive development as senior leaders? In a similar vein, Grint (2005)
argues that all leaders have shortcomings. The clarion call to perceived
problems of leadership are often rooted in the ‘only those who can walk on
water need apply’ approach and attention is given to better recruitment crit-
eria (2005: 34), such as that argued earlier. A better approach, Grint argues,
might be to start from where we are, not where we would like to be. This is
to concentrate on all leaders, as humans, as flawed individuals, not all
leaders as the embodiments of all that we merely mortal and imperfect fol-
lowers would like them to be: perfect. This has particular implications for
ongoing leadership development within the public sector and the way that
we develop teams so that one person’s relative weaknesses are compensated
for elsewhere.

The Civil Service approach for many years was to scoff at things like
mentoring and coaching, viewing them as expensive fads. These approaches
are now viewed as a valued tool for development. It is rare for a leader 
to arrive at the top with all competencies equally and fully developed. 
So an early task is to define strengths and weaknesses. Having someone 
to help in this and to help in working on a development plan can be
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invaluable. It is often the case that the outcome of a recruitment or pro-
motion process will award someone the job but recommend a programme of
mentoring/coaching.

The same goes for board evaluation. Once seen as ‘money for old 
rope’ for head hunters, it is now part of the Combined Code. Individual
evaluation should aim to show whether each director continues to contri-
bute effectively and to demonstrate commitment to the role (FRC 2006: 7)
including joint evaluation (2006: 24) and supported by processes to 
regularly update and refresh these skills and knowledge (FRC 2006: 8). It
can seem like a chore and if external facilitators are engaged, an expensive
one. But it can be very helpful in getting a board to understand how 
it works together, or does not, how it uses its time and whether it has 
got the right balance between support and challenge. This will set the scene
for the development of leadership throughout the public sector where
development is both shared (at board level) and distributed within each
organisation (at the individual level) but within a collective framework that
supports collective effort in achieving collective outcomes.

The focus of this chapter has been primarily on the challenges facing
senior leaders and the examples used originate from my experience of
leading the civil service. However, it is important to point out that exactly
the same principles of public leadership would apply to partnership work-
ing through, for example, the community leadership role of local strategic
partnership boards, and the overall aim of those partnerships in delivering
improved and sustained social, environmental and economic wellbeing
through sustainable community plans. The concept of shared leadership
will apply as a critical link between the Whitehall end of the delivery chain
and the many public, voluntary and community sector institutions and
enterprises that support the local strategic partnerships. 

Personal reflection on the role of public leadership

There are consistent challenges to public leaders across the spectrum of
public service delivery and the chapter will conclude with some reflections
that will apply throughout this chain. Reflection is a great virtue and one
that should be inherent in all leaders. Based on my experience in the civil
service, some points of reflection include the following:

It is important to exemplify values and integrity. The leader has to 
be in the forefront in the establishment and protection of reputation, or 
in private sector language, the brand. This involves defining the organ-
isation’s appetite for risk and how that risk is managed and supported
through effective governance arrangements.

Valuing diversity, including diversity of thought. Setting a tone in
which people of different backgrounds are valued and in which people are
encouraged to put forward different views and voice their concerns.
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Improving Performance: Setting standards of performance, praising
good performance (even more important where, as in much of public sector,
we can’t reward it very well) and confronting poor performance.

Maintaining optimism and energy and the mind set that problems are
there to be solved. This is really dangerous when the leader disparages his
organisation’s people and products. This happily is rare in the private
sector, Gerald Ratner being an exception, but alas all too common in 
the public sector. I know of no PLC chairman who would publicly label 
his company as ‘not fit for purpose’.

Setting a tone of openness, readiness to listen and a willingness to
engage with hostile audiences and thus building trust.

Setting a consistent course which is not deflected by minor setbacks.
An ability to take decisions, while not acting impulsively. A readiness

to change one’s mind and admit one was wrong in the face of evidence.
Encouragement of partnership and sharing; a willingness to delegate.

Don’t move in to take the credit, move in to help out and share successes.
Develop successors; don’t see emerging successors as rivals. Be ready to

leave the scene constrictively when the time comes and be honest enough
to acknowledge that you might not be the right person to steer the institu-
tion or organisation through its next period of evolution and/or revolution. 

Treat others as you would wish to be treated yourself: My least favourite
people are those who are attentive to those more powerful but rude to those
below them, and those who, far from supporting colleagues under pressure,
dump blame on them while exonerating themselves.

At this point we come to the importance of stories. All organisations have
them, and the importance of stories within the National Health Service is
highlighted in a chapter within this volume. Most of the management text-
books say the role of the leader is important in determining what they are, in
developing stories of success. But the converse is also true. Many organ-
isational stories are pernicious and it is as much part of the leader’s role to
eradicate them. It is about building reputation and reputation is an important
aspect of public leadership.

I remember the stories that were prevalent within the Treasury which we
worked hard to overcome:

• Like Millwall supporters, they all hate us but we don’t care.
• They (i.e. departments) are all useless and only respond to being pushed

about.
• Everyone is self serving.
• We are great in a crisis.

An important task of leadership is to replace these negative stories with
more constructive ones, to be positive and develop a ‘can do’ rather than a
‘cannot do’ culture.
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I think there are important lessons about the use of time. Leaders should
not get sucked into energy absorbing, low output activities. It helps to stay
a bit above the fray. Don’t dive in at the first opportunity. 

Many problems will be resolved by colleagues if you give them the
chance. Billy Butlin once said the secret of his success was to be able to
watch his colleagues do things that he would not have done while resisting
the temptation to interfere. This of course left him with time to do the
bigger things only he could do, and gave his colleagues the opportunity to
develop their strengths.

There is agreement on the importance of the leader assembling and
developing the leadership team. But one can be an effective leader without
hogging the limelight and cherry picking the glamorous assignments. 

Who are my role models for leadership? First, John, later Lord Hunt,
whose aim was not to get to the top of Everest himself but to get men onto
the top. Second, is Sir Ernest Shackleton, best known for leading the
Endurance expedition of 1914–16. He was a meticulous organiser and a
maintainer of optimism. Above all when the enterprise got into trouble he
personally went off to get help.

As Kotter argues, during a process of change, having established a sense
of urgency and delivered through a guiding coalition there is then a need
to anchor the change in reality and embed it within the culture. Although
the classic ‘great man theories’ are no longer the dominant theme in 
leadership theory today, senior leaders have an important role to play in
creating the right climate for leadership to emerge throughout the public
sector networks. The real challenge for public leaders is to create the con-
ditions that enable those leaders to emerge and from any point in the
delivery chain or the institution.

Note
1. Adapted from a speech originally delivered at the Windsor Leadership Trust, 

26 April 2007, Windsor Castle.
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9
Political Leadership
Jean Hartley

Political leadership in democratic systems

From one point of view, all organisations include a political dimension, 
in that those who lead, work for, manage, govern and contract to organ-
isations have to deal with diverse and sometimes competing interests, 
with individuals and groups sometimes vying for power and influence and
sometimes collaborating with others to achieve outcomes (Hartley and
Fletcher 2008). This is politics with a small ‘p’. 

However, this chapter focuses on leadership in formal political systems 
– what might be called ‘big P’ politics. And the focus is on leadership in
democratic societies, i.e. where political leadership is based on electoral
legitimacy from, and accountability to, the population, rather than leader-
ship based on military or totalitarian power.

Formal political systems are those organisations and institutions which
are governed by elected representatives with public accountability. Some
political institutions are about law-making and policy-making, while others
plan and provide public services, such as education, healthcare and prisons,
and some carry out both functions. Public organisations derive most of
their funding from the state and their policies, their budgets and their 
practices are governed through boards, committees, councils or cabinets
consisting wholly, mainly or partly of elected politicians. 

The traditional view in the field of public administration that politicians
(national and local) make policy while public managers implement it left
little room for leadership (Denis, Langley and Rouleau 2005). For polit-
icians in particular, leadership and leadership development were not seen
as important because they saw themselves as exercising power, mandated
by their political party, their election manifesto and the electorate (Hartley
2010; Behn 1998). 

For their part, public managers, working within large bureaucracies, saw
themselves primarily as ‘clerks’ (impassive officials implementing political
directives) or ‘martyrs’ (holding private views about the policies they

133



enacted but continuing to implement political decisions without comment)
(Moore 1995). Thus, leadership was not much discussed in relation either
to politicians or to managers (van Wart 2003; Behn 1998). 

More recently, the worldwide interest in public sector reform (Pollitt and
Bouckaert 2004) has been accompanied by a language more receptive to
the idea of leadership. There has been a greater interest in ‘entrepreneurial
government’ which includes a role for leadership. Initially, this was found
under the rubric of ‘new public management’ (Hood 1991) which artic-
ulated a role for managerial leadership, though interestingly it failed to artic-
ulate a clear or prominent role for leadership by politicians. The emphasis
on managerial (but not political) leadership was based on the importing of
private sector management practices and ideologies into the public sector
(Hartley and Skelcher 2008). 

The interest in leadership has been given a further boost by the recognition
of a newly emerging approach to public policy and public management
which goes beyond ‘new public management’ and involves a paradigm shift
to ‘networked governance’ (Benington 1997, 2000; Stoker 2006; Newman
2001). In a networked governance perspective, public sector renewal is result-
ing in a weakening of the hierarchically organised monolithic state in favour
of more differentiated polycentric arrangements that cut across the bound-
aries of public, private and third sectors as well as across different levels of
government (Benington 2000). 

This means that political leadership, managerial leadership and com-
munity leadership may all have a place (or a voice) in how democracy is
conducted, and public services created and produced (or co-produced).
There are, of course, some countervailing tendencies. The new dynamic
image of public leadership and the apparently enlarged opportunities for
managerial discretion are counter-balanced by a strengthening of national
interventions and centralised control, and explicit and rigorous inspections
and performance regimes. Managing the tensions and paradoxes of these
governance regimes has become the order of the day for politicians and
public managers, strengthening the need for leadership (Pedersen and Hartley
2008). This chapter will therefore consider the complexities and challenges
of political leadership in a context of polycentric, networked governance. 

The chapter focuses on political leadership in the UK primarily, though it
draws on a wider academic literature to understand this. The empirical base
for the chapter is from research undertaken with UK elected politicians,
across the political parties, at both local and national levels, and in three of
the four nations of the UK.

Political leadership

Political leadership is substantial in numerical terms. In the UK alone, as
noted by Hartley and Pinder (2010), there are about 120 Ministers in the
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UK Government (in both Houses), 646 MPs in the House of Commons and
over 700 members in the House of Lords, and 297 elected members of the
devolved Parliaments and Assemblies of the UK. At UK local government
level, there are over 22,000 councillors in England, 1,222 in Scotland, 1,264
in Wales and 582 in Northern Ireland (according to the Electoral Commis-
sion website) There are 78 European Parliament members representing the
UK regions.

In decision-making terms, elected politicians are responsible for creating
laws and by-laws, for providing policy and guidance to public service
organisations, and for the disbursement of public funds. The public sector
budget is substantial – in most post-industrial countries, politicians are
responsible for taxation, fiscal policy and expenditure representing at least
a third of GDP (Jackson 2003). Since the start of the recent recession, the
percentage of public money as a proportion of GDP has soared to 51% in
the UK (Treasury 2009). At the level of an individual government depart-
ment or a local authority, politicians may individually be responsible for
multi-billion pound expenditure. For example, the Department of Work
and Pensions budget for 2007–8 was £130,417 million (www.dwp.gov.uk).
At local authority level, the largest English council has a staff of about
50,000 (FTE), with a £1 billion budget.

Elected politicians use state authority to direct or even coerce citizens to
engage in activities deemed to be for the public good. They make decisions
such as going to war, taxation levels, police powers, and military conscrip-
tion. Their decisions involve judgements based on political leadership. 

Elected politicians are also involved in tackling complex and difficult
choices facing society. Whether the issues are climate change, tackling
childhood obesity, or sorting out transport infrastructure, the role of politi-
cians is not only to use state authority and state resources. In some cases,
their role is to tackle complex problems and to make tough choices, know-
ing that whatever decision is made it will not please everyone (Benington
and Moore in press). It is increasingly recognised that not all societal
choices can be addressed through market mechanisms, and that therefore
the state, including its politicians, have a crucial role to play in creating,
mobilising, orchestrating and leading inter-organisational coalitions to
address these issues. 

At the level of public service organisations, there is growing recognition
of the role of elected politicians in setting strategic direction and creating a
climate which supports the risk-taking often necessary for innovation 
and change. For example, Pandey and Moynihan (2006), in a US study,
found that political support [i.e. from elected politicians] is associated with
higher levels of organisational performance, including the reduction of 
red tape. Rashman and Hartley (2002) and Hartley and Rashman (2007)
found that local government politicians are important contributors to
inter-organisational learning, organisational change and performance
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improvement associated with the Beacon Council national initiative to
improve local government. 

The current paradigm shift from ‘new public management’ to ‘networked
governance’ re-emphasises the importance of the political leadership role
which had been downplayed or neglected in ‘new public management’. 
If politicians are central not only to the effective functioning of a demo-
cracy but also to improving public services, what then does the academic
literature have to say about political leadership? 

The academic literature on political leadership

Leach, Hartley, Lowndes, Wilson and Downe (2005) note that there is only
a small literature about political leadership from either a political science 
or an organisational behaviour perspective. The political science literature
has tended to focus on political institutions, ideologies, structures and
processes. Where leadership is discussed, it is often in terms of prominent
leaders such as presidents and prime ministers, thereby conflating leadership
with leaders and focusing primarily on ‘top’ leaders and on charismatic leader-
ship (though see Wren 2007). Autobiographies and biographies of political
leaders and case studies of high-profile crunch decisions (e.g. the Cuban missile
crisis) are plentiful but the focus is rarely on general processes of leadership
but rather on idiographic and historical analysis. 

One writer who stands out from this is James McGregor Burns (1978), a
political biographer and historian who focused not only on the detail of pres-
idents’ actions, but also conceptualised leadership in a processual way. He
argued that leadership can be seen as a set of ‘leadership acts’, which are about
actions and processes used by individuals and groups to mobilise support for 
a particular approach or decision. Burns was also the academic who dis-
tinguished between ‘transformational’ and ‘transactional leadership’ which
has been so popularised and studied in the management field. Interestingly,
most writing about transformational and transactional leadership has stripped
the concepts of their originating context in political leadership. 

There is also an emerging literature about the leadership qualities 
and styles of particular roles of elected politicians. For example, Greasley
and Stoker (2008) analyse the directly elected local mayors in England and
suggest that the institutional/constitutional arrangements affect outcomes
and can encourage particular styles of leadership. By contrast, Leach et al.
(2005) took an inter-disciplinary view of political leadership, arguing that it
required attention to contexts, political constitutions, tasks and skills but
that agency had greater explanatory power than structure alone. Kelman
(1988), in the USA, examines the literature about the motivation of polit-
icians both to take on the role and also in relation to the political choices
they make while in power. 

Political psychology has tended to be dominated by the US literature and
focuses on personality, emotion and cognition of senior political figures,
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and on the voting preferences of citizens, rather than on theorising the
nature and processes of political leadership (e.g. Jost and Sidanius 2004).
Recent work has, however, applied organisational psychology to aspects 
of recruitment and selection of political candidates (Silvester and Dykes
2007).

Political leadership has scarcely been mentioned in the generic leader-
ship literature. The index in most books does not include political leader-
ship or related words, and the books themselves do not contain discussion
or analysis of political leadership. Taking two widely quoted academic
books provides an illustration: the definitive work of Yukl (2006); as 
well as the Sage Handbook of Organizational Studies with its review
chapter on leadership (Parry and Bryman 2006). In relation to political
leadership, therefore, organisational studies are context-blind – striving 
for a general theory of leadership without taking sufficient account 
of the political and economic context of leadership, or the societal or 
institutional authority which can form part of the basis of leader-
ship. Where the word ‘political’ is used at all, it is generally in relation to
organisational politics i.e. the informal ‘small p’ use of power in organ-
isational settings – more about the politics of leadership than political 
leadership. 

The management and organisational behaviour fields have closely
studied and conceptualised leadership but this literature has only rarely
analysed political leadership. A review of the literature on political leader-
ship (Morrell and Hartley 2006) found scant material from an organ-
isational behaviour perspective. Even in the management literature, there 
is relatively little research or commentary on the management chal-
lenges facing political leaders, or the need for managers to have political
awareness skills to work with or alongside politicians. 

Only the field of public management appears to have taken the concept
of political leadership seriously – perhaps because public managers, parti-
cularly at more senior levels, encounter and work with elected politicians
on a regular basis. However, even here, leadership is largely viewed from
the perspective of public managers acting as leaders in a political con-
text (e.g. Denis, Langley and Rouleau 2005; van Wart 2003; Behn 1998;
Terry 1998). An exception is the work of Heifetz and Sinder (1988) and
Heifetz (1994), who address political leadership directly, by arguing for 
the need to consider the work being undertaken by such leaders, the need
to consider the role and power basis of political, managerial or community
leadership, and also by providing analyses of leadership processes and
problem identification and resolution through the work of political leaders
working with formal authority (e.g. Lyndon Johnson) and without formal
authority (e.g. Martin Luther King’s social movement leadership). His 
work, thus, recognises that political leadership is distinct from managerial
leadership. 
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What is formal political leadership?

In democratic societies, the electoral democratic basis for political leader-
ship is so commonplace as to barely merit consideration – yet the authority
base for leadership, it is argued, is crucial to understanding political leader-
ship – and distinguishing it from managerial, professional or informal civic
leadership. 

Heifetz (1994) makes a crucial distinction between leadership with authority
and leadership without authority. He argues that leadership research has
made insufficient distinction between these, yet they affect the basis of
leadership and the strategies of leading which are open to the person 
or group: 

I define authority as conferred power to perform a service. This defin-
ition will be useful to the practitioner of leadership as a reminder of 
two facts: First, authority is given and can be taken away. Second,
authority is conferred as part of an exchange. Failure to meet the terms
of the exchange means the risk of losing one’s authority: it can be taken 
back or given to another who promises to fulfill the bargain. (Heifetz
1994: 57) 

The conferring of power, in the quote above, emphasises that formal author-
ity is given by other people, which in the case of political leadership is
through election initially and then through continuing support. Formal
authority is an important potential source of leadership though leadership
and authority, while often connected, are not the same. 

Leadership without authority, or informal leadership, has a different
basis and therefore set of activities associated with it. These are individuals
and groups who lead societies, communities, groups or particular issues and
influence others without formal authorisation, for example, a campaigning
group or an opinion leader. A leader acting without authority may be less
constrained by the roles and rules, and by the expectations of others. Such
leadership is likely to require political awareness but does not necessarily
constitute formal political leadership. 

There is a relationship between those in formal authority and those who
accept (or resist or resent) authority. Authority is important in the analysis
of leadership because the personal qualities of the individual are not the
whole story, leadership may be a combination of personal qualities, pos-
itional authority, and the relationship(s) with the people who are being led
or influenced. 

If the basis of authority for an elected politician is then considered, the
differences from managerial leadership become apparent. Political leaders
are democratically elected through a legally defined voting system by an
electorate which is also legally defined. Their claim to authority is a com-
mitment to act as a representative of their electorate, and they are expected
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(at least in stable democratic societies) to represent the interests not 
only of all those in their constituency (not just those who voted for 
them) but also to take into account public interests for society as a 
whole, including non-voters and the needs of future generations. 
Given that politicians have access to the state’s coercive powers of 
authority there is an expectation and legal requirement that such authority
is used fairly, legally and proportionately (Benington and Moore in 
press). 

Since political leaders gain their initial authority through election not
appointment, and act as representatives, they require continuing consent
from those whom they govern and serve. Political leaders gain their author-
ity through the ballot box initially but their authority is potentially subject
to challenge on a daily basis – from their political party (most operate
within a political party structure and even those who operate as inde-
pendents may need to construct a political coalition to reach decisions),
from opposition politicians, the media, their constituents, and other stake-
holders (e.g. business, voluntary and public sector organisations, lobby and
advocacy groups etc). Support from particular stakeholders (e.g. the prime
minister, the political party, the public, the media) may be withdrawn at
any time over any issue and can become a matter for resignation if the
politician judges that there is insufficient support to continue. A politician
may move from being in power to being out of office literally overnight, as
was the case with Margaret Thatcher. 

This creates uncertainty in a way which appointed managers rarely expe-
rience. A politician may go from being Prime Minister one day to being a
backbencher the next. Someone who worked for you may become your
boss, and later you may again become more senior to that person. David
Blunkett, when Secretary of State for Education, used to joke with Michael
Bichard, the Permanent Secretary, that he, David, was only the Temporary
Secretary. 

Furthermore, the areas in which politicians have authority in which to
make decisions are inevitably contested, because they are not only the con-
cerns of private individuals but are also the concerns of society (Hoggett
2006; Marquand 2004) and these are inevitably uncertain, ambiguous,
subject to different values, interests and priorities by different stakeholders
and therefore open to debate and dispute. Political leadership therefore has
to operate in conditions where decisions are not necessarily accepted but
may be opposed, undermined and rejected by particular individuals and
groups. Crick’s (1993) view of politics as a means to achieve outcomes in
situations where there are differences is central to this view of political
leadership. 

The sociological and psychological pressures on politicians are therefore
often immense – both the threat of imminent loss of power and authority,
and the continual contestation of ideas, decisions and actions associated
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with their role (Hartley and Pinder 2010; Simpson 2008), generally in the
glare of the ravenous media. 

One feature of the leadership challenges facing politicians is that 
actions and decisions may require the active mobilisation of different
groups in order to build consent, and work to reduce the amount of oppo-
sition to policies and proposals. In this sense, leadership is constitutive
(Grint 2000) – an interaction between the leader and the situation they 
are in. 

Politicians may be in political control, in opposition or in coalition. If
they hold different formal political roles they may experience control,
opposition and coalition simultaneously, for example, if they are political
representatives at county and district local authority level, whilst their
political party is in opposition at national level.

Contexts, challenges and capabilities of political leadership

Given the evidence that political leadership is woefully under-researched
(Morrell and Hartley 2006), there are a number of lines of enquiry and
analysis which might be pursued. Here, we focus on three inter-related
areas – contexts, challenges and capabilities (Hartley and Pinder 2010;
Hartley and Benington 2010). 

The contexts of political leadership 

It is increasingly recognised that leadership in general is related to, or con-
tingent on, context and that a key pre-requisite of effective leadership 
is the need to understand the context in which it is being exercised.
Academics have looked at this from a number of perspectives, exploring
both the influence of contextual factors on leadership and the influence of
leadership in shaping context. Grint (2000) classifies theories about leader-
ship according to the degree to which they pay attention to, or ignore,
context, as an aspect of leadership. Porter and McLaughlin (2006) review
the theoretical and empirical knowledge about the organisational context
and leadership (across all types of organisation) and conclude that while
leadership context is much discussed, in fact there is much less research
which takes this into account as an analytical factor, rather than part of the
description of the location of a particular sample. They argue for much
more rigorous and systematic attention to understanding the impact of
context on leadership and vice versa. 

Taylor (1993) identified that local politicians have to operate in at least
four arenas or contexts, and Hartley (2002) added a fifth arena:

1. Shaping and supporting the development of grass-roots communities
2. Negotiating and mobilising effective partnerships with other public,

private and voluntary agencies i.e. lateral inter-organisational leadership 
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3. Voicing the needs and interests of the local community in regional,
national, European and international arenas i.e. vertical inter-organisational
leadership

4. Governing the public service organisation and giving its services clear
strategic direction 

5. Working within the political party group, both locally and within the
governing body, and developing political coalitions as appropriate.

At the level of the national Parliament and the devolved assemblies (Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland), the arenas are even more complex and varied,
both due to the larger constituencies in demographic and geographical
terms, and the need for a politician to keep in touch with local levels of
democracy as well as regional, national and supranational ones. In the UK,
with formal power at the national level but with power increasingly dis-
tributed between other spheres and levels, these arenas are complex 
and can be unpredictable. Arenas may partly be thought of as physical 
locations/spaces but they are also socially configured sets of actors and net-
works which whom the politician interacts or who operate as a stakeholder
group in relation to the actions of political leadership. 

Research into the contexts of political leadership at local level (Leach 
et al. 2005: 8) found that leaders face ‘…a shifting but always limited set of
choices that stem from the internal and external context of the [organ-
ization], both current pressures and future trends’. However, context 
(the constitution, local political arrangements, traditions and cultures, the
externally driven political agenda, the social, economic, geographical and
demographic context) is not immutable. An effective political leader, in
this research, was seen to be someone who could accurately read the
context surrounding their political institution, and could adjust his or her
leadership behaviour to respond to, but also help shape the context. As in
the analysis by Grint (2005), context is shaped and articulated – constituted
– not just adjusted to. Part of this is the sense-making or sense-breaking
skills which characterise leadership more generally (Weick 1995; Pye 2005).
Given that much of the work of politicians lies outside their own political
institution, working with a range of stakeholders, then ‘framing the nar-
rative’ (both inside and outside the organisation) is a critical aspect of the
work of political leadership (see also Simpson 2008). Leach et al. (2005: 70)
note that ‘context is not immutable and there are opportunities for the role
of political leadership in shaping…change, often over an extended period
of time’.

The challenges of political leadership

What are the goals or purposes of political leadership? These tasks or pur-
poses are here called challenges in line with an emerging literature which
frames leadership purposes in this way (Morrell and Hartley 2006). Most
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definitions of leadership focus on some aspects of purpose such as influence
towards a common goal, or mobilising others to tackle tough problems.
The early definition of leadership from Stogdill (1974) is a reminder that
the leader’s role may be to find or frame the purpose not just implement
goals or communicate a vision to others. 

Leach and Wilson (2000) identified four key leadership tasks for polit-
ical leaders, drawing on the organisational analyses of Selznick (1957),
Kotter and Lawrence (1974) and Stone (1995). These leadership tasks 
were studied empirically in research on local political leadership in nine 
in-depth case studies of local authorities (Leach et al. 2005). These tasks
were characterised as:

• Maintaining a critical mass of political support
• Developing strategic policy direction
• Seeking to further leadership priorities outside the organisation 
• Ensuring task accomplishment.

Maintaining a critical mass of political support is the bedrock of political
leadership, given the contested nature of the public decisions which have
to be taken. Unless there is support from the political party, it will be
impossible to win the argument for a cause or to carry the vote. Even inde-
pendent politicians at local level find that they need to build political coal-
itions to create legislation or build support for change. When a Minister
says that it is important to ‘remember to go over for coffee in the House 
[of Commons] a couple of times a week’, this is not about refreshment but
about listening to, and lobbying support from, backbench MPs. 

Developing and articulating strategic direction has always been a crucial
part of military, political, organisational and social movement leader-
ship. It is increasingly important as the complexity of the problems facing
society have grown. Those in formal political leadership positions leading a
government department or a local council report having to spend consider-
able time and energy ensuring that they stay focused on the big picture
rather than getting caught up in the concerns of the various lobbyists,
advocates and others with whom they deal on a daily basis. Working out
how to be effective in strategic thinking and action as well as the crucial
issues of today, without lapsing into micro-management is a challenge
which some political leaders appear to have mastered while others struggle. 

It can be tempting to become focused on activities inside the political
institution (e.g. the government department, Parliament, the town hall)
but seeking to further leadership priorities outside the organisation is increas-
ingly important in the context of ‘networked governance’ (Benington
1997; Taylor 1993; Hartley 2002). There is a growing recognition of the
limitations of government on its own in addressing complex, long-term
political, economic and social issues, and the need to address declining
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trust in government and participation in representative democracy. This
has led political leaders and public managers to place a greater emphasis on
partnerships between the private, public and voluntary sectors as a means
to plan, design and deliver services, and sometimes to fund services as 
well. The UK has been a particularly fruitful area for these ideas (Sullivan
and Skelcher 2002). Some governments have also placed greater emphasis 
on citizen or user engagement in service planning and there is a greater
interest in the co-production of services (e.g. Alford 2009). The implic-
ations for political leadership are considerable – to work through influence
as well as through formal authority and to work with a range of partners
and stakeholders in a variety of arenas (as noted above). 

Finally, in terms of the four political leadership challenges noted above,
there is the job of ensuring task accomplishment (e.g. legislation, service
delivery). This is the work to be done, with and through appointed offi-
cials, to ensure that the political party manifesto is carried out, that stra-
tegic aims are accomplished, that promises are kept (or explained away)
and that innovative ways of tackling complex problems are sought. The
‘new public management’ has led to a plethora of performance targets, per-
formance indicators and measures and performance reports which can be
used by the public and others to track the performance of the organisations
and services for which the political leader has responsibility. ‘Targets and
terror’ (Bevan and Hood 2006) and the recent emphasis on public services
reform means that a political leader will ignore task accomplishment at
their peril. 

The four challenges, derived from analysis of local political leadership,
may also be relevant at other levels of government, but further research is
needed to establish this. 

The work of Leach et al. (2005) noted that different political leaders
placed different emphasis on each of these four challenges (depending on
context, local traditions and the political leader’s views about the needs
and aspirations of the local community) but that each had to be addressed
to some extent, and that there are tensions between them, given the width
and depth of the workload. 

The work of Heifetz (1994) is valuable for its emphasis on leadership as
an active process of working with individuals, groups, communities and
organisations to tackle tough problems. He makes the distinction between
‘technical’ and ‘adaptive’ problems or challenges, which require different
approaches to the leadership task (see also Chapter 14). Technical leader-
ship is appropriate where the problem is fairly well understood and where
there is an agreed course of action. Here, leadership is based on bringing
together and energising people and resources to achieve agreed goals. How-
ever, adaptive leadership is needed where the challenge is complex and
where different individuals or groups may not agree either on what the
problem is or how it can be tackled. Many of the complex cross-cutting
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problems of contemporary society are adaptive (e.g. crime and community
safety, alcohol-related violence; climate change) and require the ability 
to lead and shape changes in attitudes, values and behaviours. A great 
deal of political leadership is concerned with adaptive leadership i.e. influ-
encing individuals and groups to engage in difficult problem definition 
and problem-solving choices. Such choices often need the active engage-
ment from those involved in the issue (e.g. crime will not be solved solely
by legislation or by more police, but requires active work by citizens). 

The strategic leadership of adaptive change is not just about rational
decision-making, however persuasive the posthoc rationalisations of leaders.
Complex change in an uncertain world can only be partially predicted 
and planned for. Sense-making becomes important in organisational
change under conditions of uncertainty or ambiguity (Weick 1995). Sense-
making captures the idea that people (individuals or groups) make sense 
of confusing or ambiguous events by constructing plausible (rather than
necessarily accurate) interpretations of events through action and through
reinterpretation of past events (see also Chapter 15). Pfeffer (1981) argues
that a key role for leaders is to provide ‘explanations, rationalizations and
legitimations for activities undertaken’ (p. 4). The role of the political leader,
in a sense-making framework, may be less to be fully clear about the future
and rational plans for shaping it (i.e. providing a ‘clear vision’), and more
about being able to provide a plausible narrative that helps people under-
stand what may be happening and mobilises their support and activity
towards addressing the problem. 

Capabilities of political leadership 

Capabilities are the knowledge, skills, attitudes and other personal charac-
teristics that are associated with skilful leadership. In shorthand, they 
are sometimes called skills though a broader concept is capabilities. The
chapter defines capabilities as the skills, knowledge, experience, attributes and
behaviours that an individual needs to perform a job effectively (e.g. Hirsch 
and Strebler 1995). Capabilities need to be set in the context both of job
demands and of the organisational environment if models are not to be
simplistic and over-generalised (see also Boyatzis 1982; Burgoyne 1993).
Most work on capabilities has focused on managerial leadership and some
has analysed political leadership (Hartley and Pinder 2010; Leach et al.
2005; Silvester 2008), linking these to context.

The chapter argues that political leadership capabilities need to be inter-
preted in their context as well as in the light of how the leader interprets
their key priorities or challenges. This means that the specific combination
of capabilities will vary according to the context and what the political
leader aims to achieve. Capabilities are the skills of action and interpret-
ation, within the political institution but also working with and influencing
others, and mobilising organisations and networks. 
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A political leader has to be able to draw on a wide set of behaviours, self-
awareness and attitudes in order to be skilful. The capabilities may also be
manifest across a political group of senior elected members or leadership
constellation (e.g. local authority Cabinet) (Leach et al. 2005). Indeed, the
challenge of gaining, mobilising and maintaining political support suggests
that political leadership will often be part of a leadership constellation. 

Research with more than 400 elected members in local government led
to the development of a framework of capabilities for political leadership 
at this level of government (Hartley et al. 2005), using an instrument called
the Warwick Political Leadership Questionnaire. These dimensions are shown
in Table 9.1. Research confirms the structure of these dimensions (Hartley
and Morgan-Thomas 2003). 
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Table 9.1 The Capabilities Framework of the Warwick Political Leadership
Questionnaire

1. Public service values: service, integrity, courage
2. Questioning thinking: skills of questioning, learning, challenging, creativity,

lateral thinking, imagination
3. Decision-making: making tough choices, seeing different possibilities for

decision, balancing competing possibilities 
4. Personal effectiveness: self-awareness, managing emotions, persistence,

handling difficult relationships
5. Strategic thinking and action: strategising, planning the campaign,

mobilising, gaining the high ground
6. Advocacy and representation: shaping and voicing the needs and aspirations

of the electorate
7. Political intelligence: understanding collective responsibility, the boundaries

of party discipline, building coalitions, negotiation skills, the art of
judgement

8. Communications: persuasion, engaging in dialogue, listening, understanding
different perspectives

9. Organizational mobilisation: inspiring and motivating, galvanising across
boundaries and spheres, partnership working

10. Systems and tasks: managing roles and organizational boundaries,
implementing and tracking progress and performance

Research by Leach et al. (2005) shows that, notwithstanding context and
the pressures from central government, there remains in all local author-
ities an interpretive space within which a leader’s personal values, attitudes
and other skills come into play. However, leadership capabilities are not
divorced from context or challenges – we should not see leadership as 
a universal set of skills but rather capabilities interacting with context.
Chapter 12 by Benington and Hartley outlines some of the capabilities for
leadership across the whole system (encompassing capabilities for political
and for managerial leadership) and this starts from the analysis of context



and changes in the context. Hartley (2010) outlines an approach to leader-
ship and management development which starts with the analysis of the
context and challenges of public service organisations. 

The Warwick research evidence on 400 local government elected polit-
icians also suggests, on the basis of length of experience of being a political
leader, that a number of leadership capabilities are acquired through experi-
ence in the role, rather than through maturity (age) or through being innate
(Hartley et al. 2005). 

Conclusions

Research from a leadership perspective has only scratched the surface of
understanding political leadership. In this chapter we have outlined some
areas to consider but they remain under-theorised and under-researched. 

Political leadership is an important type of leadership, in both numerical
and functional terms. Political leadership affects not only the work of
public service organisations, but through public policy, regulation and the
mobilisation of support, affects private and voluntary sector organisations
too. 

It is important theoretically too. While it is a particular type of leader-
ship, located in a particular set of roles and governed by particular con-
ceptions of authority, legitimacy and accountability, it raises questions
about the context-blindness of much leadership research. A consideration
of political leadership shows how much the leadership literature has 
been, perhaps unconsciously, influenced by models of leadership from 
the military and from large business organisations, where the majority 
of research is conducted. There are insights to be gained for leadership in
other situations from examining political leadership. 

Political leadership shows that careful attention to the sources of 
legitimacy is important, including clarifying the relationship between
authority and leadership. In addition, the analysis of the arenas element of
the context, shows that much of the time, attention and energy of political
leadership is not inside the political institution, important though that is,
but is about creating and mobilising support across diverse interests, through
influence not just authority, and outside as well as inside the organisation.
Some of these insights are now being used to consider the political aware-
ness dimensions of managerial leadership (Hartley and Fletcher 2008). 

The challenges of political leadership also remind us that leadership cannot
be fully understood without thinking about the purposes of leadership.
Political leadership has to try to be effective across a range of challenges,
which are sometimes mutually conflicting but which each need to be
addressed to some extent. Sense-making and sense-breaking lie at the heart
of much political leadership activity, due to working in a polycentric gover-
nance arrangement. Such challenges are increasingly found in business
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environments, where public opinion and media views have to be addressed,
not just shareholder views. 

Capabilities only make sense when context and challenges are consid-
ered. Research suggests that these skills are about working with influence
not solely authority, given that consent has to be won and rewon if power
is to be retained. Conduct, not just context, is important. Some skills of
political leadership appear to be learned. 

While this chapter draws on empirical research with UK elected polit-
icians, across all political parties and none, the field overall is under-
researched. There is scope for work on all the areas above, plus others not
covered here, including the impact of political leadership on outputs 
and outcomes. This is a difficult area, as the chapter on evaluating leader-
ship in general shows (Chapter 20) but is important if we are to understand
effective leadership. 
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10
Telling the Story of Place: The Role of
Community Leadership
Stephen Brookes

Introduction

This chapter continues the theme of thinking differently about public
leadership. It focuses on community leadership as a distinct leadership
style alongside organisational, individual and political leadership. These
four styles combine and form what Chapter 1 describes as collective leader-
ship. While the term ‘collective leadership’ is not new what this chapter
argues is that defining public leadership as a form of collective leadership is
unique.

The chapter describes research that sought to test for evidence of collective
leadership at all levels of public sector activity through increased collabora-
tion. A peer assessment and a series of interviews were held with director and
policy leads in five local authority areas. Focus group interviews with senior
officers from other public services in the same local authority areas followed.
The chapter will argue that developing a collective leadership style poses
several challenges for community leadership.

In Chapter 1 the argument was made for a form of collective leadership
which differs from, but also builds on, earlier theories of leadership. Draw-
ing upon the work of Ansari et al. (2001) in relation to the difficulties of
developing an evidence based approach to collaborative partnership work-
ing and the work of Grint (2000, 2005a, 2005b) and Heifetz (1994) in rela-
tion to the nature and problem oriented focus of leadership, a model of
collective leadership was offered. This suggested a dual focus on both shared
and distributed leadership. The earlier chapter also argued that whilst both
terms (‘shared’ and ‘distributed’ leadership) have been used in previous
literature each has been used in isolation rather than in tandem. This
certainly applies in the field of education (Bennett et al. 2003; Doyle and
Smith 2001). 

The chapter argues that to improve public leadership, shared aims 
and values and a shared commitment to delivery will help leaders rise to
these challenges. The chapter will draw on both theory and practice. It will

150



suggest that improved wellbeing lies at the heart of public value, which other
chapters have suggested lies at the heart of collective public leadership.

The case for collaboration at the local level

Previous chapters have highlighted the dysfunctional impact of public
sector reform. This is evident in examining a range of public services (Brookes
2006a, 2006b). With policing for example, Hough argues that govern-
ments’ attempts to reform and modernise the police may themselves be
responsible in part for the decline in public confidence through the cen-
tralising and quantitative nature of performance regimes (Hough 2007).
Similar views are expressed about health (Stevens 2004; Walshe and Cham-
bers Chapter 3) and education through performance regimes (Isherwood 
et al. 2007; Gunter and Forrester Chapter 4).

The chapter will briefly examine three issues in the first section:

• The nature of community leadership
• The role of networks 
• The value of partnerships

Understanding community leadership

What is community leadership?

Several definitions are offered from different sources. For example, the local
government Improvement and Development Agency (IdEA) suggest that com-
munity leadership differs from traditional notions of leadership and involves
creating the right environment for others to act. Community leadership is less
directing and controlling, and more stimulating, enabling and empowering
(IDeA 2006) and they suggest a central role for local government. Given the
role of local government as ‘first among equals’ (Woolas 2006), Martin (2002)
questions whether this ‘vision’ and ‘leadership’ for their communities will
take priority over the focus on ‘value-for-money’ that previous conservative
administration stressed. In a later definition of the concept the IDeA were
clearer. The agency defined community leadership:

Community leadership is about councils, both councillors and officers,
enabling local communities to steer their own future. It is not tradi-
tional, top-down leadership, but involves councillors and officers using
all the tools at their disposal to engage communities in making their
own difference. It promotes a partnership of shared commitment to
promote a shared vision for the locality (IDeA 2009).

But it is more than this. It is also about encouraging the community to 
take responsibility as co-producers. Briefly, co-production brings technical
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experts (public leaders) with groups in society (community leaders) to create
new knowledge and technologies (ways of tackling adaptive or wicked
problems). This description is consistent with Gibbons and colleagues ‘the
new production of knowledge’ (Gibbons et al. 1994). They argue that a new
form of knowledge production started emerging from the mid-20th century
which is context-driven, problem-focused and interdisciplinary. It involves
multidisciplinary teams brought together for short periods of time to work
on specific problems in the real world. In a broad sense community leader-
ship is also a means of building social capital (Audit Commission 2003)
and, in particular, the bridging and bonding aspects of social capital as des-
cribed by Putnam (2000). As Burt (2007: 157) argues, the third sector plays
a key role in building social capital.

Traditional approaches to community development link successful
responses to community problems or issues with strong leadership (Peirce
and Johnson 1998; Pigg 1999). Others argue there is a need to develop the
leadership skills of community members (Williams and Wade 2002), con-
sidering factors such as the environment, community membership charac-
teristics, process and structure, communication, purpose and resources
(Mattessich et al. 2001). 

The community and voluntary sector is also a key player as part of 
collective leadership approaches. As the National Council for Voluntary
Organisations (NCVO 2009) point out, leadership within a community 
is both complicated and open to criticism. They suggest that as more
people, with differing backgrounds, skills, interests and degrees of author-
ity, claim to lead different communities within a growing number and
complexity of arenas, e.g. from local strategic partnerships to community
fun days, tension arises. This is the case with elected representatives and
those, such as Voluntary and Community Organisations (VCOs) and com-
munity activists, who also believe they represent local communities (NCVO
2009). This presents a danger of creating a democratic deficit (Smith et al.
2006).

The chapter proposes that Community Leadership encompasses an 
interdisciplinary approach to collective leadership in which locally elected
members, officers from public institutions, the public and community 
and voluntary groups work to produce tangible results that improve 
community wellbeing. It is therefore about people, places and public 
value; the people are the stakeholders, the place is the local com-
munity and the public value is the outcome of the collective 
leadership. The research described in this paper sought to test this 
proposition.

The Audit Commission highlighted five factors that it saw as being 
critical to community leadership. These are illustrated in Figure 10.1 and
will be deployed to compare the critical success factors of community
leadership that emerged from the research.
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Networked governance

Networked governance is increasingly important given the intensive 
interdependencies of different organisations and individuals (Stoker 
2006).

As previous chapters in Part I identified, the impacts of public service
reform pose real challenges for leaders in achieving a suitable balance
between the needs of the authorising establishment (central government)
and the needs of the public. Stoker identifies the position succinctly when
he states:

[Networked governance] … requires the state to steer society in new 
ways through the development of complex networks and the rise of 
more bottom-up approaches to decision making. Established institutional
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forms of governance appear under challenge, and new forms of gover-
nance appear to be emerging. Networked governance is a particular
framing of collective decision making that is characterized by a trend 
for a wider range of participants to be seen as legitimate members of 
the decision-making process in the context of considerable uncertainty
and complexity. The pressure is on to find new ways to collaborate 
as the interdependence of a range of individuals and organizations
intensifies (Stoker 2006: 41).

Stoker supports a shift towards public value management as opposed to
new public management (NPM) and traditional public administration as it
provides a greater opportunity in managing within the increased and
dynamic networked environment. As Chapter 1 argues, whilst networks are
not new (Agranoff and McGuire 2003), others suggest that not enough 
is made of organisational and community network analyses and how 
networks can be optimised (Stephenson 2007).

The value of partnerships

There has been increasing interest since the early 1990s in more coor-
dinated approaches to public policy, particularly at the regional and local
levels (Mawson and Hall 2000 and Goss and Tarplett Chapter 17). Across all
of government delivery the value of partnerships is emphasised as a means
of delivering effective public services. This includes health (Hewitt 2006),
policing and criminal justice (Hough 2006), education (Dimmock and
Walker 2002) and local government (Coulson 2004). 

Coulson (2004) suggests the need for local authorities to engage in part-
nership is a result of the removal of various roles and responsibilities that
‘obliged local authorities to work in partnership with other public and
private agencies’ (Coulson 2004: 468). In drawing these collaborative
responsibilities together, the Local Government Act 2000 introduced the
community leadership role for local authorities, described as the role of
‘first among equals’ (Woolas 2006). In support of this the white paper
(DCLG 2006) gave a much stronger coordination role for local strategic
partnerships. 

Most acknowledge that partnership working is not easy. Huxham (1996)
suggests that partnership working is both complex and problematic and
this makes it difficult to achieve collaborative advantage through partner-
ship activity.

In later work Huxham and Vangen (2003) saw an absence of ‘challenge’
as one of the weaknesses of partnership working. The Audit Commission 
– in recognising that community development is complex – said ‘that local
councils may need to lead and challenge communities as well as support
them’ (Audit Commission 2003: 3).
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Leading places: Local area agreements

The Audit Commission has set out what it sees as the community leadership
role of local authorities:

The Councils bring people together, develop a vision for their areas,
produce a community strategy and deliver improvements in the quality
of life for local people. Central to this are the ideas of transparency 
of decision-making and accountability for the value for money and
impact of local services, and to involve local people in political decision-
making. (Audit Commission 2003: 4)

The community strategy is at the heart of this community leadership role
with the local area agreement viewed as the delivery arm of the strategy.

The context and purpose of local area agreements

The primary objective of a local area agreement is defined as that of deliver-
ing ‘genuinely sustainable communities through better outcomes for local
people’ (DCLG 2007a: 7). Other more secondary objectives relate to the 
creation of a more mature and constructive relationship between local and
central government, enhancing efficiency, strengthening partnership 
and enhancing local government’s community leadership role. The LAA
represents the delivery plan of the wider Sustainable Communities Plan
that all Local Authorities have to publish as part of their community 
leadership role (HMSO 2000).

Richards (2006) argued that the aim was to secure area based funding
streams and to rationalise the bureaucracy surrounding them. The collab-
orative nature was emphasised with the need to ‘share assets; systems; data;
skills and knowledge’. 

Local authorities as local leaders and enablers play a key coordination
role in what has been described as ‘first among equals’ (Woolas 2006).
Geddes (2006) has argued that the quality of LSPs – similarly described as
the ‘partnership of partnerships’ – will ultimately determine the quality of
its LAA and thus its delivery. Evaluation of the LAA process (DCLG 2007a)
suggested that the process has strengthened partnership working in local-
ities and provided a clearer role for LSPs and the Sustainable Communities
Plan (SCP) although some weaknesses – more related to the process of
policy implementation and lack of genuine discussion on freedom and
flexibilities – were highlighted. The evaluations concluded that facilitating
greater local input (from neighbourhood bodies, individual citizens and the
third sector) has been difficult in part due to the focus on ‘standardised and
national targets’ and that ‘local ambition and uniqueness of place were
being driven out of the process’ (Department for Communities and Local
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Government 2006: 3). Moreover, others have suggested that a critical account
needs to be taken of the third sector to allow ‘fundamentally impor-
tant questions surrounding legitimacy, accountability, and trust to be 
confronted’ (Burt 2007: 157).

Telling the story of ‘place’ – But is it democratic?

A single set of 198 indicators introduced a new performance framework 
for local authorities and local authority partnerships (DCLG 2007b). From
these, each LAA comprise ‘up to 35’ targets which local authorities and
their partners negotiate with Central Government, drawn from the new
national indicator set (DCLG 2007a: 6). Negotiations are led by the 
local authority under its community leadership role. The LSP continues 
to coordinate activity which starts with ‘the story of the place’ building on
the recommendations made in the Lyons report: 

The term place-shaping covers a wide range of local activity – indeed
anything which affects the well-being of the local community. It will
mean different things in different places and at different levels of local
government, informed by local character and history. (Lyons 2007: 174)

The Local Government Association’s report Leading Localities (Local Gov-
ernment Association 2005) rightly raises the issues of accountability in rela-
tion to LAAs. They recognise the role that the local authority has as 
the formal accountable body responsible for the ‘regularity, propriety and
value for money’ in the use of funds. They argue that it is less clear how 
a more extended version of accountability is to be exercised. The LGA
acknowledge that LAAs are ultimately a means for better governance in 
the locality and thus the delivery of public value but that it must reflect
‘choice’. The report stated that:

When difficult choices must be made, the public has a right to know
who is making them, how they are being made, and what they can do to
influence the outcome. (LGA 2005: 20) 

There is a need, the LGA argue, to align the accountability structures with
local democratic structures. To an extent this could be done through the
LSPs. Although they are not direct democratic structures it could be argued
that LSPs are at least democratic from the participatory democratic per-
spective. LAAs are neither. However, whilst LSPs are seen as the closest
model to what is needed there are issues concerning whether many LSPs
are fit for this purpose in terms of governance and accountability. The New
Local Government Network suggests for example, that there remains a
democratic and accountability deficit at a local level, where people still feel
disengaged and lack the levers necessary to effect change or influence local
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outcomes (NLGN 2005: 7). Smith, Mathur and Skelcher (2006) also dis-
cuss a democratic deficit in terms of the rules and procedures of public 
governance. This is one aspect that the research subject of this paper 
refers to.

Leading places: LAA research in the North West

Outline of the research

The research sought to consider:

To what extent constituent agencies were working towards constructive
engagement for the agreement and delivery of LAAs and shared learning
across the North West region.

A realistic evaluation framework was deployed based on its emphasis 
with contexts, mechanisms and outcomes (Pawson and Tilley 1997). A full
analysis of the research has been published and the methodology described
(Brookes 2007). This chapter draws conclusions from the research as it
applies to community leadership.

Peer review

A peer review group (PRG) represented the first stage of the research to
secure practitioner input.1 The first task was to undertake an initial docu-
mentary analysis of all agreements from across the North West region.
Strategic aspirations outlined in the LAA were identified and assessed
against criteria identified through the research design. These aspirations
were then tested for reality during the field studies in phase 2 through
focus groups and interviews. All data from the field work was recorded,
transcribed and coded. A full description is beyond the scope of this
chapter other than to state that quantitative coding was undertaken of 
the qualitative data.2

The criteria for peer assessment were given overall weighted scores 
for a total of 29 potential critical success factors within five broad con-
texts. These are illustrated in Figures 10.2 and 10.3 respectively with 
the average given by assessors. Generally, it was concluded that all writ-
ten agreements were ‘fit for purpose’ and set out a strong strategic direction
but identified the key challenge as that of turning the aspirations into
reality ‘on the ground’. In terms of community leadership it is interest-
ing that the LAAs were assessed as being strong in relation to shared and
stated priorities but much less so in terms of engagement and capacity
building.

Following the peer group analysis and with the full engagement of the
participants, the research questions for the field work were further refined
and deployed.
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Field research

The field research was conducted through the use of semi-structured 
interviews with Directors and Policy Officers and focus groups with cross
agency partnership members on the LSPs or equivalent. Each comment 
or observation made during the interview or focus group was transcribed
and then coded in relation to the research questions. Further coding 
was also developed to capture the perceived meaning of respondents 
using a combination of categories (based on the context of partnerships),
sub-categories (representing the mechanisms or CSFs) and its perceived out-
come at the time of the research (being coded as either a ‘strength’, ‘weak-
ness’, ‘opportunity’ or ‘threat’). It was additionally coded in relation to 
its relevance to the concept of shared and distributed leadership and the
form of leadership (‘individual’, ‘community’, ‘political’ or ‘organisational’
leadership). Deploying some of the principles of grounded theory (Strauss
and Corbin 1990) the coding was refined as the research progressed.

The interviews with directors and policy officers focused on the extent 
to which the Local Authority plays its part in leading improvement (using
some of the factors for driving improvement identified in the original
White Paper (DCLG 2006) and the observations of peer group practitioners)
and in co-coordinating activity through their role as community leaders.
The purpose of the later focus groups was to draw together senior repres-
entatives of partner organisations to reflect those who would generally 
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represent their organisations on the LSP (or similar named body) and/or
take the lead responsibility for the themed groups.

The three most and three least positive coded responses were analysed in
relation to the broad research questions. A similar emphasis was given by
both Directors and Policy Officers and Focus Group members (FG).
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Table 10.1 Top Three Contextual Responses

Percentage of Responses classified as a ‘Strength’ Policy Officers Focus Groups

Capacity and vision of local leadership 53% (2) 31% (2)

If Public Service Boards Exist, how do they work 47% (3) 41% (1)

Exploring current and alternative means of 54% (1) 31% (3)
commissioning and provision of services

Note: Numbers in brackets indicates ranking.

The most positive responses included leadership and governance (capacity/
vision and the way that Public Service Boards worked) and exploring current
and alternative means of commissioning. This suggests that in each case both
directors/policy officers and focus groups were more positive in relation to gov-
ernance with some encouraging signs that alternative approaches were being
considered. There were also similarities in the emphasis given to delivery. 

Respondents in both groups were less enthusiastic about the role of LAA
agencies as shapers and enablers of ‘places’, empowerment of citizens and
users and the ability of peers to constructively challenge delivery arrange-
ments. This is illustrated in Table 10.2 which highlights the three least pos-
itive responses the two least positive of which are factors critically relevant
to community leadership.

Table 10.2 Least Positive Three Responses for Policy Officers and Focus Groups

Percentage of Responses classified as a ‘Strength’ Policy Officers Focus Groups

Willingness to Challenge/Change Delivery 37% (4) 15% (8)
Arrangement

Experience of Empowerment of Citizens/Users 33% (5) 18% (5)

Role of Enablers and Shapers 23% (6) 5% (9)

Note: Numbers in brackets indicates ranking.

Critical success factor analysis

A detailed analysis took place of the contexts and mechanisms, the latter of
which can be suggested as critical to success. The contextual factors
emerged during the analysis and are illustrated in Table 10.3. In addition,



the extent to which the statement or comment related to the perceived
form of leadership (individual, organisational, community or political lead-
ership) was also coded and illustrated in Table 10.3.

It is interesting to point out that less than half of all respondents
identified any context as a ‘strength’. However, of those that did, the
responses were very similar to the earlier peer assessment. Respondents
were relatively strong in their support of developing a shared vision, their
decision-making processes and governance arrangements. They were less
positive about those factors that this chapter argues are critical to commu-
nity leadership, namely engagement, legitimacy, co-production and review
of performance. Interestingly, there was a correlation between those
responses coded as ‘trust’ and those of ‘legitimacy’ (p>0.001) which sug-
gests that trust and legitimacy are inextricably linked. This element of the
analysis is now the subject of further research.

Given these findings it is not surprising that more emphasis is given to
the strength of both individual and organisational leadership as opposed to
either community or political leadership.

The underlying mechanisms were also examined. As with the broader
realistic evaluation framework that was adopted the chapter suggests 
that the contexts described above will remain relatively static whereas 
the mechanisms (those factors that ‘trigger’ a response) will apply across
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Table 10.3 Analysis of Contextual Factors and Form of Leadership

(a) Critical Success Factors

Total Strength %

Shared Vision 118 49 42
Decision Making 142 43 30
Governance 116 35 30
Trust 98 29 30
Capability 50 14 28
Capacity 34 9 26
Engagement 119 31 26
Legitimacy 196 44 22
Co-production 19 4 21
Review 37 6 16

(b) Forms of Leadership

Individual Leadership 27 9 33
Organisational Leadership 156 51 33
Community Leadership 123 30 24
Political Leadership 66 11 17



the contexts and will be dynamic. To illustrate: ‘accountability’ – which is
identified as one of the top five critical success factors – applies to the con-
texts of leadership and governance, shared vision and engagement and
decision-making and co-production. The five most positive responses and
the five least positive responses in relation to the underlying mechanisms
are illustrated in Table 10.4.

The chapter argues that these findings suggest that LSPs are still predom-
inantly transactional rather than transformational in nature. The critical
success factors as represented by the mechanisms described above confirm the
earlier peer analysis that partners are confident that they have developed a
strong sense of a shared vision and governance arrangements to support it but
are less strong in relation to those factors that transform strategic intentions
into demonstrable deliverables. Community leadership relies upon a focused
intention to work in local areas in delivering identified needs and to put 
in place those transformational factors that support this. Respondents were
uniformly of the view that the partnerships had yet to ensure that operational
tasking or commissioning were aligned to the strategic intentions and all
respondents were unanimous that information management (as represented
by the sharing of information and intelligence between partnership leaders)
was a major weakness within networks.

A collective leadership analysis

In this penultimate section the chapter aligns the critical success factors
(CSF) identified through this research with those identified by the Audit
Commission (Audit Commission 2003), namely:

i. Awareness
ii. Building leadership capacity
iii. Focus and prioritisation
iv. Clarity of roles
v. Working together

Awareness

In describing this CSF, the Audit Commission state that community leader-
ship roles will have good local intelligence about their local areas and com-
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Table 10.4 Top and Bottom Five Mechanisms Based on Coding as ‘Strength’

Top 5 Mechanisms No. % Bottom 5 Mechanisms No. %

Leadership Maturity 6 67 First Among Equals Role 19 32
Shared Leadership 6 67 Relationships (National) 17 18
Accountability 11 55 Area Working 11 9
Performance Review 15 53 Operational Tasking 15 5
Trust 6 50 Information Management 9 0



munities including social, demographic, environmental and economic con-
texts of their locality. It is also suggested that information should be col-
lected from a variety of sources which includes data from partner agencies.
This should be accompanied by effective consultation and engagement
which requires good networks both internally (in governance and perfor-
mance management terms) and externally (in complimenting consultation
and engagement).

Peers concluded that the LAAs were viewed as effectively highlighting 
the agreed priorities with strong evidence of consultation with other part-
ners, the community and stakeholders but less so in terms of engage-
ment. This was confirmed during the field work and, as highlighted above,
the sharing of information and intelligence between partners is a major
weakness. 

Focus and prioritisation

The Audit Commission says that good community leaders provide a clear
and ambitious vision for their communities with defined priorities based
on widespread consultation. This should be linked to the community strategy
which balances national and local priorities and which should be translated
into targeted activity on the ground. Activity should be supported by clear
targets and robust performance and risk management processes.

Peers found that strong links were made with the Communities Plan
through the identification of shared priorities. They suggested that the
agreements were considered less focused in terms of innovation and actions
to achieve the longer term outcomes and in the arrangements for turning
strategy into action. Given the main aim of the written forms of the agree-
ments it is perhaps unsurprising that the main focus is on ‘strategic aspira-
tions’ (where the agreements were strong) rather than delivery (where the
agreements were less well developed). The field work also confirmed the
peer assessments. Shared leadership, governance and performance manage-
ment arrangements were a relative strength but there was a clear view that
national priorities significantly overshadowed local priorities.

Working together

It is almost axiomatic to say – as the Audit Commission does – that com-
munity leadership recognises the benefits of joined-up working through
shared responsibility at both the strategic and operational levels. The
Commission also argues that there is a need for strong and mature partner-
ship cultures where shared aims and priorities are encouraged. This is what
this chapter describes as the shared element of collective leadership.

In relation to wider engagement (strong generally), peers felt that more
could be evidenced in relation to engagement with the private sector and
the voluntary sector as a means of enhancing shared learning. Peers also
sought to assess the extent to which a commitment was given that the LAA
will be delivered through a coordinated delivery plan with a description
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given of the main intervention approaches. Although most LAAs made
implicit references to the needs of delivery and intervention, where delivery
plans were referred to, they tended to emerge within the framework pre-
sented by the four blocks with less emphasis on overall coordination.

The field work confirmed this as the following respondent, who is describ-
ing the current challenges of the ‘first-among-equals’ role, highlights:

We are in a position to make sure that it does appear in priorities, actions,
or delivery tasks. Monitoring is the same – we have some control. We are
less successful in being able to do this with partners – the willingness is
there but it is aspirational. To ensure successful delivery – we need to see it
and drive it through the council – where it is viewed as someone’s delivery
task. With other partners it is not so easy. They are not leading they are
contributing – unless there is money in it.

Clarity of roles

The Audit Commission argue that stakeholders should be able to dis-
tinguish between their respective roles and ensure that each are fully under-
stood and valued with appropriate governance arrangements in place. 
This is what this chapter describes as the distributed element of collective 
leadership.

Peers believed that desired ‘SMART’ (Specific, measurable, achievable, real-
istic and time based) performance targets and appropriate funding with evid-
ence of shared leadership and partnership working at the executive level
supported the clarity of roles. Peers found, however, that evidence of gover-
nance arrangements appeared to be loosely defined and there was no real 
reference to the opportunities presented by the overview and scrutiny arrange-
ments. In relation to operational arrangements, the agreements were sup-
ported with little evidence of analysis other than what could be described as
fairly routine and standardised with a similar approach taken to coordination,
tasking and commissioning at the operational level of partnership work-
ing. The field work also confirmed this as Table 10.4 illustrates where oper-
ational tasking and effective information management were viewed almost
unanimously as weaknesses.

Building leadership capacity

The Audit Commission believe that there is a need to promote the range of
leaders’ roles as community leaders and that these roles are recognised
within the local authority, other partners and community stakeholders. It
is argued that the council has a key role to play in encouraging other part-
ners to take the leadership initiative by providing support and fostering
empowerment. It also includes innovatively developing social capital by
attracting traditionally excluded groups into the policy-making process
through the creation of citizens’ panels, youth parliaments and online
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debates. This should be supported by a common purpose and investment
in training in which leadership development is a major component.

Peers felt that the capacity building needs of the voluntary and com-
munity sector (VCS) was given a reasonable emphasis but less so in relation
to the capacity building needs of the partnership itself. The PRG analysis
suggested that there is further scope for LAA authorities to be more open to
challenge and to improve communication. The field work confirmed this.
It is quite clear that there is a long way to go before community leaders will
be in a position, for example, to build social capital. Area based activity 
is critical to this. However, during the field work, this was considered to be
a major area for improvement. Most respondents saw the benefits of area
based delivery but turning this into reality proved much more difficult and
it tended to relate to the allocation of locally based funding. A number of
respondents referred to the importance of the ‘WIIFM’ (‘what’s in it for me)
factor, as this example illustrates:

It is here that you engage people – when there is something in it for
them – and money makes a difference. This is going to happen in my
street – now I will talk to you! (Partnership Manager).

Towards a collective leadership approach?

A collective leadership approach suggests that a combination of shared and
distributed leadership holds promise in developing public leaders within
the context of networked governance. This chapter has sought to use the
example of LAAs as a means of illustrating the challenges of collective lead-
ership in practice as well as looking at the different forms of leadership that
apply within a collective context. In this regard, the research subject of 
this chapter has clearly demonstrated a stronger degree of shared rather
than distributed leadership with a key emphasis on organisational and
individual leadership rather than community or political leadership which
is much less in evidence. 

Strong theories exist in relation to the first two forms of leadership 
such as that presented by Burns (1978), Kotter (1995, 1999 and 2003) and
March (1980) concerning organisational (and transformational) leader-
ship, Blanchard, K.H. and Hersey, P. (1999), Handy 1985) and Collins
(2001) with regard to individual leadership, and Fiedler (1967 and 1976) 
in drawing these together within the ‘situation’. Less emphasis has 
been placed on the needs of political leadership although Hartley and
Branicki (2006) provide a strong insight on the factors necessary for
increasing political awareness and Hartley builds on this in Chapter 9.
There is a dearth of literature and research in relation to the relatively 
new role of community leadership. This chapter suggests that the four
forms of leadership provide a useful focus for the further study of public
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leadership and that community leadership in particular should be central
to this.

Notes
1. The Peer Review group comprised 16 LAA policy officers from across the North

West Region in England. They analysed all 46 LAAs in the NW in pairs against 
set criteria based on a literature review and policy analysis. Each LAA was ‘double-
assessed’ by two different pairs.

2. A bespoke database was created through Microsoft Access and data from inter-
views was transcribed and coded through the database. Each statement or observ-
ation was given a coding of between 1 (no evidence) to 7 (much evidence) in
relation to its strength in support of partnership working. Further codings were
related to the form of leadership and whether it represented ‘shared’ or ‘distrib-
uted’ leadership. This enabled quantitative analysis to be made of the qualitative
data.
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11
Wicked Problems and Clumsy
Solutions: The Role of Leadership
Keith Grint

The problem of problems: Tame, wicked & critical

Much of the writing in the field of leadership research is grounded in a
typology that distinguishes between Leadership and Management as differ-
ent forms of authority – that is legitimate power in Weber’s conception 
– with leadership tending to embody longer time periods, a more strategic
perspective, and a requirement to resolve novel problems (Bratton et al.
2004). Another way to put this is that the division is rooted partly in the
context: management is the equivalent of déjà vu (seen this before),
whereas leadership is the equivalent of vu jàdé (never seen this before)
(Weick 1973). If this is valid then the manager is required to engage the
requisite process to resolve the problem the last time it emerged. In con-
trast, the leader is required to facilitate the construction of an innovative
response to the novel problem, rather than rolling out a known process to
a previously experienced problem. 

Management and Leadership, as two forms of authority rooted in the dis-
tinction between certainty and uncertainty, can also be related to Rittell
and Webber’s (1973) typology of Tame and Wicked Problems (Grint 2005).
A Tame Problem may be complicated but is resolvable through unilinear
acts and it is likely to have occurred before. In other words, there is only a
limited degree of uncertainty and thus it is associated with Management.
Tame Problems are akin to puzzles – for which there is always an answer –
and we might consider how F.W. Taylor (the originator of Scientific
Management) epitomised this approach to problem solving – simply apply
science properly and the best solution will naturally emerge. The (scientific)
manager’s role, therefore, is to provide the appropriate process – the verita-
ble standard operating procedure – to solve the problem. Examples would
include: timetabling the railways, building a nuclear plant, training the
army, planned heart surgery or a wage negotiation.

A Wicked Problem is more complex, rather than just complicated – that
is, it cannot be removed from its environment, solved, and returned
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without affecting the environment. Moreover, there is no clear relationship
between cause and effect. Such problems are often intractable – for
instance, trying to develop a National Health Service (NHS) on the basis of
a scientific approach (assuming it was a Tame Problem) would suggest pro-
viding everyone with all the services and medicines they required based
only on their medical needs. However, with an ageing population, an
increasing medical ability to intervene and maintain life, a potentially
infinite increase in demand but a finite level of economic resource, there
cannot be a scientific solution to the problem of the NHS. In sum we
cannot provide everything for everybody; at some point we need to make a
political decision about who gets what and based on what criteria. This
inherently contested arena is typical of a Wicked Problem. If we think
about the NHS as the NIS – the National Illness Service – then we have a
different understanding of the problem because it is essentially a series of
Tame Problems: fixing a broken leg is the equivalent of a Tame Problem 
– there is a scientific solution so that medical professionals in hospitals
know how to fix them. But if you run (sorry, crawl) into a restaurant for
your broken leg to be fixed it will become a Wicked Problem because it’s
unlikely that anyone there will have the knowledge or the resources to fix
it. Thus the category of problems is subjective not objective – what kind 
of a problem you have depends on where you are sitting and what you
already know. 

Moreover, many of the problems that the NHS deal with – obesity, drug
abuse, violence – are not simply problems of health, they are often deeply
complex social problems that sit across and between different government
departments and institutions so attempts to treat them through a single
institutional framework are almost bound to fail. Indeed, because there 
are often no ‘stopping’ points with Wicked Problems – that is the point at
which the problem is solved (e.g. there will be no more crime because we
have solved it) we often end up having to admit that we cannot solve
Wicked Problems. Conventionally, we associate leadership with precisely
the opposite – the ability to solve problems, act decisively and to know
what to do. But Wicked Problems often embody the exact opposite of this 
– we cannot solve them, and we need to be very wary of acting decisively
precisely because we cannot know what to do. If we knew what to do it
would be a Tame Problem not a Wicked Problem. Yet the pressure to act
decisively often leads us to try to solve the problem as if it was a Tame
Problem. 

When Global Warming first emerged as a problem some of the responses
concentrated on solving the problem through science (a Tame response),
manifest in the development of biofuels; but we now know that biofuels
appear to denude the world of significant food resources so that what
looked like a solution actually became another problem. Again, this is
typical of what happens when we try to solve Wicked Problems – other
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problems emerge to compound the original problem. So we can make
things better or worse – we can drive our cars slower and less or faster and
more – but we may not be able to solve Global Warming, we may just have
to learn to live with a different world and make the best of it we can. In
other words, we cannot start again and design a perfect future – though
many political and religious extremists might want us to.

The ‘we’ in this is important because it signifies the importance of the
collective in addressing Wicked Problems. Tame problems might have indi-
vidual solutions in the sense that an individual is likely to know how to
deal with it. But since Wicked Problems are partly defined by the absence
of an answer on the part of the leader then it behooves the individual
leader to engage the collective in an attempt to come to terms with the
problem. In other words, Wicked Problems require the transfer of authority
from individual to collective because only collective engagement can hope
to address the problem. The uncertainty involved in Wicked Problems
imply that leadership, as I am defining it, is not a science but an art – the
art of engaging a community in facing up to complex collective problems.
The metaphor of the Wheelwright might be appropriate here. Phil Jackson
(1995: 149–151), coach of the phenomenally successful Chicago Bulls 
basketball team, makes this point well. In the 3rd century BC the Chinese
Emperor Liu Bang celebrated his consolidation of China with a banquet
where he sat surrounded by his nobles and military and political experts.
Since Liu Bang was neither noble by birth nor an expert in military or
political affairs one of the guests asked one of the military experts, Chen
Cen, why Liu Bang was the Emperor. Chen Cen’s response was to ask the
questioner a question in return: ‘What determines the strength of a wheel?’
The guest suggested the strength of the spokes’ but Chen Cen countered
that two sets of spokes of identical strength did not necessarily make
wheels of identical strength. On the contrary, the strength was also affected
by the spaces between the spokes, and determining the spaces was the true
art of the wheelwright. In effect, leaders don’t need to be experts to be suc-
cessful and while the spokes represent the collective resources necessary to
an organisation’s success – and the resources that the leader lacks – the
spaces represent the autonomy necessary for followers to grow into leaders
themselves. 

The leader’s role with a Wicked Problem, therefore, is to ask the right
questions rather than provide the right answers because the answers may
not be self-evident and will require a collaborative process to make any
kind of progress. Examples would include: developing a transport strategy,
or a response to global warming, or a response to anti-social behaviour, or a
national health system. Wicked Problems are not necessarily rooted in
longer time frames than Tame Problems because oftentimes an issue that
appears to be Tame or Critical can be turned into a (temporary) Wicked
Problem by delaying the decision. 
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A Critical Problem, e.g. a ‘crisis’, is presented as self-evident in nature, 
as encapsulating very little time for decision-making and action, and 
it is often associated with authoritarianism. Here there is virtually no
uncertainty about what needs to be done – at least in the behaviour of the
Commander, whose role is to take the required decisive action – that is to
provide the answer to the problem, not to engage Standard Operating
Procedures (SOPs) – management – or ask questions (leadership). A com-
mander resembles a White Elephant – in both dictionary definitions: as a
mythical beast that is itself a deity, and as an expensive and foolhardy
endeavour. Indeed, in Thai history the King would give an albino Elephant
to his least favoured noble because the special dietary and religious require-
ments would ruin the noble – hence the connection between the god and
ruination. Translated into Critical Problems I suggest that for such crises we
do need decision-makers who are god-like in their decisiveness and their
ability to provide the answer to the crisis, but the problem arrives when our
decision-makers really come to believe that they are gods. And since we
reward people who are good in crises – and ignore people who are such
good managers that there are very few crises – Commanders soon learn 
to seek out (or represent situations as) crises. Of course, it may be that 
the Commander remains privately uncertain about whether the action is
appropriate or the presentation of the situation as a crisis is persuasive, but
that uncertainty will probably not be apparent to the followers of the
Commander. Examples would include the immediate response to: a major
train crash, a leak of radioactivity from a nuclear plant, a military attack, a
heart attack, an industrial strike, the loss of employment or a loved one, or
a terrorist attack such as 9/11 or the 7 July bombings in London.

That such ‘situations’ are constituted by the participants rather than
simply being self-evident is best illustrated by considering the way a situa-
tion of ill-defined threat only becomes a crisis when that threat is defined
as such. For example, financial losses – even rapid and radical losses like the
run on Northern Rock in the UK or the difficulties of Fannie Mae, Freddie
Mac and AIG in the USA in 2008 – do not constitute a ‘crisis’ until the
shareholders decide to sell in large numbers or the government decides to
step in. Even then the notion of a crisis does not emerge objectively from
the activity of selling or the point of intervention but at the point at which
a ‘crisis’ is pronounced by someone significant and becomes accepted as
such by significant others. 

These three forms of authority – Command, Management and Leadership
– are, in turn, another way of suggesting that the role of those responsible
for decision-making is to find the appropriate Answer, Process and Ques-
tion to address the problem respectively. This is not meant as a discrete
typology but an heuristic device to enable us to understand why those
charged with decision-making sometimes appear to act in ways that others
find incomprehensible. Thus I am not suggesting that the correct decision-
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making process lies in the correct analysis of the situation – that would be
to generate a deterministic approach – but I am suggesting that decision-
makers tend to legitimise their actions on the basis of a persuasive account
of the situation. In short, the social construction of the problem legitimises
the deployment of a particular form of authority. Moreover, it is often the
case that the same individual or group with authority will switch between
the Command, Management and Leadership roles as they perceive – and
constitute – the problem as Critical, Tame or Wicked, or even as a single
problem that itself shifts across these boundaries. Indeed, this movement 
– often perceived as ‘inconsistency’ by the decision-maker’s opponents – is
crucial to success as the situation, or at least our perception of it, changes.

That persuasive account of the problem partly rests in the decision-
makers access to – and preference for – particular forms of power, and herein
lies the irony of ‘leadership’: it remains the most difficult of approaches
and one that many decision-makers will try to avoid at all costs because it
implies that, (1) the leader does not have the answer, (2) that the leader’s
role is to make the followers face up to their responsibilities (often an
unpopular task) (Heifetz 1994), (3) that the ‘answer’ to the problem is
going to take a long time to construct and that it will only ever be ‘more
appropriate’ rather than ‘the best’, and (4) that it will require constant
effort to maintain. It is far easier, then, to opt either for a Management
solution – engaging a tried and trusted process – or a Command solution 
– enforcing the answer upon followers – some of whom may prefer to be
shown ‘the answer’ anyway.

The notion of ‘enforcement’ suggests that we need to consider how
different approaches to, and forms of, power fit with this typology of
authority, and amongst the most useful for our purposes is Etzioni’s (1964)
typology of compliance and Nye’s (2004, 2008) notion of ‘Hard’, ‘Soft’ and
‘Smart’ power. Nye distinguishes between ‘hard’ power – brute force – and
‘soft’ power – ideological attraction – and argues that success often relates
to the use of ‘smart power’ – the judicious use of hard and soft power
depending upon the circumstance. Etzioni distinguished between Coercive,
Calculative and Normative Compliance. Coercive or physical power was
related to total institutions, such as prisons or armies; Calculative Com-
pliance was related to ‘rational’ institutions, such as companies; and Norm-
ative Compliance was related to institutions or organisations based on shared
values, such as clubs and professional societies. This compliance typology
fits well with the typology of problems: Critical Problems are often asso-
ciated with Coercive Compliance; Tame Problems are associated with Cal-
culative Compliance and Wicked Problems are associated with Normative
Compliance. 

Again, none of this is to suggest that we can divide the world up objec-
tively into particular kinds of problems and their associated appropriate
authority forms, but that the very legitimacy of the authority forms is

Keith Grint 173



dependent upon a successful rendition of a phenomenon as a particular
kind of problem. In other words, while contingency theory suggests pre-
cisely this (rational) connection between (objective) context (problem) and
(objective) leadership style (authority form), I am suggesting here that what
counts as legitimate authority depends upon a persuasive rendition of the
context and a persuasive display of the appropriate authority style. In other
words, success is rooted in persuading followers that the problematic situa-
tion is either one of a Critical, Tame or Wicked nature and that therefore
the appropriate authority form is Command, Management or Leadership in
which the role of the decision-maker is to provide the answer, or organise
the process or ask the question, respectively. In effect, one particular skill
that all three decision-modes require is that of reframing problems – seeing
the problem differently so as to rethink how it might be addressed differ-
ently (Fairhurst 2005).

This typology can be plotted along the relationship between two axes as
shown below in Figure 11.1 with the vertical axis representing increasing
uncertainty about the solution to the problem – in the behaviour of those
in authority – and the horizontal axis representing the increasing need for
collaboration in resolving the problem. What might also be evident from
this figure is that the more decision-makers constitute the problem as
Wicked and interpret their power as essentially Normative, the more
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difficult their task becomes, especially with cultures that associate leader-
ship with the effective and efficient resolution of problems. 

This might be regarded as obvious to many people – but if it is, why do
we remain unable to effect such change? To answer that, I want to turn to
Cultural Theory and explore some so called ‘Elegant Solutions’.

Culture, elegance and clumsiness

Mary Douglas (2003[1970]) argued that we could probably capture most
cultures on the basis of two discrete criteria: Grid and Group. Grid relates
the significance of roles and rules in a culture – some are very rigid – such
as a government bureaucracy – but others are very loose or liberal – such as
an informal club. Group relates to the importance of the group in a culture
– some cultures are wholly oriented around the group – such as a football
team – while others are more individually oriented – such as a gathering of
entrepreneurs. When these points are plotted on a two by two matrix the
following appears.

Where a culture embodies both High Grid and High Group we tend to
see rigid hierarchies, such as the military. Where the culture remains High
Group oriented but lacks the concern for rules and roles in Low Grid we see
Egalitarian cultures, epitomised by those organisations where the group
meeting is sacred and the search for consensus critical. We might recognise
this as the land where left wing political parties often live. Where the Grid
remains low and is matched by an equal indifference to the Group, we tend
to see Individualist cultures – the land of entrepreneurs, rational choice,
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and market loving politicians for whom any notion of the collective or
rules is perceived as an unnecessary inhibitor of efficiency and freedom.
The final category is that of the Fatalist, where the group dimension is
missing but the isolated individuals believe themselves to be undermined
by the power of rules and roles. 

Douglas argued that these four cultural archetypes were heuristics rather
than mirrors of society – most of us would find ourselves bordering regions
or sitting across them rather than sitting wholly within one region but 
nevertheless she regarded the typology as a useful way for beginning a con-
versation about cultures. What is clear is that such cultures often tend to 
be self-supporting and internally consistent. In other words, hierarchists 
perceive the world through hierarchist lenses such that problems are under-
stood as manifestations of the absence of sufficient rules or the enforce-
ment of rules. In contrast, egalitarians see the same problem as one
connected to the weakness of the collective community – it is less about
rules and more about the community generating greater solidarity to solve
the problem. Individualists would have little faith in this – the problem is
obviously (for them) to do with the individuals. Fatalists, however, have
given up. 

Now the problem is that such internally consistent – or Elegant – modes
of understanding the world are fine for dealing with Critical or Tame
Problems because we know how to solve them and previous approaches
have worked. Individualists can solve the problem of decreasing carbon
emissions from cars – a Tame problem open to a scientific solution, but
they cannot solve global warming – a Wicked Problem. Egalitarians can
help ex-offenders back into the community – a Tame Problem – but they
cannot solve crime – a Wicked Problem. And Hierarchists can improve rule
enforcement for the fraudulent abuse of social services – a Tame Problem 
– but they cannot solve poverty – a Wicked Problem. Indeed, Wicked Prob-
lems don’t offer themselves up to be solved by such Elegant approaches
precisely because these problems lie outside and across several different
cultures and institutions.

Why elegant approaches don’t solve wicked problems but
clumsy solutions might 

If single mode (Elegant) solutions can only ever address elements of Wicked
Problems we need to consider how to adopt all three in what are called
Clumsy Solutions. In fact we need to eschew the elegance of the architect’s
approach to problems – start with a clean piece of paper and design the
perfect building anew – and adopt the world of the Bicolour the do-it-your-
self craftworker. Or to adopt the rather more prosaic language of Kant, we
need to begin by recognising that ‘Out of the crooked timber of humanity
no straight thing was ever made’. Put another way, to get some purchase
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on Wicked Problems we need to start by accepting that imperfection and
making do with what is available is not just the best way forward but the
only way forward. In this world we must avoid alienating significant con-
stituencies – but note that progress does not depend upon consensus – that
would be too elegant and would take too long! We need to start by asking
‘what do we all (or at least most of us) agree on?’ We also need to assume
that no-one has the solution in isolation and that the problem is a system
not an individual problem and not a problem caused by or solved by a
single aspect of the system. Let us take Global Warming to illustrate this
(See Verweij et al. 2006 and Verweij 2006 for detailed accounts of this).

Figure 11.3 summarises the issue: Hierarchists consider the problem to 
be a result of inadequate rules and inadequate enforcement of rules. In
effect a better Kyoto style agreement is necessary. But Egalitarians might
argue that this misunderstands the problem – it isn’t the rules that need
altering and enforcing but our communal attitude to the planet that needs
to change – we must develop more sustainable ways to live not just obey
the rules better. But for Individualists both alternatives misunderstand the
problem – and therefore the solution. The solution is to encourage the free-
doms that will facilitate individual responses to the problem, including
supporting the work of entrepreneurs who can generate the technological
innovations that will save us. For Fatalists, of course, there is no hope – we
are all doomed. The problem here is that none of these Elegant solutions
actually generate sufficient diversity to address the complexity of the prob-
lem. Rules might facilitate safe driving but they would not prove adequate
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to saving the planet. Nor can we simply abandon our centralised cities and
all live in self-sufficient communities in the countryside: that might have
been a viable option if we were starting from scratch and we could have
designed living space with a blank piece of paper to hand – but that archi-
tectural approach is no longer viable – we need to take the bricoleur’s line
and start from where we are. Similarly, although technological innovations
will be critical and market pressures may help, we cannot rely on these to
solve the problem. Indeed, global warming may not be solvable in the
sense that we can go back to the beginning and reclaim an unpolluted
world and because the ‘facts’ remain disputed and – more importantly 
– different interests are at stake in different approaches to the ‘solution’,
the best we can hope for is a politically negotiated agreement to limit the
damage as soon as possible. That calls for a non-linear, nay ‘crooked’,
response to stitch together an inelegant or Clumsy solution combining 
all three modes of understanding and making use of the fatalists acquies-
cence to go along with the changing flow of public opinion and action. As
shown below in Figure 11.4, what we actually need is to use all three frame-
works to make progress here through the creation of a Clumsy Solution
Space.

Wicked Problems are inherently political in nature not scientific or ‘ratio-
nal’ and progress is likely to be via a Clumsy negotiation of the common
ground. For this our bricoleur actually needs to acquire Aristotle’s phrone-
sis – the wisdom to acknowledge that the situation is not like any other,
combined with the experience to recognise that such Wicked Problems
require a qualitatively different approach from Tame or Critical Problems.
So how do you address wicked problems? 
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Figure 11.5 below implies that a critical component of a necessarily
clumsy solution is to combine elements of all three cultural types: the indi-
vidualist, the egalitarian and the hierarchist, and within each of these types
are techniques that, when combined, might just prise the Wicked Problem
open enough to make some progress with it. Let us address each of these in
turn.
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Hierarchists

H1: Questions not Answers

Since every Wicked Problem is slightly different from all others, and since
we cannot know the answer initially (otherwise it would be a Tame or
Critical Problem) there is no guaranteed method available, but the skill of
the bricoleur (Gabriel 2002; Strauss 1966: 21) is in trying new things out,
setting loose experiments to see what works and what doesn’t, and all this
requires an initial acceptance that you – our great esteemed leader – do not
have the answer. Bricoleurs make progress by stitching together whatever is
at hand, whatever needs to be stitched together, to ensure practical success.
So the first step here is for the hierarchist to acknowledge that the leader’s
role has to switch from providing the answers to asking the questions. Such
questions demonstrate that the problem facing the organisation is not of



the common-garden variety – this is something different that needs a dif-
ferent response. In other words the leader should initiate a different nar-
rative that prepares the collective for collective responsibility. Indeed, the
reason that this sits within the Hierarchists’ camp is that only the hier-
archical leader has the authority to reverse his or her contribution from
one of answers to questions. Linked to this switch in approaches from
expert to investigator is a related requirement that Hierarchists are most
suited for: Relationships not Structures.

H2: Relationships not Structures

Traditionally, change models imply that if failure occurs despite the model
it must be because the leader has failed to pull the right levers in the right
sequence. But this machine metaphor and its accompanying notion of
power as a possession is precisely why leaders find change so difficult 
– because power is not something you can possess and thus there are no
levers to pull. If power was a possession we would be unable to explain why
mutinies occur in that most coercive of hierarchies, the military at war. If
soldiers refuse to obey (and accept that the consequences may be dire) then
generals are necessarily resistible in principle. Hence when you hear your-
self saying the dreaded words ‘I’m sorry but I didn’t have any choice’ – you
are almost certainly lying to yourself because you can always say no – and
take the consequences. Of course, sometimes the choice is merely one of
two evils, but that remains a choice. Now all this means that change cannot
be ordered from above by leaders who pull the right levers of power in the
right sequence because power is a relationship and change depends upon
the relationships between leaders and followers: in effect it is followers that
make or break change strategies not leaders alone because organisations 
are systems not machines. If followers choose not to obey – or to comply 
is such a way that little progress is made – then the greatest strategy in the
world will probably fail. 

H3: Reflection not Reaction

The quest for decisive action is typically what we expect from our hierar-
chical leaders and this expectation has a long history back into the fabled
past of heroes and gods. Indeed, being decisive is fine – if you know what
to do… but if you know what to do then it isn’t a Wicked Problem, it’s a
Tame or Critical Problem. However, if you don’t know what to do such
pressure may lead to catastrophe: you may have acted decisively but that
may be decisively wrong. It isn’t good enough to say that the best course of
action in an ambiguous situation is to do something rather than nothing
for two reasons. One, if you are very close to the cliff edge and the fog
descends (metaphorically or in reality) then acting decisively might take
you over the edge. If, on the other hand you just pause for as long as the
mist persists then you might be late home but at least you will get home.
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Two, we often conflate ‘doing nothing’ with ‘reflection’ but they are not
the same thing. The former implies indecisiveness, indolence and weak-
ness, while the latter implies a proactive philosophical assessment of the
situation. Indeed, we could turn this issue around and note how often
‘being decisive’ actually can be reduced to mere reaction, being driven by
somebody else’s agenda or by the insecurity of an ambiguous situation to
make a mistake. Again, the hierarchical leader can manage this best by the
construction of a narrative explanation – to do otherwise is to risk being
accused of weakness and indecisiveness.

Individualist

I1: Positive Deviance not Negative Acquiescence

In 1990 Jerry and Monique Sternin went to Vietnam for Save the Children to
consider the utility of Maria Zeitlin’s (1990) work on Positive Deviance: the
idea that there are people within organisations who had already worked out
the solution to many organisational problems often related to the role of
culture. Why, the Sterns wondered, were some children well nourished in the
midst of general malnourishment? Their answer was because the mothers 
of the well-nourished children were Positive Deviants – they deviated from
mainstream culture in such a way that the outcomes were beneficial for their
children. That mainstream culture generated a very conventional wisdom 
on malnutrition – it was TBU: True But Useless that malnourishment was the
combined effect of poor sanitation, poor food-distribution, poverty and poor
water. But since addressing all of these would take an inordinate amount 
of time it was True but Useless information. On the other hand, some chil-
dren – and not the highest status children – were well nourished because their
mothers ignored the conventional culture that mothers should:

• Avoid food considered as low class/common – such as field shrimps and
crabs

• Not feed children with diarrhoea
• Let children feed themselves or feed them twice a day at the most.

Instead they:

• Used low class/common food 
• Fed children with diarrhoea – it’s critical to recovery
• Actively fed children many times during the day (self-fed children drop

food on the floor so it’s contaminated and children’s stomachs can only
take a finite amount of food at any one time so even feeding them twice
a day was inadequate).

In short, the problems in organisations are often self-generated but the
solutions are also often there too, it’s just that usually we tend not to look.
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I2: Negative Capability

The poet Keats called ‘Negative Capability’ the ability to remain comfortable
with uncertainty, and Wicked Problems are inherently uncertain and ambigu-
ous. Worse, since we seem to have developed an image of leadership that con-
joins decisiveness to success we expect our leaders to cut their way through
the fog of uncertainty with zeal. Yet by definition Wicked Problems remain
ambiguous so the real skill is not in removing the uncertainty but in mana-
ging to remain effective despite it. Stein’s (2004) comparison of decision-
making in Apollo 13 and at Three Mile Island captures this issue well in
situations where experience is critical to providing help in stressful situations.
Thus the ‘cosmology episodes’ that strike both Apollo 13 and Three Mile
Island – when ‘the world no longer seems a rational, orderly system’ provoke
different responses from those responsible for decision-making, or rather,
what Weick (1995) calls sense-making – imposing a framework of understand-
ing upon a literally senseless world. 55 hours into the 1970 Apollo 13 mission
a loud explosion – the ‘cosmology episode’ – left the astronauts short of food,
oxygen, power, water and hope. But avoiding the natural temptation to jump
to conclusions the ground crew through slow, careful analysis of the problems
– and through the construction of a makeshift carbon dioxide scrubber
(typical of the bricoleur’s approach) – Apollo 13 returned safely. In contrast, in
the 1979 Three Mile Island nuclear disaster the ‘Cosmology episode’ – led to
instant actions being taken which unwittingly made the situation worse. In
effect they were decisive but wrong and just to compound the situation they
then denied any evidence suggesting that the problem had not been resolved.
So the ability to tolerate anxiety and to ensure it does not become excessive
(leading to panic) or denied (leading to inaction) generated different sense-
making actions. Thus, the quest for the certainty of an elegant solution 
is sometimes a mechanism for displacing the anxiety of ambiguity that is a
condition of Wicked Problems. 

I3: Constructive Dissent not Destructive Consent

Finally, Individualists are excellent at resisting the siren calls of both hier-
archists and egalitarians to fall in line, either to the rules or the group.
Since Milgram’s (1961) and Zimbardo’s (2008) infamous compliance experi-
ments in 1960s we have known that most people, most of the time, comply
with authority even if that leads to the infliction of pain upon innocent
others providing the rationale is accepted by the followers, they are exempt
from responsibility, and they engage in harm only incrementally. Put ano-
ther way, the difficulty for our Leader facing a Wicked Problem and seeking
to use elements of the hierarchist and the egalitarian in a Clumsy approach
is not of securing consent but dissent. Consent is relatively easily acquired
by an authoritarian but it cannot address Wicked Problem because such
consent is often destructive: subordinates will acquiesce to the enfeebling
of their organisation rather than challenge their boss through Constructive
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Dissent. Destructive Consent, then, is the bedfellow of Irresponsible Follower-
ship and a wholly inadequate frame for addressing Wicked Problems. So
what about egalitarians – why do we need them?

Egalitarians

E1: Collective Intelligence not Individual Genius 

Typically, we attribute both success and failure to individual leaders. In 
fact the more significant the success or failure the more likely we are to 
do this, even though we usually have little evidence for linking the event
to the individual (Bligh and Schyns 2007; Rosenzweig 2005). Yet when we 
actually examine how success and failure occurs it is more often than not 
a consequence of social rather than individual action. For example, Archie
Norman, the British retail entrepreneur, rescued Asda from near bankruptcy
in 1991 and sold it to Wal-Mart for £6.7bn in 1999. But underlying this
phenomenal success was not the work of an isolated individual genius but
a talented team including, at board level: Justin King (subsequently CEO
Sainsbury), Richard Baker (subsequently CEO Boots), Andy Hornby (sub-
sequently CEO HBOS), and Allan Leighton (subsequently Chair Royal Mail).
In short, Asda’a success was built on collective intelligence not individual
genius. This approach is particularly important to Wicked Problems because
they are not susceptible to individual resolution. In other words, Wicked
Problems demand the collective responses typical of systems not individuals
– it is the community that must take responsibility and not displace it
upon the leader (Heifetz). This brings us to the next aspect of Egalitarian
techniques: building a community of fate.

E2: Community of Fate not a Fatalist Community

Anne Glover, a local community leader in Braunstone, Leicester, is credited
with turning her own fatalist community into a community of fate when she
mobilised her local neighbours to unite against the gang of youths engaging
in anti-social behaviour and ruling their council estate through fear. Such fear
effectively demobilised the community, turning it into a disparate group of
isolated individuals – a Fatalist Community – all complaining about the gang
problem but feeling unable to do anything about it. When Glover persuaded a
large group to go out – as a group – and confront the gang, the gang moved
on and were eventually removed from the estate. As Glover insisted, ‘It never
ceases to amaze me how a minority can control an area where a majority of
people live… all because of the fear factor. If you stick together on an issue
they can’t intimidate you.’ There is more to this than simply being brave
enough to do something and willing to take the risk that it will not be easy; it
is about recognising the importance of building social capital to develop an
identity that generates a Community of Fate – the identity must be collective,
but the responsibility must be individually shared for Wicked Problems to be
addressed. 
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E3: Empathy not Egotism

Finally, the last Egalitarian technique lies in the ability to step into another’s
shoes, to generate an empathy that facilitates understanding of the other and
is a pre-requisite for addressing Wicked Problems, but how might we acquire
it? Jones’ (2008) answer is to become an anthropologist of your own organ-
isation, to walk a mile in the shoes of those of the shop floor, to become a
mystery customer of your own bank or hospital, to experience the life of those
with whom you want to engage in the collective effort because if you cannot
understand how they see the problem how can you mobilise them? This is
radically different from our usual methods for acquiring knowledge about
how our organisations work because we know that what people say in focus
groups or in surveys does not represent how they normally see the world 
– they are artificial environments and provide artificial data. Many CEOs and
corporate leaders already do this – but many more do not, and then find
themselves surprised when the bottom of the hierarchy doesn’t respond in
the way that the focus group or latest staff survey had predicted. For example,
several Chief Constables in the UK ensure that they and their senior officers
go out on patrol once a month, not to check up on more junior officers but to
remind themselves of the kind of problems they face on a daily basis. 

Conclusion

I began this chapter by suggesting that the high proportion of organ-
isational change failures might be the result of assuming that all kinds of
change were susceptible to the same kind of change programme when, in
fact, change is often radically different. A typology to facilitate this under-
standing was then outlined that differentiates Tame, Wicked and Critical
Problems and linked them to Management, Leadership and Crises. I sug-
gested that while Tame Problems could be solved by adopting the Standard
Operating Procedures that have worked before for managers, Critical Prob-
lems were the responsibility of Commanders who had to act decisively to
provide the answer to the problem, but Wicked Problems were often either
novel or intransigent and were the providence of Leadership. 

This then took us in the cultural theory of Mary Douglas whose Grid/Group
dimensions allow us to plot four different cultures: Hierarchist, Egalitarian,
Individualist and Fatalist. These cultures tend to be internally consistent and
self-supporting such that different groups understood the world differently
and generated different responses to the same apparent problem. However,
these Elegant modes of understanding, while often satisfactory for addressing
the Tame or Critical Problems that cultures face, were unable to address the
complexities of Wicked Problems. For Wicked Problems the role of leaders was
to acknowledge that they did not have the answer to the Wicked Problem and
to engage the community to address the problem. That meant adopting the
role of the bricoleur, the makeshift craft worker who eschews the blank
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paper beloved of architects starting de novo, and made do with whatever
was to hand, stitching together a pragmatic – nay Clumsy – solution using
all three Elegant modes of understanding. 

The techniques relating to Wicked Problems tend to emerge from one of
the three Elegant frames, thus from the Hierarchists we considered the role of
asking questions not providing answers, the issue of relationships over struc-
tures, and of reflecting on rather than reacting to Wicked situations. From the
Individualist we considered the importance of Positive deviance not Negative
Acquiescence, the encouragement of Constructive Dissent over Destructive
Consent and the role of Negative Capability. Finally, from the Egalitarians we
considered the use of Collective Intelligence not Individual Genius, the build-
ing of a Community of Fate not allowing a Fatalist Community to prevail,
and to adopt an empathetic rather than an egotistic approach. I will finish
with this quote attributed to Laurence J. Peter: ‘Some problems are so complex
that you have to be highly intelligent and well informed just to be undecided
about them.’
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12
Knowledge and Capabilities for
Leadership Across the Whole Public
Service System
John Benington and Jean Hartley

Introduction 

This chapter addresses the question: ‘What are the knowledge and capabilities
necessary for effective leadership across the whole public service system?’ 

This question is not new, and has been the focus of much discussion
within academic circles and in many parts of the public service system over
many years. However a variety of factors means that this may be an impor-
tant moment of opportunity – a tipping point with the chance to turn
thinking and talking into action. 

The current economic crisis provides a significant catalyst for this debate
because the pressure to be ‘doing more with less’ will become more strident
as public sector spending comes under renewed scrutiny and is expected to
decline in real terms over the next few years. During times of cut-back
more effective leadership is often seen as one of the best ways of reducing
transaction costs between separate organisations, of improving productivity
and performance outcomes, and of releasing more public value for users,
citizens and communities. 

However, the need for better leadership across the whole public 
service systems does not derive solely from the current economic crisis, far-
reaching though this is in its own terms. The world is in the throes of an
even more fundamental and far-reaching restructuring of the ecological,
political economic, technological and social context, which requires a
‘Copernican revolution’ in the basic paradigms for governance and public
service. This requires a ‘whole systems’ approach to thinking about public
services, and a radical redesign of provision for leadership development. 

The need for new paradigms and practices

The complex cross-cutting problems facing citizens and communities
require governments to develop new paradigms of whole systems thinking,
and new patterns of inter-organisational working for outcomes.
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Citizens and communities are increasingly confronted by a whole 
series of complex cross-cutting problems (e.g. ageing and com-
munity care; child protection; climate change; crime and the fear 
of crime), for which there are no simple solutions – and indeed 
where there is no clear or settled agreement about either the causes 
or the best ways to address the problems. 

Government policies also push public managers to address cross-
cutting issues in a joined-up way, and from the point of view of 
citizens and communities – recent examples in the UK include 
Every Child Matters; Community Area Assessments; Public Service 
Agreements. 

These complex, and often contested, issues have been described by 
John Stewart (2001) as ‘wicked’ problems, and by Ron Heifetz (1994) 
as ‘adaptive’ problems. ‘Wicked’ or ‘adaptive’ problems of this kind are
increasingly seen to require a qualitatively different kind of response from
governments from ‘tame’ or ‘technical’ problems (Grint 2005; Heifetz
1994).

First, they require a recognition of the problems as part of a 
complex, polycentric, multi-causal, dynamic, inter-active and adaptive
system, rather than as a simple, structured, uni-causal, mechanical 
chain of cause and effect (e.g. Byrne 1998; Marian and Uhl-Bien 2001;
Stacey 1996; Waldrop 1992; Wheatley 1992). 

Second, they require a commitment by government at all 
levels to work across the boundaries and silos which tradi-
tionally separate policies and programmes, in order to pro-
vide more ‘joined up’, citizen-centred and personalised public 
services. 

Third, they require a qualitatively different kind of ‘joined 
up’ thinking and action by public policy-makers and managers, 
involving a capacity to work across many different boundaries.

The profound restructuring of the ecological, political economic 
social and technological context reinforces the need for the whole 
public service system to work in a more coherent and coordinated 
way. For example, as the UK and its regions and localities con-
front the consequences of the recession and the restructuring of 
global financial markets, the public leadership role has to extend 
beyond ‘place-shaping’ to ‘place-shielding’ – providing a ‘hold-
ing environment’ within which citizens and communities can be 
helped to think through the risks and uncertainties they face, to con-
front different interests and perspectives, to debate difficult choices, 
to engage in deliberative democratic forums to develop their iden-
tity as a local public, and to find a common purpose and direction 
during a period of fundamental change (Beck 1992; Benington 1996; 
Lyons 2007; Quirk 2008).
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Leadership across complex polycentric networks

Complex cross-cutting problems require not only whole systems thinking
and joined up policy-making and service delivery but also different pat-
terns of leadership and action – which can address the inter-connections
between issues, negotiate coalitions between different stakeholders, orches-
trate inter-organisational networks and partnerships, harness disparate
resources behind a common purpose, and achieve visible and measurable
outcomes with and for citizens, communities and other stakeholders. This
involves the exercise of leadership outside and beyond the organisation,
often through influence rather than through formal authority, in addition
to leadership inside the organisation.

Leadership of this kind has to resist the pressure from followers to act 
as a god or guru who can provide magical solutions to complex problems,
and instead has to persuade stakeholders to accept themselves as part of 
the whole system, and therefore part of the problem, and to engage in 
the painful process of grasping difficult nettles, working through tough
problems, and adapting one’s own thinking and behaviour (Heifetz 1994;
Benington and Turbitt 2007).

This kind of action-centred problem-solving leadership is being pio-
neered in practice by many policy-makers and practitioners, as they 
work in inter-organisational networks and partnerships and tackle com-
plex cross- cutting problems (e.g. crime and disorder reduction partner-
ships, local area agreements; cross-cutting public service agreements). 
There is now an urgent need to reflect on, analyse, evaluate and learn 
from this experience, to assess the conditions under which leader-
ship leads to practical improvement, innovation and measurable 
outcomes. 

We also need to develop conceptual frameworks to help to make better
sense of this experience. This requires leadership theories and models which
reflect the complexities of working across sectoral and organisational bound-
aries, with varied groups with diverse interests, and which do not take 
individuals as the only unit of analysis, but also ‘leadership constellations’
which may consist of a team, a partnership group or other stakeholders who
can work across a whole system (Benington and Moore, in press; Benington
and Turbitt 2007; Hartley and Fletcher 2008; Grint 2005; Denis, Langley and
Rouleau 2005; Moore 1995; Heifetz 1994).

Research evidence also suggests that it is possible to develop ways of
sharing, comparing, disseminating and transplanting this emerging know-
ledge and experience more widely across the whole public service system,
and that some of the most powerful learning both within and between
organisations occurs when leadership failures or performance errors or mis-
takes are analysed self-critically but without blame (Hartley and Rashman
2007; Hartley and Benington 2006). 
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The skills, mindsets and capabilities which underpin effective leadership
across the whole system, include political acumen or awareness: the capacity to
negotiate between different interests, overcome inertia, and foster and mobilise
coalitions between disparate organisations (Hartley and Fletcher 2008).

Dimensions of whole systems working 

Whole systems thinking and action includes the capacity to analyse and
understand the inter-connections, inter-dependencies and interactions
between complex issues, across multiple boundaries:

• between different sectors (public, private, voluntary and informal 
community)

• between different levels of government (local, regional, national, 
supranational)

• between different services (e.g. education, health, housing, policing;
social security)

• between different professions involved in tackling a common problem
within a single agency (e.g. within the Academy for Sustainable
Communities, or the Homes and Communities Agency) 

• between political and managerial leaderships and processes
• between strategic management, operational management and front-line

delivery 
• between producers and users of services (in new patterns of co-creation

between producers, users and other stakeholders outside the governmental
system).

Leadership across the whole public service system therefore requires strength-
ened capabilities to think and to work along several different dimensions,
often simultaneously:

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

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

• diagonally, across the decision-making networks, linking together political
leaderships, strategic managers, operational managers, front-line delivery
staff, users and communities.

This requires a more sophisticated analysis of the changing external context 
– not just the policy context provided by central government but also the
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wider ecological, political, economic, technological, social and organisational
context. 

It may also require a different approach to policy analysis and develop-
ment, and the need to link policy to implementation in an end to end
process, which delivers practical action on the ground, at the front-line
with communities.

Leadership development programmes need to join up to address 
whole system challenges 

Leadership development programmes in the public and voluntary sectors
increasingly therefore need to cultivate the knowledge and capabilities 
necessary to work effectively across the boundaries and networks of the
whole public service system, in order to tackle the complex cross-cutting
issues which concern citizens and communities. 

Of course, in addition, there will always continue to be a need for specialist
knowledge and skills in many areas of public service – the fire service, the health
service, the police and schools still need to be led by people with expert mastery
of the technical skills appropriate for their specific area of activity. Indeed it 
is arguable that this kind of specialist knowledge is even more necessary as a 
pre-condition for being able to engage effectively in cross-cutting work. 

Whole systems working is not a playground for generalists, or network
groupies! Our research suggests that inter-organisational networks and 
partnerships are strongest when they are formed by organisations and actors
who are clear about their own specific roles and bodies of knowledge 
and expertise; but who have managed to negotiate a coalition across their
different interests and a common purpose which draws on their different
specialisms (Geddes and Benington 2001).

It might be helpful in analytical terms to consider a continuum from, 
on the one hand, a single public service with a single leadership develop-
ment approach (c.f. The Ecole National (ENA) in France) to, on the other
hand, specialist leadership bodies and leadership development for parti-
cular services (the current UK system). In using this continuum, the key
question is what aspects of leadership require joint or generic development
across the whole public service system, and which aspects require separate
development because of their specialist technical bodies of knowledge. 

However, there are many areas where greater collaboration in leadership
development between different public services makes good common sense,
and is already beginning to be explored.

Five main forms of cross-cutting public leadership programmes seem to
be emerging in practice:

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

John Benington and Jean Hartley 191



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

• Where leaders from different sectors, services and levels of government are
brought together on leadership development programmes specifically
within whole system aims and perspective (e.g. Warwick University’s MPA
and Diploma in Public Leadership and Management, and the Modern
Leaders programme run by the National School of Government, both 
of which draw in managers from across the whole public service system,
and consciously explore leadership of inter-organisational relationships
and networks across different sectors, levels and services).

• Where leaders from different services come together to share, compare
and develop their knowledge and expertise so that they can respond in
more holistic ways to the needs of a particular group within the popu-
lation (e.g. children or old people). The National College for Leadership of
Schools and Children’s Services runs a Multi-Agency Team Development
programme to address the challenges of joint working posed by the Every
Child Matters agenda.

• Where leaders from across the whole system in a particular place (neigh-
bourhood, local authority area, region or sub-region) come together 
for joint leadership development programmes. Whole system, inter-
organisational, cross-service leadership in a particular locality is increasingly
not an option but a necessity, as agencies are required to respond both to
the complex fast-changing needs of their communities, and also to the need
at local and regional level to somehow ‘join up’ the wide range of disparate
national government policies and programmes. The Leicestershire Leader-
ship In Partnership Programme run jointly with Warwick Business School, 
is an imaginative and innovative example of whole system leadership 
development generated from below, bringing together the county and 
district local authorities, the health, police and fire and rescue services, and
voluntary organisations for joint leadership development. 

We can learn what supports or inhibits leadership development across the
whole system by reflecting on initiatives which have gone well and those
which have gone less well, including the need to review the lessons from
major previous attempts at leadership development across the whole system. 

Two barriers have been highlighted by several commentators. The first is
the need for ‘financial architecture’ that is fit for purpose, with an incentive
structure that supports whole system rather than silo-based leadership
development – cross-service leadership programmes are undermined by
funding streams which came down through vertical stovepipes. 

The second is the need for strong high level corporate championship
(e.g. by the Cabinet Secretary and the Permanent Secretaries’ group), in the
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same way that the UK Government’s Capability Review process has been
led successfully from the corporate centre of the civil service, since this
both created commitment to, and ownership of, a whole systems approach
and also created a potential ‘holding environment’ (Heifetz 1994) in which
tough questions and tensions between siloed services could be explored
and addressed. 

Leadership development programmes need to translate individual
learning into organisational and inter-organisational action and
improvement 

One of the biggest challenges facing public sector leadership programmes is
how to ensure that investment in learning by individuals is translated into
improvement in the performance of their parent organisations. This is even
more challenging when the unit of analysis is not a single organisation but
an inter-organisational network or a complex inter-connected system like a
neighbourhood, or particular group within the population (e.g. children, or
older people). 

There is little research into, or evidence about, the impact of leadership
development programmes upon either individual or organisational perfor-
mance (Hartley and Benington 2010). Most research in this field has been
based upon self-reporting by participants of their own individual learning,
rather than assessment by their employers or peers (though 360 degree
assessments can go some way towards this). There are very few studies 
of the impact of leadership development programmes on organisational
performance, let alone upon the whole public service system. 

Instead of starting with individuals as the unit of analysis for leadership
development programmes, and then attempting to translate their indi-
vidual learning into changes in performance within their parent organisations,
it may be more effective to start with an organisation or inter-organisational
network as the unit of analysis, and to aim to develop the whole leadership
team as a working unit (Day 2001).

Similarly, instead of starting leadership development with theory and
then trying to apply it back into practice, it may be more effective to start
with the practical challenges facing an organisation or network and then
search for leadership theories and concepts which help the practitioners to
make better sense of the complexity of the specific whole system in which
they are working – and therefore be able to offer clearer leadership and
strategic direction. 

Similarly, instead of running leadership development programmes away
from the workplace, and then trying to apply the learning back into prac-
tice in the parent organisations, it may be more effective to start leadership
development at the workplace or in the community, and to move con-
tinuously between the battlefield and the balcony – as they do in medical
education, with student doctors spending the morning doing ward rounds
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at the hospital with the consultant, and then spending the afternoon at the
medical school, studying the cases they have observed in the morning. This
is in tune with the ‘learning by doing’ and ‘dynamic capability’ approach
espoused by the Cabinet Office Capability Building team. See Table 12.1.

Strengthening leadership skills and capabilities for working across the
whole public service system will require radical innovations in practice.
The public sector leadership academies and the other main providers of
public leadership education and development appear to do a good job in
their own service sectors. A number of them are developing bi-lateral or tri-
lateral discussions with other leadership academies about the possibilities
for collaboration in leadership development between their services (e.g.
fire, police, local government, schools, health). However, we doubt whether
these relatively small scale incremental initiatives (worthwhile as they
undoubtedly are) are going to develop sufficient momentum or critical
mass to match the scale or urgency of the need for more effective leader-
ship across the whole public service system.

We therefore suggest for debate a more radical set of innovations based
upon intervention at three key stages in the leadership development process
and in two key arenas. 

Fast Track Graduate Entry: There is an opportunity to review each 
of the main fast track graduate entry schemes (e.g. into the civil service,
local government, the health service, the police) and design in a require-
ment for some cross-service education and training (e.g. through some shared
cross-over modules, and through ten week placements in other services).

Top Teams: It would also be beneficial to review each of the main top
leadership and management schemes in the public service sector and design
in some cross-service education and training, shoulder to shoulder working
exchanges in other organisations, joint multi-agency project work, and stretch-
ing university-based thinking. It is critical that leadership across the whole
public service system is led from the top, and modelled by early visible
changes in leadership development behaviour and practice at this level. 

Mid-Career Movers and Shakers: The most movement however is likely
to come from mobilising a major national leadership programme for mid-
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Table 12.1 An Alternative Model for Whole System’s Leadership Development
©John Benington 2009

A traditional model for A possible alternative 
leadership development ‘whole systems’ model for

leadership development 

Unit of Analysis The Individual The Workgroup/Team
Starting Point Theory Practice/Problem 
Location The Retreat The Front-Line 



career movers and shakers from among middle-managers across the whole
public service. This would help to create a strong sense of this group being
the leadership cadre for the next generation of top leaders for the whole of
the public service – with a status equivalent to the top 200 in the UK civil
service, but drawn from across the whole public service system. There
would need to be rigorous national competition and tough selection for
this programme which must be highly innovative in its leadership develop-
ment and learning methods, and university accredited at the highest level.
This is the group most likely to rapidly transform mind-sets and practices
across the public service system. 

Multi-Agency Teams and Leadership of Place: It would also be useful
to launch a national programme of local pilot projects (perhaps ten to 20)
in leadership development for cross-service partnership teams working at
the front-line. The UK Government has recently announced a Total Place
programme with 13 pilot projects, which have analysed and coordinated
the flow of public money into the pilot areas, and are considering how to
provide whole systems leadership across the geographical area. One example
which is ahead of the field is the Leicestershire Leadership in Partnership
programme, which brings together senior managers from across the whole
public and voluntary sector (e.g. the County Council, district councils, NHS,
police, fire, and voluntary organisations), to train and learn together on a
tailored Diploma programme jointly designed with Warwick Business School,
and to begin to develop as a leadership cadre capable of tackling complex
cross-cutting problems facing local communities, and to develop inter-
organisational strategies and responses. 

The pilot projects might be selected through open national competition,
with the successful projects being offered government seed money or match
funding of their own local investment. The programme and the pilots should
be monitored and formatively evaluated so that their learning can be cap-
tured and disseminated. The national programme might be linked into some
kind of national Beacon scheme to disseminate learning through sharing,
comparing and transplanting of experience.

Taking the plunge: Deep immersion for top civil servants 

Several of the people we consulted in our research say that they see the civil
service as the main laggards in terms of joined up government and leadership
across the whole public service system (Benington and Hartley 2009). The
civil service, it is alleged, does not practice what it preaches about joined 
up government, and continues to channel policies and funding streams down
vertical stove-pipes, with little understanding of the horizontal connections 
to (or incompatibility with) the policies of other departments and agencies, or
the vertical connections with other parts of the value and delivery chains. The
senior civil service has also been criticised by other public service managers for
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being far too insulated from the complex realities of local communities,
and for the fact that it is still too easy to get promoted within the civil
service without any substantial experience of front-line work outside
Westminster and Whitehall. 

This is contrasted with the pattern in other key public services where, for
example, all chief constables are expected to have served time on the beat
at neighbourhood level; head-teachers are expected to have gained a good
deal of class-room teaching experience; local authority chief executives are
expected to have operational experience and/or front-line service delivery,
as well as strategic management experience. 

A bold high profile way of correcting this impression, (which undermines
the leadership credibility and effectiveness of the civil service in some multi-
agency situations), might be to start a deep immersion scheme which would
require all potential senior civil servants, before admission to the Senior Civil
Service, to have spent at least ten to 12 weeks working (not observing) at the
front-line outside London – in a night shelter for homeless people; as an
orderly in an accident and emergency ward of a hospital; on the counter of a
benefits agency office; as a class-room teaching assistant; in a neighbourhood
team.

Such an approach to action-oriented leadership development to encourage
working across the whole public service systems needs to be counter-balanced
by an equally strong commitment to critical analysis of the changing context,
and rigorous reflection on the experience of leadership in practice (both
success and failure). 

There is, therefore, a crucial role for good universities with experience of
engaged research, development and teaching, to work in partnership with
the leadership academies and other leadership programmes to provide: 

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

• evidence from research and from both formative and summative evalua-
tions to help establish what kinds of leadership development make the max-
imum impact on both individual, organisational and inter-organisational
performance (and which have little impact) 

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

• rigorous independent accreditation of leadership thinking and practice

The rationale for such an approach is noted by Glatter (2008: 6): 

Raw experience is not a sufficient guide to learning: leaders may need
help in structuring and analysing experience to be able to use it as a
resource for learning. For example, visits included in programmes need
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to be carefully prepared, clearly structured and purposeful to maximise
their value.

Our research suggests that academic ideas and learning are critical to helping
provide the theoretical and conceptual base to make sense of action within
complex systems. Many sponsors of leadership development programmes are
turning to university-accredited programmes to ensure critical reflection 
on experience, and because leaders are wanting rigorous independent assess-
ment of their learning, and a high quality, and portable Diploma and Masters
qualifications. Where university accreditation is pursued, it needs to draw on
and engage with practical experience, to challenge established thinking and
practice, and also use practice to develop and extend theory. 

Conclusion

Our judgement is that the time is now ripe for a major new initiative to
promote and cultivate leadership capabilities for working across the public
service system. There is widespread agreement that this needs to be done
strongly and quickly, so the key question is not ‘whether’ but ‘how’. This
brief review suggests that innovative ideas for cross-service collaboration in
leadership development are already being explored and tested. The critical
success factor will be strong championship of a whole system, multilevel,
cross-service approach to leadership development at the highest level within
government, and a funding regime to incentivise this rapidly. Carpe Diem!

Note
This chapter is based on research commissioned by the National School of Government
and the Public Service Leadership Alliance.
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13
The Challenge of Change for Public
Sector Leaders
Carina Paine Schofield and Mark Pegg

Introduction

The ‘need for leaders’ in a complex and challenging public sector

The UK government perceives leadership to be at the heart of public sector
reform. In 1998, the then Prime Minister Tony Blair asked the govern-
ment’s Performance and Innovation Unit (PIU) to carry out a project on
‘effective leadership in delivering public services’. This report, ‘Strengthen-
ing Leadership in the Public Sector’, places leadership at the core of its
modernisation agenda (PIU 2001). The last decade has seen a grow-
ing and sustained interest in the importance and nature of leadership 
in the public sector. Several texts refer to the ‘need for leaders’ in the 
public sector at the start of the 21st century and many Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development countries (OECD 2009),
including the UK, assume that leadership plays a significant role in 
achieving both enhanced management capacity and organisational perfor-
mance (Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit 2004). Milner and Joyce (2005) 
state that this emphasis on leadership is in part a result of the problems
created by the way the public sector appeared to fall behind develop-
ments in society and that public services now need to catch up (or to 
‘modernise’ or ‘improve’). This particularly relates to customer service 
standards, performance management, strategic commissioning and the
design, development and implementation of information systems (Cabinet
Office 2006).

There is widespread agreement regarding the complexity of leadership 
in the public sector: the public sector is highly diverse in character, 
governance and size (Charlesworth, Cook and Crozier 2003); there are
competing needs within and expectations from diverse stakeholders
(Brookes 2007); and tasks involve different types and sizes of organisation.
Therefore, leadership in the public sector varies greatly. The challenge of
defining leadership in this sector is further exacerbated by the numerous
challenges of current times.
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Over recent years a plethora of articles list the challenges for leaders in
the public sector and describe how the number of challenges will increase
over coming years and make leadership even more difficult. A key find-
ing from the PIU Report (2001: 4) was that ‘Britain’s public services 
face unprecedented challenges at the start of the 21st century’. Public sector
organisations are under pressure to be more responsive, reliable and access-
ible, and to focus on performance in the face of rising public expectations;
demographic change; and globalisation and information technology advances
(KPMG/Economist Intelligence Unit 2007). Charlesworth et al. (2003: 8)
describe how ‘the boundaries have changed in recent years and will undoubt-
edly change again as a steadily stronger consumer culture, rising living stan-
dards and a more diverse society lead to greater expectations of responsiveness,
reliability and accessibility’. As the public sector is continually challenged to
be more effective, efficient and innovative; to provide quality service and 
to put people first whilst at the same time to reduce costs; and to improve
systems and processes in order to streamline delivery, ‘more is being asked 
of public sector leaders than ever before’ (PIU 2001: 7). 

As real growth in UK public spending comes to an end in the 2010s, there is
a more intense need for even better leadership skills – for leaders to bring a
more enabled, more creative and more innovative public service workforce
with them. Indeed, the whole public leadership agenda will shift markedly as
we enter the new decade; old friends like ‘doing more with less’, ‘value 
for money’, performance management and a more strategic approach – ‘the
20:20 vision for government’ – will be even more important. However, they
must be supplemented by a greater focus on connectivity – joined-up govern-
ment, more personalisation of services, more e-Government and a changing
role for government as the enabler. This will become increasingly necessary as
more and more public services are provided by the private and voluntary
sectors on behalf of the state. In particular, the aging population demographic
may force the state to withdraw completely from some elements of delivery
and limit its role to the regulation of commercially provided services. 

Despite all of these changes and challenges, a recent review of the literature
identified that public sector organisations (at all levels) have been largely
neglected as a focus for empirical research and pointed to a need for this to 
be addressed (Paine Schofield 2008a). This chapter seeks to inform the data 
in this area by providing insights into the opinions of managers and leaders
on the issues and challenges they face. Specifically, by exploring how man-
agers and leaders working in the public sector see the state of their organ-
isations today and their roles within them, and how far their private sector
counterparts share their attitudes. 

As providers of world class leadership development, Ashridge Business
School and the National School of Government (NSG) wanted to collect data
on management and leadership thinking in public service. Doing so would
help make better sense of Faculty experience in the classroom delivering

200 The Challenge of Change for Public Sector Leaders



executive education to key public sector managers, to expose trends to
inform future learning and development and to build capacity to meet the
demanding leadership agenda in the future. Ashridge and the NSG set out
to gather managers’ and leaders’ opinions on the issues and challenges they
face using the newly-developed Public Management Index (PMI) survey.
Based on the views of almost 1,400 public sector managers, the Index pro-
vides a fascinating insight into the issues and challenges facing managers
and leaders involved in public service. This chapter will be based on the find-
ings from the PMI. It will explore how managers and leaders are operating in
the public sector; describe the issues and challenges they feel they face; make
comparisons to responses from a companion survey used with private sector
managers and leaders and draw on evidence from Faculty experience in the
classroom. The chapter will particularly focus on the challenge of change:
change in the public sector; changing management roles; and a changing
workforce (specifically leadership and career development).

The public management index

The PMI was inspired by the design of the Ashridge Management Index
(AMI), launched in 1994 as part of a continuing programme of research into
the real lives of course members, those key managers and leaders studying
at Ashridge. Repeated on several occasions, most recently in 2008 (Holton,
Dent and Rabbetts 2008), the AMI has produced unparalleled insights into
the challenges private sector managers face in business life and the rapid
changes that are taking place over time. Reflecting Ashridge’s client base in
global business, the respondents to the AMI are predominantly drawn from
the senior and high potential manager cadre in the global locations of their
private sector organisations. Ashridge works extensively with global busi-
ness but, as befits the growing interest the UK government has in leader-
ship, also has a strong presence in the public and third sectors. In 2008 it
was decided that it would add more value if a PMI, a new survey devoted to
participants working in public services, was developed to widen the know-
ledge about management and leadership within the UK public sector, and
to see if there were differences and similarities between managers in differ-
ent sectors. Therefore, the PMI was launched in a spirit of enquiry, because
both Ashridge and the NSG saw the data gathered as valuable in its own
right both to help develop better teaching and learning for better leader-
ship development and to act as a comparative benchmark. Specifically, the
main objectives of the PMI survey were to: i) explore how managers and
leaders are operating in the public sector; ii) understand more about the
issues and challenges managers and leaders in the public sector currently
face; and iii) provide valuable comparisons between managers and leaders
working in the different sectors (public and private). The survey provides
baseline data on the opinions and attitudes of public sector staff which
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help identify areas for improvement as well as areas of good practice. The
survey results also offer valuable comparisons with individual departmental
and public intelligence and survey data on managers and leaders. 

The PMI was aimed at practising leaders and managers from any job role,
at any level and in any part of the public sector. Many central government
departments undertake staff surveys on a regular and routine basis. What
makes the PMI unique is the breadth of coverage and the ability to make
comparisons with participants working in global business, comparing res-
ponses to a range of consistent questions. Reflecting the Ashridge and NSG
client base it is weighted towards the high potentials, the newly promoted
or assessed as ready for promotion in a wide range of UK central and local
government, agencies and non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs). The
survey was designed to closely follow the most recent version of the AMI to
allow comparisons between the public and private sectors. Using a variety
of question formats, the survey explored several topics related to leadership
and management issues in the UK public sector. Key topics identified in the
public leadership literature (Paine Schofield 2008a) and in case studies pro-
vided by public sector workers (Paine Schofield 2008b) informed a number
of additional questions. Almost 1,400 managers and leaders working in the
UK public sector responded.1 A comparable sample of over 700 managers
and leaders working in the private sector responded to the AMI in 2008.2

Findings from the public management index

In the following sections, findings from the PMI data will be described and
reflected on alongside the related published literature. Relevant quotations
made by respondents to the Index will be used where available to highlight
specific topics being discussed. Comparisons to the private sector findings
from the AMI will be made where appropriate.

Change in the public sector

There have been many periods of major change in public services since the
Northcote Trevelyan reforms in 1854. The post-1945 Attlee Government
and the 1980s Thatcher Government transformed the way public services
are provided and used. However, a strong perception persists that trans-
formational change is more characteristic of the lives of those working in
the private sector, and the contrasting image of the public sector is staid,
with traditional and unchanging systems (as described by Head of the Civil
Service Sir Andrew Turnbull in 2004 when announcing the Professional Skills
for Government (PSG) Programme). The public sector in the 21st century
is facing new pressures to learn, innovate and keep up with many changes
(such as changes in public expectations, personalisation, citizen empower-
ment, globalisation and so the list goes on). A Capability Review published
in 2007 describes the need for departments to be flexible, quick to respond,
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‘excellent at strategic development and alignment, and swift and pragmatic
at aligning delivery mechanisms and models to new and evolving changes’
(Capability Reviews: Tranche 3 2007: 5). The concept of change is nothing
new; however, it is the increasing pace of change that is a particular chal-
lenge. Many of the public sector respondents commented upon the level, the
breadth and the complexity of change which has become a standard feature
for their organisations. Managers’ opinions in the PMI reflect this and survey
responses provide some rich illustrations of their current opinions:

‘My organisation has been going through a transformation programme
since early 2006 but with little investment of cash or people development.
However – most of what has happened so far is simply job cuts without
accompanying changes to ways of working or reduction in workloads, cou-
pled with continual changes of leadership at the top of the organisation.
While the impact on me personally could be said to be positive in that 
I have a post linked to the transformation, the continual change, lack of
direction from the top, lack of opportunities for learning and development,
lack of funding to support the change make working here immensely frus-
trating and inhibit implementation of improvements to ways of working.’

‘There has been a plethora of organisational change and sometimes it feels
as though one set of changes hasn’t had time to bed down before the next
ones come along! Clearly there are some changes one cannot influence
since they are taken at top management level so I take the view that I have
to get on with it and make it a positive experience rather than a negative
one.’

‘Constant change following change is becoming detrimental to overall per-
formance. Change is good, change is healthy but periods of consolidation
are required to allow people to orientate themselves and to perform to
their maximum efficiency.’

Ashridge and NSG Faculty have rich experiences working with key managers in
the public sector and can draw on reflections from experience in the class-
room, but wanted hard evidence to support these perceptions. For example,
senior management participants attending programmes tailored for the Min-
istry of Defence at Ashridge in the 1990s would often argue with their leaders
Sir Richard Mottram and Sir Roger Jacklin about the need for a period of stabil-
ity where change was put on hold. Sir Richard said ‘it is not on offer – change
is the norm, I can’t stop the world and allow you get off’ (Mottram 1996). 
In contrast, their successors in the 2000s as Permanent Secretaries, Sir Kevin
Tebbit and Sir Bill Jeffrey, were subject to detailed and sophisticated scrutiny of
the change, the robustness of the vision and the pace and alignment of change
programmes – to negotiate the impact of the change and bring this key cadre

Carina Paine Schofield and Mark Pegg 203



with them. Participants now seem to reflect an understanding that change 
per se is not bad but that more effort and planning is required on the process of
change. Change requires resources rather than simply creating additional work
to what are already challenging workloads for individuals and for organ-
isations. A change team can help drive progress forward but a number of public
sector organisations are trying to balance several initiatives focused on different
aspects of change; which makes it harder to be successful. Leaders who design
the change process need to be closer to those who implement the change and
actually appreciate the practical day to day reality of what staff experience. A
report published by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development
(CIPD 2003) describes how the greater the amount of change, the more nega-
tive people working in the public sector feel. Managers, and staff, need to make
time to reflect – to see what has worked and what has not worked – before
moving on to another change initiative. Therefore, it is important to ensure
that at the same time as managing change and reform, it can be important to
maintain continuity and routine (Benington 2000). 

Management and leadership

Table 13.1 indicates the percentage of public sector and private sector res-
pondents agreeing3 with survey items which focused on management and
leadership issues.

From Table 13.1 it can be seen that survey responses regarding line 
management were generally positive: over three quarters of respondents
believed that their immediate line manager was effective and made suf-
ficient time for them. Again, the topic of change arises as many of the 
less positive comments from respondents regarding line managers related 
to changes in line management and, in some cases, the impact of these
changes. For example one manager commented: ‘I have had four line man-
agers in the past twelve months due to constant “modifications” to our
team structure. I have raised my concerns about how ineffective I feel I have
become, but I feel that I am not taken seriously.’
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Table 13.1 Percentage of Public Sector and Private Sector Respondents Agreeing
with Line Management and Leadership Survey Items

% Agree

Survey Item Public Private

I believe my immediate line manager is effective 77 80
My manager makes sufficient time for me 71 69
I believe top leadership in my organisation is effective* 55 74
I believe top leadership in my organisation spends sufficient 46 49

time communicating with staff

*See footnote 3.



However, in contrast to respondents positive views regarding their line
manager, views regarding top leadership in the public sector were less encour-
aging: with only just over one half of public sector respondents viewing top
leadership in their organisation as effective. An earlier research study by
Horne and Stedman-Jones for the Chartered Management Institute (2001)
revealed similar concerns. They found that the quality of leadership in UK
organisations did not receive high ratings, with public sector organisations
receiving the lowest ratings of all.

These findings are also consistent with the government’s own view 
of leadership in the public sector, and the recognition that more work
needs to be done to develop leaders, as described in the Depart-
mental Capability Reviews (launched in 2005) and the PSG frame-
work (2005) (and more recently, the Skills strategy for central government
(2008)). On taking office in 2005, Sir Gus O’Donnell (head of the UK 
Civil Service and Cabinet Secretary) set out his vision for leadership and
leadership development in UK government and formed the ‘5 Ps’ to spread
his key messages – a theme he highlighted in speeches to senior staff, and
also to staff at the ‘sharp end’ on visits to government offices throughout
the UK: 

5 ‘P’s for Public Service
Pride – proud of being a public servant who creates wealth or the con-
ditions for wealth creation – teachers, doctors, similar professionals – a
focus on ‘customers’ not ‘producers’.
Pace – overcoming ‘the treacle that slows you down’. Most public 
servants work outside London in operations that need simplification,
process re-engineering – an environment that should look for inspira-
tion more to industry and ‘kaizen’ than to government. 
Passion – objectivity does not have to mean cold – if you can’t get 
passionate about child poverty and ‘save the planet’ what can you get
passionate about? 
Professionalism – a personal success measure would be that his suc-
cessor came up through the ranks by success in operations not just policy-
making – ‘If you want to get on get out’ means more secondments, better
leadership development – to bring in new ideas.
Personal – the glue to link the other 4 Ps – be a visible role model, live
the values, develop leadership skills – be part of a ‘brand’ that delivers
excellent customer services – a service people can be proud to be a part
of. 

Some authors describe how organisations, particularly public sector organ-
isations, need to be clear about the difference between management and
leadership. For example, Dunoon (2002) argues that public sector organ-
isations have a tendency to over-emphasise management at the expense 
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of leadership, with potential adverse results for leadership development.
Issues surrounding leadership development will be described later in this
chapter.

Respondents from the private sector were significantly more positive
than those from the public sector regarding leadership. One reason for the
difference between the public sector respondents and their private sector
counterparts may relate to the term ‘leadership’: is this term more ambigu-
ous for public sector respondents? Although leadership in the public sector
has been widely written and spoken about it is still unclear in the literature
precisely what this refers to. Horne and Stedman-Jones (2001: 15) observe
the lack of clarity around the perception of leaders. They describe a ten-
dency among public sector managers to ‘mix their perceptions of the con-
cept of leadership as a specific role in an organisational process, with the
characteristics of leadership as displayed by individuals’. Although there 
is a consensus in the literature that there is no single agreed definition of
leadership (and certainly not of public sector leadership) it is clear from 
the differences between the PMI and AMI responses that there is an issue
surrounding the effectiveness of ‘leaders’ (however leadership is perceived)
in the public sector. 

There was a strong suggestion in both the PMI and AMI data that senior
leaders are perceived as being too remote: less than a half of public sector
respondents felt that top leadership spends sufficient time communicating
with staff. This seems a surprising finding in a mass communication world
where the surveys show both public and private sector workforces often
feel bombarded with information (over two thirds of public sector res-
pondents feel that the growth of information technology and commun-
ications has improved communications in their organisations over the 
past three years, but a similar proportion feel that this growth has resulted
in them feeling ‘snowed under’ by email and voicemails). Commun-
ication with staff is an important aspect of good leadership and it assists
organisational knowledge. The key to improving communication may 
be distinguishing between quantity and quality: communication methods
also include face to face discussions and if top leaders do not engage 
with staff but rely on impersonal paper-based or email messages then 
they are likely to seem distant and remote to the workforce and to most
managers beyond the senior team. 

Respondents from the public sector want an organisational climate in
which they feel that they matter; that their concerns are of importance to
those at the top. The data suggests that they get some of this from their
immediate managers but, equally clearly, it suggests that this is not
enough. Is leadership being seen as essentially the province of senior 
staff? Does the excuse of ‘organisational distance’ absolve senior leaders
from the need to ‘bridge the gap’ between themselves and their staff:
surely, this is a key duty of the leadership role? 
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Changing roles

Table 13.2 shows the percentage of public sector and private sector
respondents agreeing with survey items which focused on changing
management roles.

The work of the public services is steadily increasing in complexity and in
the number of demands made. This is partly because departments and agen-
cies need to employ matrix management to deliver large ‘mission critical’ pro-
jects, and partly because the delivery of outcomes consistent with increasing
public value usually relies upon several agencies working together – so called
‘joined-up government’. As such, there is a greater demand for collaborative,
partnership working and joined up working across departments in the public
sector, as well as between different sectors (public, private and voluntary):
‘Partnerships are currently the most imperative, significant and institution-
alised form of collaborative working in the public services in the UK’ (Brous-
sine and Miller 2005: 389). A 2007 Capability Review also refers to the need
for partnership working in the UK public sector: ‘government departments
need to work in partnership consistently and dynamically…..to shift their
mindsets between the global and the local and individual, working jointly to
deliver integrated solutions to some of the biggest challenges facing the world
today’ (Capability Reviews: Tranche 3 2007: 5). 

As Table 13.2 shows, the data from the PMI reflects these descriptions in
the literature. The majority of public sector managers stated that increas-
ingly they are required to manage cross-functional and virtual teams (this
figure was significantly higher for private sector managers). Some managers
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Table 13.2 Percentage of Public Sector and Private Sector Respondents Agreeing
with Survey Items Relating to Changing Management Roles

% Agree

Survey Item Public Private

Increasingly I am required to manage people in cross 70 82
functional and virtual teams*

My organisation provides sufficient support for virtual 35 46
team-working*

In my organisation management roles are increasingly 74 74
about influencing people over whom managers have 
no authority

Influencing people in my organisation is relatively easy 35 43
to do*

I feel more involved in the decision-making process than 51 69
I did 3 years ago*

I feel that top leadership in my organisation has moved 39 48
towards a more consultative approach to decision-making*

*See footnote 3.



felt that this change had a positive impact. For example a public sector
manager explained that: ‘the [organisational change] that has had the best
impact has been matrix working and the ability to lead across the organ-
isation’. Another manager (working internationally) stated how: ‘Far more
matrix working and management with cross-cultural teams across the region
of Europe and North America [has had a] positive [impact].’

The growth of virtual teams is identified in both the AMI and PMI 
with only just over one third of public sector managers feeling that their
organisation provided sufficient support for virtual team-working. As one
manager described, virtual team working: ‘doubles the person management
role for many’. This figure was also low for private sector respondents.

The majority of public sector respondents said that management roles 
in their organisation are increasingly about influencing people over whom
they have no line management responsibility (this figure was the same for
private sector respondents). While influencing is increasingly a necessary
skill for success, organisations need to be aware of the challenges this creates
for managers as only around one third of respondents stated that influen-
cing people in their organisation is easy to do. One public sector manager
summarised this issue:

Being able to influence where one has no authority is an important skill
but there is a danger that too much reliance is placed on individual skills
in this area without providing the necessary support structures to enable
it to happen as effectively as it should. 

The percentage of private sector respondents stating that influencing people
in their organisation is easy to do was also low.

Table 13.2 shows that with regard to decision-making, approximately
half of public sector respondents reported that they felt more involved 
in the decision-making process than they did three years ago (this figure
was significantly higher for private sector respondents). However, a sig-
nificantly lower percentage of public sector respondents felt that top 
leadership in their organisation were moving towards a more consult-
ative approach to decision-making, when compared to the private sector
respondents. 

Collectively, the PMI data firmly places a reliance on the traditional
approach of authority, hierarchy and command in the past, as it no 
longer reflects the reality of today’s public sector. Instead there is a 
need to turn towards non-hierarchical ways of working, as a result of 
which there will be a greater demand for involvement, influence, col-
laboration and distributed leadership. There is now a strong perception
that leadership skills need to be developed and strengthened as indi-
cated by The Capability Review Programme and the PSG competency
framework. 
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Leadership and career development

Respondents to the PMI questioned the commitment of their organisations
to leadership development. Table 13.3 shows the percentage of public sector
and private sector respondents agreeing with survey items which focused
on leadership and career development.

If senior leaders are perceived as too remote, this could be exacerbated by the
related perception that not enough is being done by these leaders to organise
the talent management of their organisations. Since the 1990s, more and more
Departments have moved towards open competition for appointments and the
use of assessment and development centres to populate key grades in their
management structures. Together with a move towards shared services for HR
and reforms in human resources management, this places more responsibility
on individuals to manage their own personal and career development. The
findings in Table 13.3 illustrate a perception that in making these changes not
enough is being done to assure the future leadership provision, and a generally
poor perception of the support available for individual career development in
the public sector. 

From Table 13.3 it can be seen that leadership development was an area
of concern for both private and public sector organisations, but particularly
for the latter. Although less than a half of private sector respondents reported
enough was being done by their organisation to develop the next generation
of leaders, the percentage of public sector managers agreeing with this
statement was significantly lower. 

The survey data suggests that most public sector managers are expected to
take responsibility for their own career planning. Almost all managers polled
agreed that ‘career planning is mostly down to me’ and this figure was sig-
nificantly higher for PMI respondents. Although there may be exceptions 
to this for key groups of staff (e.g. through talent management or graduate pro-
grammes) the majority of managers must be active in managing their own
career. In addition, it is a concern that about half of public sector managers
and leaders claimed they do not receive any support for career development

Carina Paine Schofield and Mark Pegg 209

Table 13.3 Percentage of Public Sector and Private Sector Respondents Agreeing
with Leadership and Career Development Survey Items

% Agree

Survey Item Public Private

My organisation is doing enough to develop the next 36 48
generation of leaders*

Career planning is mostly down to me* 94 81
There is little support for career development within my 51 40

organisation*

*See footnote 3.



from their organisation. Whilst individuals are responsible for directing their
own careers, where an organisation provides support both individuals and
organisations benefit. Support allows managers to see how they can develop
their career ambitions within an organisation and the organisation to create a
pool of potential leaders. It may help to ensure that formal career development
is available to all managers rather than elite groups.

The PMI findings indicate that, in spite of the current awareness about
the importance of talent management, succession planning and leadership
development, these are being neglected in the eyes of managers in both the
public and private sectors. Research into both sectors supports these find-
ings and concludes that managers see little in the way of a systematic or
coordinated approach to developing and nurturing the next generation of
leaders (Society of Chief Personnel Officers 2006).

The published literature describes the need for developing recruitment
and retention strategies in order to attract and keep the best leaders in the
public service. One of the main aims of the PIU project was to improve
understanding in the public sector of how it can attract the leaders – and
the leadership – to deliver public services for the 21st century. A key finding
from this report was that although ‘there is much excellent leadership in the
public services today, there is evidence to suggest that the public services are
not attracting or keeping the best leaders, and do not have sufficiently robust
strategies for recruiting them to the posts that matter most’ and that ‘too few
organisations seek actively to recruit the best leaders’ (PIU 2001: 4). 

Additional comments from both public and private sector respondents indi-
cated an impression that organisations may overlook potential candidates
already working in the public sector, and that there is an unfair preference to
look externally for senior level appointments. This means that career progres-
sion can be limited and that succession planning and talent management are
only taken seriously where external managers are involved. Buying-in much
needed talent to fill current gaps in skills may send a strong negative message to
those already working in the organisation that there is no plan to develop them
above a certain level of management. Internal candidates can feel overlooked
for senior roles in favour of someone from outside the public sector. Several
public sector managers described the negative effects of bringing in managers
who do not appear to appreciate the public service ethic. For example: ‘[the]
influx of appointees from the private sector who are not properly inducted and
do not understand either the constitution or ethos of the organisation and have
a black/white view of public sector bad/private sector good led to confusion and
lowered morale’ and ‘The employment of private sector workers has brought 
a very negative influence on the organisation. It has brought a lot of dissatisfac-
tion into the organisation rather than a good influence.’

Bringing in external candidates can also mean that those working in the
public sector may see this as being at the expense of their own career pro-
gression. Other managers described the need to look for suitable internal

210 The Challenge of Change for Public Sector Leaders



candidates before looking outside of the public sector, to use the talent that
is potentially available to them: 

‘It is beneficial to pull people in from the Private Sector to add value,
though it seems we often do not look to our own expertise or that of
other government departments. I think it would be useful to have a
“government network of excellence” with details of staff expertise and
not just use external consultants all the time.’ … ‘It could improve the
management skills of senior managers, to introduce a talent management
and learning and development support for middle and senior managers
rather than bring people in from the private sector who are perceived to
be “higher calibre individuals”.’

Several public sector managers also commented on the need to provide
training for all employees, not just those in senior roles. For example: ‘There
has been a lot of leadership development for Heads of Department and 
I think this should be extended to the next level of managers who are
trying to develop their leadership skills’ and ‘there is opportunity to learn
and develop but little time due to priorities and little budget for external
courses and conferences unless you are a member of the senior management
team’.

Another comment illustrates the problems that can arise with long periods
of interim appointments: 

the resignation of our Chief Executive has provided me with an oppor-
tunity to step up into a different role but the length of time it has taken
to recruit a replacement has meant a long period of instability under
interim leadership when the organisation could have been enabled to
grow rapidly if a successor had been groomed to take over.

Public sector workers are now being encouraged to receive leadership train-
ing and development earlier in their careers as it is realised that it is impor-
tant to view leadership at all levels in an organisation, and develop the
skills of all those working in the public sector, not only those at the 
top: ‘leadership lies at all levels in an organisation…while top leaders are
important, they are only one part of the jigsaw. People further down the
organisation can have as much impact as senior leaders’ (Sedgmore 2005).
Wooldridge (2005) would like to see the public sector improve its approach
to succession planning to ensure a level of continuity at the head of vital
public sector organisations: ‘we are trying to improve the quality of high level
management but an important aspect of this is tackling the earlier stages in
an individual’s career – the time when you need to nurture and develop the
leaders of tomorrow.’ Departments, encouraged by the Blair Agenda, have
created Leadership Academies typified by the members of Public Service
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Leadership Alliance – academies to stimulate leadership development in
defence, the police, fire, health, education and local government organised
to build leadership capability set in its service context (Wallace and O’Reilly
2009). 

Finally, public sector organisations are urged to develop their leadership
strategies in a different way. As the public sector becomes increasingly
complex it needs to devolve power and resources from the centre to those
delivering public services. This has profound implications for the ways in
which we develop our leaders (Benington 2006). It is now argued more and
more that the search for an individual charismatic, inspirational and trans-
formational leader to turn an organisation around – be it a school or an
agency – is misguided; a wider cultural change is needed rather than a
focus on initiatives aimed at enhancing leadership skills within the sector
(Grint 2005).

Conclusion

Surveys of staff attitudes in government departments are not new. What is
unique about the PMI is the ability to make direct comparisons between
public sector and private sector data on a consistent basis and thereby
inform new thinking on leadership and management and better executive
development of public and private sector leaders wherever they are found.
The results from the PMI confirm many existing impressions, but also offer
fresh knowledge about leadership and management issues within the UK
and provide a valuable insight into the specific challenges leaders and man-
agers in different parts of the public sector face. Whilst the results reveal
some encouraging findings, illustrating a positive picture of how managers
and leaders are operating in the public sector, it also highlights issues 
and challenges for public sector organisations and their managers. The PMI
points to issues that leaders in public organisations can now see with new
perspectives. It also highlights leadership challenges in the public and private
sectors that leaders can address to enhance public service delivery.

The increase in virtual team working and matrix management described
suggests that the traditional approach of authority, hierarchy and command
does not reflect the reality of today’s public sector. As there is a need to turn
towards non hierarchical ways of working there will be a greater demand for
involvement, influence, shared (collaborative) and distributed (collegiate)
leadership. In addition the findings indicate the importance of influencing
others over whom one has no direct control and the difficulty respondents
described with this. As a result, there is a strong perception that leadership
skills need to be developed and strengthened. In response to changing roles,
leadership development programmes are having to adapt from a single-
department focus to cross-institutional leadership, and therefore place a greater
emphasis on learning across sectors: drawing on best practice, and with a
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stronger emphasis on joining-up across sectors. Brookes (2007) describes
the need for ‘multifaceted leadership development’ in today’s ‘multi-
disciplinary, multifunctional and multi professional public sector world’. A
statement from Hagen and Liddle (2007: 331–332) supports this view:
‘modern day public sector leadership takes place within a very different
global context than that of past decades and the capacity to solve societal
problems and act independently has eroded’.

In addition to following up both the AMI and the PMI as a joint survey
in the next two years to track changes in results, a future study will explore
both public sector and private sector managers’ views in more detail,
specifically focusing on what ‘effective public leadership’ is and leadership
development opportunities. Finally, the findings from the survey are being
used to inform future requirements and priorities for executive develop-
ment and to inform the design and development of learning processes,
new programmes and individual sessions. 

The global credit crunch and the huge growth in UK public borrowing
points towards the end of growth in real terms in health and education
spending and the real prospects of significant spending cuts in many areas
of public services and we can expect considerable turmoil in public services
in the next decade (as described by Rt Hon Alistair Darling in a speech 
on 17 June 2009 at the Mansion House). It will be interesting to explore
whether the comparative data from future AMI and PMI surveys point to
major changes in attitudes in the years ahead.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank all colleagues from Ashridge and the NSG
who were involved in the PMI. Particular thanks go to Viki Holton, David
Sweeney and Julian Rizzalo. 

Notes
1. A total of 1,394 respondents working in the UK public sector responded. This

group included an even split of males (52%) and females (48%), with an age
range from under 30 to over 50 years of age. Respondents were located all over
the UK, with almost one half based in London (46%). Just over one half described
themselves as senior or middle management (40% and 12% respectively), with
the remaining 48% classifying themselves as professionals/specialist managers.
Just over one half of respondents were working in a central government depart-
ment (53%); around one in ten for a Local Authority (LA) (11%) and 14% for an
executive agency.

2. A total of 708 respondents working in private sector organisations responded to the
AMI. The profile of the private respondents was similar to the profile of public sector
respondents in age; length of time in organisation; number of people working 
in organisation. However, just under one half of private sector respondents were
based outside of Europe (28%). A further difference is in the gender divide: whilst
the public sector survey had approximately even numbers of males and females res-
ponding the private sector respondents were made up of more males than females
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(77% and 23% respectively). In addition, private sector respondents were made up 
of more senior managers (60%).

3. Levels of agreement referred to throughout the chapter were calculated by com-
bining ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses. Asterisk indicates significance at the
1% level when a chi-square test was used to test for statistical differences.
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Part III

Public Leadership in Action?



14
Testing Adaptive Leadership Theory
in Practice: The Policing of the
Drumcree Demonstrations in
Northern Ireland 
Irwin Turbitt And John Benington 

Introduction 

This chapter is a case study of radical change in the leadership strategy 
for the policing of the annual Drumcree Sunday demonstrations in North-
ern Ireland between 2002 and 2004. It is co-authored by a practitioner 
and an academic, who were both involved in different ways in the develop-
ment and implementation of the alternative strategy in practice. Benington
researches and teaches public leadership and public value on the Warwick
MPA degree (a public sector MBA) and other courses. Turbitt was (then) 
a chief superintendent in the Police Service of Northern Ireland, the 
silver commander for the policing of the Drumcree demonstrations, and 
a participant in the Warwick MPA degree course from 2000 to 2003.

Turbitt decided to test an alternative approach to the policing strategy for
Drumcree, based upon an application and development of theories of
Public Value (Moore 1995) and of Adaptive Leadership (Heifetz 1994) to
which he had been introduced by Benington at Warwick. 

He invited Benington to shadow him and the police and the army during
the annual Drumcree Sunday demonstrations in July 2002, July 2003 
and July 2004, and in various parts of the preparation and de-briefing for
the July events. They discussed the events as they occurred and in many
subsequent discussions over the years.

This chapter is therefore based upon Turbitt’s first hand experience as the
Police Silver Commander for the whole operation and upon Benington’s
participant observation and field notes taken at Drumcree weekends each
July over three successive years, and upon years of joint reflection on these
events. The chapter draws on a previous joint article published in Leader-
ship, Volume 3 (4) Nov 2007, but in this case Turbitt, as a new breed of
‘pracademic’, has taken over as the lead author!
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Heifetz’s framework for adaptive leadership 

This chapter applies and tests Heifetz’s ideas about adaptive leadership in
the complex situation surrounding the Drumcree demonstrations in
Northern Ireland. This is an annual demonstration that for many years has
hit the national and international news as a result of the disorder and viol-
ence associated with it. One of the groups in the demonstration (the
Unionist and protestant Orange Order Lodge and its protestant supporters)
would describe it as the exercise and defence of their religious freedom to
worship and to parade. Another of the main groups in the demonstration
(the Nationalist and Catholic community of the Garvaghy Road, down which
the Orange Order want to march) would describe it as the abuse of that
freedom, in an attempt to make political capital out of an event that has
little to do with worship but much to do with sectarian provocation and
coat trailing.

In his book Leadership Without Easy Answers, Heifetz (1994) sets out a
framework for ‘adaptive leadership’ which can act as a compass for public
managers facing complex problems – a compass rather than a map because
‘adaptive leadership’ applies to circumstances in which the future is uncer-
tain, unclear and even unseeable. The journey on which the public leader
has embarked has a destination that may not be obvious, and may not
even be definable at the point of embarkation. So this is very different from
the traditional view that sees the work of the leader as being first and fore-
most to establish a clear direction and destination – and to make it so
appealing to followers that they are energised to act in a way that moves
the organisation (or system) towards that destination. However, many situ-
ations do not fit this traditional view; they are messy or complex and/or
contested – there is little or no agreement about what are the causes of the
problem being faced, and even less agreement about the solutions necessary.
In fact in such situations there may be no easy answers at all. For example,
there may be no easy answers to the problem of men physically abusing
women in the privacy of their home or personal relationships. There may be
no easy answers to climate change or world poverty. However that is not to
say that no useful work can be done that makes progress in the situation faced
by victims in those circumstances, and also that adds value to the public
sphere. 

The adaptive leadership framework

Heifetz begins by distinguishing between people in positions of authority,
and people in positions with no formal authority, who nevertheless choose
to exercise leadership as he defines it. Even though we know intellectually
that these are two discrete categories, often in day to day life we conflate
the two. So there are senior authority figures who while occupying the
formal position of a ‘leader’ do not exercise much if any ‘leadership’; and
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equally people with much less formal executive authority who clearly 
exercise ‘leadership’ in many circumstances. 

Secondly Heifetz distinguishes between technical work and adaptive
work. A technical problem is one for which an agreed definition or diag-
nosis can be assembled, and to which an already known solution can then
be applied. An adaptive problem is one where there is little or no agree-
ment about the causes or nature of the problem, and where there is no
available technical solution – indeed there may not be in existence a tech-
nical solution for the situation. In such situations technical work becomes
an enabler of adaptive work rather than the way the problem is fixed. 
In addition an adaptive challenge is one where there is a gap between 
the expressed value system of the protagonists in the system, and their
behaviour in the system as observed by others.

Heifetz argues that the first piece of work required by the public manager
seeking to exercise adaptive leadership is to ‘get onto the balcony’ – the
analogy here being to a balcony and a dance floor in a dance hall. The
balcony is a place where instead of being able to view only the person you
are dancing with, or a small group of dancers around you, you can get a
wider view over the whole system contained by the dance hall (e.g. all the
dancers, the dance band and the bar). You are then able to make observ-
ations and subsequent interpretations that will better inform you when
you decide to rejoin the dancers on the dance floor. 

In the Drumcree situation the balcony work involved a great deal of
preparation and analysis of the history and of the context – including read-
ing Ryder and Kearney (2001) and others who set out to explain the history
of the Drumcree parade – an annual event that dates back to 1807 when
the first Orange Order march and service took place at Drumcree church. 

In addition to studying the history and the context, ‘getting on the
balcony’ involved meeting many of the protagonists (‘dancers’) in the
Drumcree scenario to understand their differing perspectives on the situ-
ation – for example, the Orange Order leadership, the leadership of the
Garvaghy Road residents coalition, and the leadership of the two main
political groupings (Unionist and Nationalist) that worked in the local council
district.

This kind of preparatory balcony work is an essential requirement for
someone planning an intervention in a messy complex dangerous situation
like the Drumcree demonstrations. Heifetz’s idea is that managers should
move frequently, if not continuously, between the dance floor and the
balcony – between action and reflection, with all action being the subject
of reflection from the balcony and all reflection from the balcony better
informing the next piece of action on the dance floor. 

Having made some preliminary judgements about the nature of the context
and of the system, the next piece of work suggested by Heifetz is to identify
whether the problem to be tackled is a technical (or ‘tame’) problem or an
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‘adaptive’ (or ‘wicked’) problem. So for example within the Drumcree situ-
ation the Orange Order see and present themselves as a religious institution
enabling members, primarily men, to understand better what the Bible says,
and providing them with an organisation that supports and encourages
them to live their lives according to those Biblical standards. Yet from a
‘balcony’ perspective many observers see great variance between this self-
perception and Orange Order behaviour in practice at Drumcree. Since
1985, each year, following a church service a period of disorder occurs,
sometimes involving the use of firearms and explosive devices. 

This is Heifetz’s second principle of ‘identifying the adaptive challenge’.
The very act of verbalising any observed gap between espoused beliefs and
actual behaviour is often found to cause some distress. The initial reaction
of the ‘dancers’ is often to attempt to deny, or avoid the observation, to
challenge the observer, to resist the interpretation that the observer has
made, and sometimes to attack the observer as the problem. In some cir-
cumstances there is a strong and dysfunctional set of responses, strength-
ened by the dancers closing themselves off not just from a capacity to be
reflective about their dancing but also from other groups of ‘dancers’. They
therefore continue to reinforce their own view that sees their behaviour as
being in alignment with their value set and that the problem lies outside
their group, rather than within themselves. 

The third principle of adaptive leadership which Heifetz refers to is
‘cooking the conflict’. The aim here is to generate sufficient felt distress
amongst the protagonists that they become prepared to work on the adap-
tive challenge that has been identified. Too little distress, and complacency
will not be disturbed; too much distress and the situation can boil over, or
for example, at Drumcree, burst out, in terms of extreme violence. Leaders
should aim to create a zone (or ‘holding environment’ – see below) where
distress is used productively to enable or obligate a change in the behaviour
of the protagonists so that there is (re)alignment between the expressed or
required value set and the actual behaviours observed from the balcony.
Thus protagonists are maintained within a ‘productive zone of distress’. It
is often difficult to get participants to be self-critically reflective, and to
maintain disciplined attention to the challenge of bringing about the
changes in thinking and behaviour that are required. One of the features
that is often apparent during adaptive leadership is ‘work avoidance’. The
protagonists may argue not so much that adaptive work does not need 
to be done, but that there is other important technical work that needs 
to be done sooner – if not right now. It may even be that this other work is
escalated to a position where it is critical and so having to deal with it now
becomes unavoidable. 

Another key feature of the leadership of adaptive work is that it is the
people facing the challenge that need to do the work that is required to
make progress on, or to bring about a solution to, the problem – to see
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themselves as part of the problem as well as part of the solution. This work
requires leading and learning while doing – working together often in com-
plex and difficult circumstances to navigate a way forward in the fog, with
only a compass and no map. This is challenging as ‘followers’ often have a
strong desire to give their problems over to heroic ‘leaders’ whom they
expect to solve the problems without any adaptive work being required of
them as followers. This is very seductive to both sides of course. The authority
figure, the leader, can bask in followers’ fantasies about their magical skills;
the followers can stand back and simply observe the leader’s work and receive
the benefits of it (or criticise it when it goes wrong). Refusal by the leader 
to collude with this fantasy about their own magical skills, will often lead to
disappointment among followers and a labelling of the leader as weak or a
failure. 

In Heifetz’s phrase, the adaptive work has to be given back to the people
with the problem (but at a rate that they can stand). So adaptive leadership
involves getting the entire system to work on the problem, to obligate the
protagonists and ‘followers’ to work jointly on the problem – in a process
that many will find distressing. However if that distress can be maintained
in its productive zone and if disciplined attention to that work can be main-
tained, then progress can be made in tackling the adaptive challenge. In
this chapter the focus in the case study will be on giving back the work to
the Orange Order leadership responsible for the Drumcree parade.

Another feature of Heifetz’s adaptive leadership framework is the need 
to involve the voices of leadership from below – those people who, because
of their lack of formal authority in the system, or because of their position
at the periphery of the organisation, find it difficult to get their voice
heard, to have their point of view taken seriously, or to have their observ-
ations recognised and validated. Often leaders hear the voices from below
as voices of complaint, voices of whingeing, voices of destructive dissent
and so on, rather than as voices which may be ‘speaking truth to power’.
Heifetz suggests that adaptive leaders need to learn to ‘listen to the music
beneath the words’ – to sense the underlying feelings about key issues at
the frontline. Taking a balcony perspective, seeing beyond the immediate
presenting problems, looking below the cosmetic surface, hearing the pain-
ful messages and difficult truths – all these enable adaptive leaders to gain
fresh insights into the changes that need to be made. The example given
here will be the front-line public order police for whom Turbitt was a senior
authority figure but of course there are also many other ‘voices of leadership
from below’ in the ‘Drumcree’ system.

The way forward in these complex adaptive situations is a path that is
not yet known, a route that has not yet been mapped. What is required there-
fore is a process of experimentation, a continuous process of trial and error,
a process of learning by doing, of ‘failing and falling forward faster’. This
will require much experimental work across the system involving many of
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the ‘voices of leadership from below’. Much of this adaptive work is likely
to be distressing and possibly distasteful to many of the participants in the
process and so it is necessary to provide a safe but challenging environment
within which painful work can be accomplished. This holding environ-
ment clearly has physical dimensions to it, in the sense that the adaptive
work has to be done by groups of people who need to be in some kind of
physical relationship with each other. The physical spaces created for this
work (e.g. location, layout, size, shape, and symbolism of the places chosen
for the engagement) can have a major impact on the results. However, the
creation of a holding environment for adaptive work is much more depen-
dent on the social construction of those relationships and interactions that
are necessary for the adaptive challenge to be identified and the painful
nettles to be grasped. Those exercising adaptive leadership therefore have
to do two different kinds of work in parallel – both the substantive work in
moving the system forward, and also the process work of creating a sustain-
able capacity to do the substantive work (which includes the creation,
development, and maintenance of an effective ‘holding environment’).

There were many meetings (with the Orange Order, the Garvaghy Road
Residents Coalition and others) and other social encounters where the
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The Seven Principles for Leading
Adaptive Work

• A place from which to observe the patterns in the wider environment as well as what is over the horizon
(prerequisite for the following five principles)

• A challenge for which there is no ready made technical answer
• A challenge which requires the gap between values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours to be addressed

Get on the Balcony

Identify the Adaptive Challenge

Protect the voices of Leadership from below

Create the Holding Environment

• May be a physical space in which adaptive work can be done
• The relationship or wider social space in which adaptive work can be accomplished

Cook

The Conflict

Maintain

Disciplined Attention

Give back

the work

• Create the heat
• Sequence & pace the work
• Regulate the distress

• Ensuring everyone’s voice is heard is essential for willingness to experiment and learn
• Leaders have to provide cover to staff who point to the internal contradictions of the organisation

• Work avoidance
• Use conflict positively
• Keep people focussed

• Resume responsibility
• Use their knowledge
• Support their efforts

Heifetz, R A and Linsky M (2002) Leadership on the Line Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Business School Press.

Figure 14.1 The Seven Principles for Leading Adaptive Work (derived from Heifetz
1994)



primary work being done was not to move the system forward in a concrete
manner but to strengthen and develop the holding environment so that in
future, at the next meeting perhaps, more substantive difficult work, chal-
lenging work, adaptive work within that productive zone of distress could
be accomplished. 

This adaptive leadership framework is illustrated below. Note that while
it looks like a route map for solving problems in a linear fashion this is
only because of the two dimensional nature of the paper it appears on. In
practice the principles will be used in many different configurations both
concurrently and sequentially.

So how does this adaptive leadership framework work out in practice?
The next section describes and discusses the conscious application of this
theoretical framework in the policing of the Drumcree demonstrations in
Northern Ireland over the three year period from 2002–2004. 

Testing the adaptive leadership framework in policing
Drumcree 

Turbitt first decided to experiment with the adaptive leadership framework
when he was part of the command team responsible for the policing of a
public order situation known as the Holy Cross school dispute in North-
ern Ireland. Using the adaptive leadership ideas as a way of reframing the
policing of the Holy Cross school dispute (which previously seemed to have
required 1,500 police and soldiers to protect children on their journey to
school) he found that the situation could be changed and the violence
reduced as the two protagonist communities were helped to find new 
ways of living sufficiently peacefully with each other to enable the primary
school children to travel to and from school safely. (The Holy Cross dispute
deserves a separate case study of its own, but there is no space to analyse this
here). 

A few weeks later Turbitt was promoted to be the District Police Commander
in Craigavon, a police district that included Drumcree parish church, an
event that had been troublesome in Turbitt’s own police career for at least
20 years. Turbitt had spent many hours policing Drumcree over successive
years, although he had never before been permanently stationed in the
area in which this Drumcree church was situated. So he decided that from
the beginning of his intervention into the Drumcree situation, as the local
area police commander, he would seek to be guided by the adaptive leader-
ship framework – he would seek to navigate his way forward and try and
create a public value outcome using Heifetz’s ideas as a compass. He began
by researching and reading the history of Drumcree, and meeting as many
of the protagonists and experts, self-proclaimed or otherwise, relevant to
understanding the situation. He did not focus only on the technical work
required of the police in their public order policing capacity but also more
widely on trying to understand the complex dynamics within the situation. 
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He decided that of the adaptive challenges he observed there were two
that would require work in the immediate future. The first was an adaptive
challenge within policing and the second was an adaptive challenge for the
Orange Order leadership in Portadown. Taking the adaptive challenge for
the police first, Turbitt was puzzled as to why despite the great deal of viol-
ence over at least 20 years, there had been an extremely low level of prose-
cutions and convictions, particularly of Orange Order members, for rioting
at Drumcree. His initial assumption would have been that the police only
needed to improve their technical capacity to collect evidence, process it
successfully and to present it against criminals in the court process to secure
convictions. However he was now alert to a second possibility, that there
might be adaptive work to be done. The adaptive challenge (the gap between
the espoused values of the police force in Northern Ireland and their actual
behaviours) was that the Orange Order is a protestant organisation and the
Northern Ireland police service has traditionally been (not exclusively but
mainly) a protestant organisation in terms of its staffing. An observation
from a catholic nationalist (balcony) perspective might be that the police
would not want to prosecute the Orange Order because in spite of their
publicly espoused values, privately they supported the Orange Order and
were never likely to prosecute them. This was a concern that Turbitt also
shared, never having served in this area before. However, it turned out to
his relief that this was not the case and that the reason for the low level of
prosecutions was in fact a poor technical application of the procedures that
would lead to the better collection of evidence leading to convictions. That
meant that while there was work to be done within the police, it was tech-
nical work rather than adaptive work, at least with regard to improving the
prosecution rate at Drumcree. 

Turbitt then turned his attention to the Orange Order – an institution
that claimed to be deeply religious in terms of its value set, and loyal to the
Bible and to the Crown. However from the balcony many people, including
Turbitt, observed that at Drumcree they were engaged regularly and repeat-
edly in public disorder at a level that would be called rioting – the most
serious challenge to the state’s authority short of terrorism. This clearly
posed an adaptive challenge for the Orange Order leadership, and one that
Turbitt chose to make his focus in his first period of working on and within
the Drumcree situation. 

This meant that a holding environment would need to be created if adap-
tive change was to be achieved – not just a holding environment for Turbitt
and the Orange Order but a holding environment that could contain the
adaptive work with many of the factions that made up the Drumcree system.
One way of beginning the process of establishing that holding environment
was for Turbitt to set up a series of regular and ongoing meetings with the
various protagonists. Previous police practice had not been to engage so inten-
sively in such meetings in advance of the disorder, but rather once disorder
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broke out and got to a critical level. Instead Turbitt decided to try and estab-
lish a regular series of meetings as part of the process leading up to Drum-
cree and so set up four groups (loyalist or unionist politicians; nationalist or
republican politicians; the Orange Order local leadership; and the Garvaghy
Road residents group who represented the largely Catholic population in 
the disputed area where the Orange Order were not now allowed to march)
Turbitt reached agreement with all these four groups that they would meet
regularly in the run up to Drumcree.

Turbitt’s intention was to involve these groups as much as possible in the
pre-planning of the policing of Drumcree in a way that had not previously
been done, but also to seek agreement that during the actual Drumcree
operation (usually a period of ten days), these groupings would meet every
day to review the situation, to reflect on what had happened in the pre-
vious 24 hours and to try to co-produce what might be possible in the up
and coming 24 hours. The establishment of these four groups was not of
course by itself the development of a holding environment but it provided
a forum that could be used, a set of emerging relationships that could be
built on and strengthened to create a holding environment within which
the adaptive work could be done. 

The first bit of adaptive work that needed to be done was to discuss the
adaptive challenge for the Orange Order leadership i.e. the gap between
their values and their behaviours – the fact that they claimed to be God-
fearing and law abiding, but some of them were engaged regularly in rioting.
In discussions with the Orange Order and with their political represent-
atives it became clear to Turbitt that they had not yet seen or accepted this
challenge. Their view was that yes of course there was rioting at Drumcree
but it was not the Orange Order or their supporters that were involved 
or responsible; they argued that it was other elements, perhaps unwanted
elements, perhaps paramilitary elements, but certainly it was not themselves,
it was others, it was ‘them not us’. So rather than looking ‘in the mirror’
and recognising the adaptive challenge for themselves and for their group,
their response was to ‘look out of the window’ and to blame other groups
for the rioting and also to suggest that part of the difficulty was that the
police did not act properly, did not act professionally, did not design their
operation very well and therefore it was partly the police’s fault the rioting
occurred. 

It was obvious that until the Orange Order leadership and their politicians
recognised this challenge they were not going to be able to work on it. It 
was clear that they had become deeply attached to the view that they 
were not the problem and therefore there would be a significant level of 
distress when they were forced or obligated to recognise that they were 
part of the problem and therefore had to be party to finding a solution. Tur-
bitt’s view was that it was necessary to start finding ways of giving back the
work to the Orange Order leadership and their loyalist unionist politicians as
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well as to the Garvaghy Road residents and their nationalist republican
politicians. 

One way in which this might be accomplished was to alter the big barrier
that was used to block the parade from crossing the bridge at Drumcree just
down from the church. This bridge was the legal line established by the
independent Parades Commission, who ruled that the Orange Order parade
should not pass over this bridge and should not march back into Porta-
down town centre down the mainly Catholic Garvaghy Road. It was the
responsibility of course of the parade organisers and demonstrators not to
pass over this bridge, but the police had taken on this responsibility, sup-
ported by the military, by putting up a huge concrete and steel barrier that
was constructed of shipping containers 20 feet long, eight feet high, eight
feet wide and weighing 30 tons. This very definitely blocked the bridge and
stopped the parade from marching down the Garvagy Road. 

In a sense the big barrier was symbolically saying to the Orange Order
you do not have to do any work here; we the state and its agents (the
Northern Ireland police and the British army) will do the work for you. We
will put up this big barrier, there is not any way in which the parade can
get past that, and so you do not have to do the adaptive work. The big
barrier did not stop the rioting of course; it did not stop missiles, bullets
and nail bombs being hurled across and injuring police officers and 
soldiers. However, paradoxically, the big barrier did stop the police from
being able to disperse the crowd, or to arrest those people who had com-
mitted serious public order offences, so even in a technical sense it was 
not terribly successful. It was successful in stopping the parade but not suc-
cessful in stopping the disorder. It prevented the police from enforcing 
the law, and it allowed the Orange Order to escape their responsibility for
demonstrating within the framework of the law. 

Turbitt thought that a lighter lower barrier would share the work of
policing the parade more equally between the state and the citizens. The
small barrier might become a means by which co-production would be
required, would be obligated. It was clear that the Orange Order and the
unionist politicians were not going to initiate this adaptive work; it was
comfortable for them to allow the state to do it. So Turbitt started con-
versations around the fact that if the Orange Order’s parade was lawful and
peaceful, then a very large 30 ton barrier seemed to be rather over the top,
a disproportionate response by the police and army, which did not recog-
nise the Orange Order’s ability to act lawfully and peacefully. So the smaller
barrier was presented as a positive way of demonstrating to the world,
through the media, that the Orange Order were lawful and peaceful. There
was resistance to this change but it was not clear in any of the meetings
what was the substance of the resistance. While Turbitt and his police col-
leagues were trying to do their balcony work in those meetings, trying to
understand what the issues were, it was clear that the Orange Order leader-
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ship particularly were distressed about this idea of a smaller barrier, but not
why. When Turbitt showed them a picture of what it might look like they
were very distressed, but Turbitt was not able to read the reason for their
distress at the time and so pushed ahead with the plan. 

Turbitt did a lot of work technically with the police and the army; a lot
of new tactics were required around public order policing, around arrest
tactics, around dispersal tactics and so little by little the ‘voices of leader-
ship from below’ within Turbitt’s policing community and military com-
munity became more comfortable with the idea of the smaller barrier. They
recognised that the big barrier did not work – it did not stop the rioting but
it did stop people from being arrested who had hurt police and army per-
sonnel physically with their missiles, rocks, bombs, and bullets. The small
barrier presented a much greater opportunity for arresting offenders. Perhaps
it increased the risk of police injuries but it would also certainly increase the
possibility for a much more flexible, dynamic public order operation. And so
this work was done, and agreement was reached with the voices of leader-
ship from below within the police and army. This provided Turbitt with an
increasingly strong level of authorisation from below as well as from above,
when he went to have this new set of technical tactics approved by his gold
commander and chief constable. 

So on Drumcree Sunday July 7th 2002 the new tactics were used for the
first time. About 1,200 Orange men marched with their bands of pipes and
drums, from Portadown city centre out to the Drumcree church (about
three miles) where they held their traditional church service. After the service,
the Orange Order paraded down to the Drumcree bridge which was blocked
by this new much smaller barrier. There the Orange Order leadership made
their ritual protest and handed a letter of complaint to the assistant chief
constable, the gold commander for the operation. 

However the crowd very quickly became aggressive – people spat in the
faces of the assistant chief constable and a colleague with him, others threw
rocks and branches at the police, while others smashed the smaller lighter
barrier down, and surged on the police who were wearing full riot protection
gear and shields, but were no longer protected behind a big barrier. This very
quickly spilled over into a high level of rioting, involving not just the hangers
on but also some of the people who had just come out of church, dressed in
their Sunday suits, some wearing black bowler hats, and Orange Order col-
larettes. It was almost as if they could not contain themselves and the distress
and anger burst out, and vented itself in breaking down the holding environ-
ment. Over 30 police officers were injured, plastic baton rounds (bullets) were
fired by the police, and their hand-held batons were used, and the situation
moved into a period of crisis. Eventually the big barrier was put back, in place
of the smashed smaller barrier, by army drivers, water cannons were brought
in, and command and control was re-established. The rioting stopped, the
Orange Order and their supporters pulled back, but by this time the police
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had collected a large amount of mainly video-evidence of the build up to
the rioting, the preparation for the rioting and the rioting itself. The police
and the army were therefore equipped to start arresting people using their
airborne surveillance, and their mobile communications, stopping offenders
leaving the area of the riot, arresting them as they left Drumcree on foot
and in cars and buses, and charging them with the criminal offences for
which they had good video-evidence. 

The distress was felt strongly by the Orange Order. For the first time the
TV news reports showed that it was not just dysfunctional elements within
the crowd, or paramilitary groups, who were rioting, but also Orange Order
members themselves. These television pictures of Orange Order brethren
just out of church on a Sunday lunchtime, personally involved in rioting
and causing serious injuries to police officers, struck deep at the value set of
the Orange Order, and caused great distress in the Orange Order institution
across Northern Ireland. That distress caused many Orange Order members
to withdraw support from the Drumcree demonstration, and even to leave
the Orange Order. Many reflected deeply, and maybe for the first time they
saw themselves as many other people had seen them for a long period of
time. 

When Turbitt and his colleagues met with the Orange Order leadership
and with the Unionist councillors following this riot, it was their initial
intention to increase the level of distress in the Orange Order community.
They felt that they had got the attention of the people in authority pos-
itions within the Orange Order and that they could now turn up the heat
and transform the distress into productive energy and actions to improve
their behaviour i.e. make it lawful. However it became apparent very quickly
that the Orange Order leadership and the councillors were already over-
whelmed by their distress and what was required instead at this con-
juncture, as an act of leadership from the police, was to lower the level of
distress, not to increase it. What was required metaphorically was for the
police to sit down shoulder to shoulder with the Orange leadership and to
figure out how to work jointly together on the adaptive challenge – how to
demonstrate lawfully and peacefully. The adaptive challenge was now a
shared challenge. The arrests, the remands in custody, the negative public-
ity, and the detention of Orange brethren in custody and then on remand
within the criminal justice system for several months, helped to maintain
the Orange Order’s disciplined attention to this adaptive challenge. The
Orange Order were interested to know what sort of sentences their brethren
might get if they were convicted of rioting and were distressed to learn that
they could get serious prison sentences. This was particularly distressing for
middle class professional people, who had good jobs and who had never
previously been in trouble with the police, and so the distress was felt not
just in the Orange Order leadership but also had a ripple effect throughout
the wider Unionist community. 
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So Turbitt decided to regulate and reduce that distress, by suggesting to
the Orange Order and to the unionist politicians that there was an oppor-
tunity for them to exercise adaptive leadership by working with the police,
the local community, the church and other stakeholders to make the 2003
Drumcree parade lawful and peaceful. To make it in reality what it had
been in the minds of the Orange Order leadership. 

The distress felt by the Orange Order at being brought face to face with
the gap between their own private image of themselves as God-fearing, law
abiding citizens, and the public reality of their behaviour at Drumcree was
quite shocking to them. So by using that distress productively, keeping the
Orange Order focused on what might happen if there was similar trouble
the next year, Turbitt aimed to ‘give back the work to the people with the
problem but at a rate which they can stand’ Notice that this was not to
abandon the Orange Order, or to dump all of the work on the Orange Order,
but to engage in a careful process of adaptive leadership that resulted in the
Orange Order starting to work alongside the police to help regulate the
2003 demonstration.

The main adaptive work was about getting the Orange Order to start
taking more responsibility for what happened at Drumcree, not necessarily
because they were intellectually convinced of the need for radical change
in their thinking and behaviour but because they also saw that not to 
do the adaptive work might be even more damaging to their members 
still facing court cases. State authority (the police’s power to arrest and
prosecute offenders) was here being used not only to deal with individual
offenders but also to stimulate wider changes in thinking and behaviour
within the Orange Order and the local community. 

This was quite difficult for the police as well of course, given that working
closely with the Orange Order could easily be misinterpreted either genuinely
or malevolently by the nationalist community, the Garvaghy Road residents
and their politicians. So Turbitt and his police colleagues also kept meetings
going with the nationalist communities and organisations and their repres-
entatives, and discussions were started about what would need to be done if
the Orange Order did have a lawful peaceful parade. If that happened then
many of the objections that the nationalist community had to the Drumcree
parade would start to weaken – it would be more challenging to present 
the parade as something that was inherently unlawful and destructive of
community relations. 

And so adaptive work was being done at different stages and at different
levels and around different elements within different factions within the
overall system that was Drumcree. In the run up to the 2003 parade the
intensity of the work increased and discussions started about how much
work the Orange Order would do, how much policing the official state
police would have to do, and how much policing the nationalist com-
munity would do with regard to their own community, on Drumcree
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Sunday 2003. As these conversations continued they became much more
practically focused, looking at what different options on the ground might
look like in July of 2003. Some of this was around whether the small barrier
would be there in 2003 as it had been in 2002. Of course there was a lobby
from the Orange Order to return to the big barrier. Turbitt interpreted this
as a desire to avoid doing the adaptive work of taking responsibility for the
lawfulness of the demonstration, and instead to let the big barrier do this
work as it were. However, by maintaining disciplined attention on the
adaptive challenge and by holding steady and resisting that pressure to go
back to the big barrier, Turbitt tried to move forward but also to support
the Orange Order – to maintain them in a productive zone of distress. One
way this new ability and willingness of the Orange Order to do some adap-
tive work manifested itself was for them to decide to put a line of orange
tape in front of the small barrier – a symbol that they intended to demon-
strate within the boundaries of the law. The police provided the Orange
Order with this orange tape and with posts to put in the ground to hold it,
but the signs that said ‘Portadown Orange Order Do Not Cross’ were the
Orange Order’s own. So anyone who chose to cross that line was separating
themselves from the Orange Order. They were putting themselves beyond
the Orange Order and so the Orange Order could symbolically separate them-
selves from anyone who did that. In this way anyone who broke through
the Orange line and found themselves in conflict with the state would have
made an active decision to leave the Orange Order community, so a clear
visible separation could be made between those who were legitimate, lawful,
peaceful God-fearing members of the Orange Order and those that were not.
That was just one example within the whole process of giving back the work
to the Orange Order. A lot of other work was done at many different levels in
many different ways.

In many ways the parade and the policing of the parade in 2003 were co-
produced, by the church, by the Orange Order and by the police – the police
instead of doing all the work, backed up by the big barrier and other heavy
military hardware, were creating a set of relationships, a holding environ-
ment within which the adaptive work was being facilitated. It was adaptive
work facilitated by the obligation that had been created by the arrests 
and the public shame of the previous year’s rioting, and by the ongoing
distress of knowing that Orange Order members were still being held on
remand and within the criminal justice system awaiting trial for their
riotous behaviour the previous year. 

In July 2003 the Drumcree parade passed off lawfully and peacefully and
for the first time in over 20 years there were no disturbances at Drumcree
either on the Sunday after the church service or on the Sunday evening, or
the Monday or on any day following, right up until the time of writing. In
2004 much more of the policing work was done by the Orange Order and
much less of it by the state police – and so on through 2005, 2006, 2007
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and 2008 until it is now almost totally policed by the Orange Order with
the police acting much more in a standby capacity, to back up the Orange
Order should that be necessary but not standing any more on the front
line; it is clear that this is the Orange Order’s responsibility and they have
accepted it and have developed a capacity to do it enabled over that period
by successive police commanders and a whole variety of strengthening
relationships. 

Conclusions

The work described above is a discussion of the use of the theory of adaptive
leadership in practice – not a post hoc application of the theory following a
reflection on the practice, but an example of a practitioner consciously using
and testing the theory, proactively navigating his way forward into the com-
plex environment of Drumcree, guided by the compass of Heifetz’s frame-
work. Using trial and error, action and reflection, experiment and review,
Turbitt was able to take some small and not so small steps in new directions,
and to discover and lead some innovative approaches to the situation, which
have helped to unfreeze some deeply ingrained patterns of behaviour. Notice
that the problem is not solved; Drumcree is still a complex problem but it is
not now so draining for the public nor for the police nor for the two divided
communities. 

It is right to question whether and how far there is any cause and effect
linkage between the actions Turbitt took to reframe the Drumcree problem
as one requiring adaptive leadership and the reduction in violence over a
three year period. There were of course many other factors influencing the
external context, including the Good Friday agreement and the establish-
ment of the new institutions arising from it. 2002 was the first year the Police
Service of Northern Ireland, as opposed to its predecessor, the Royal Ulster
Constabulary (RUC), had policed Drumcree. The power sharing Northern
Ireland Assembly had been established (but was in trouble and collapsed in
the autumn of 2002) with a Unionist First Minister and a Sinn Fein Deputy
First Minister in charge. 

Our suggestion however is simply that there has been an observable change
in the patterns of behaviour in and around Drumcree as a result of a thought-
ful series of experiments in adaptive leadership, initially by and through 
the police and the army and then increasingly through various stake-
holders within the community – first within the Orange Order leadership at
Drumcree/Portadown and then increasingly deeper within the Orange Order
community and within the wider loyalist and Unionist community.

There is also evidence of adaptive learning through engagement with 
the wider nationalist community to the extent that in the run up to the
Drumcree parade in 2008 the Orange Order leadership met with Gerry Adams,
the president of the nationalist party Sinn Fein. The Orange Order’s narrative
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had been that Drumcree had never been a problem until Gerry Adams
decided to make it a problem, that Gerry Adams was the main cause of the
problem and they would never meet him or anyone associated with him.
Now they find themselves able to sit in the same room and have a con-
versation with that person. Did the use of adaptive leadership set up a set
of observable and non-observable changes in the dynamics of the system
that eventually led to this breakthrough? We think so. 

Our experience suggests that the adaptive leadership approach can be
applied usefully to many complex problem situations. Such situations will
not be solved by technical knowledge alone. However such problems might
just be subject to progress if we adopt an experimental value-creating explor-
atory mindset, navigating our way forward into the fog using the compass
of adaptive leadership, observing and acting, reflecting and experimenting,
failing and reflecting and trying again. Always trying again.
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15
Leadership of Change Narratives: An
Alternative Voice
Mervyn Conroy

Introduction

Public sector reform initiatives have had a chequered history with probably
more black squares than white. The private sector has not fared much
better. According to some researchers the failure rate of change initiatives
across the board is 60–80% (Kallio et al. 2002). This suggests that current
conceptualisations of change and their applications are missing something
significant in their understanding of what organisational change means.
The research summarised sets out to discover what is missing by drawing
directly on the accounts of managers in the midst of leading the latest
round of reforms to the NHS in England. 

The chapter draws on empirical data derived from an analysis of NHS
mental health service managers’ narratives viewed through the lens of
MacIntyre’s virtue ethics theory (1981). The initial interest was to under-
stand what it means to managers to be leading change and what they need
to support them in improving the services they manage. As the study pro-
gressed the potential for an alternative ethical and sustainable public service
improvement approach emerged not necessarily as a replacement to main-
stream structural and programmatic approaches but as an additional choice
for policy-makers and practitioners to consider. An ethical dimension to the
understanding of organisational change and an alternative way of theoris-
ing resistance within change is proposed. A new term is suggested – ‘ethical 
resistance’ – to the corruption of healthcare practices by reform leadership and
policies with weak or inherently conflicting ethics. 

The chapter has three main sections. First, dominant conceptualisations
of change are reviewed along with some of their existing critique. Alistair
MacIntyre’s virtue ethics (1981) are introduced as part of this critique.
Second, an alternative narrative view of change is introduced and theories
of resistance are discussed from this viewpoint. Third, managers’ narratives
of change are explored and analysed using MacIntyre’s concepts to draw
out conclusions and implications. 
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Dominant theories of reform

Much of the organisational change management discourse that NHS 
managers are subject to and in some cases are part of is structural func-
tional in nature (e.g. Iles and Sutherland 2001; Iles and Cranfield 
2004). The support produced by structural functional approaches is often 
a set of qualitative factors or models of change that offer a guide to 
practitioners of what ‘levers’ to focus their attention on. The belief 
is that by pulling or pushing on these levers change can be controlled 
and stable outcomes predicted. Organisational change management theory
utilised in public administration has been criticised as managerialist 
(e.g. Smith et al. 2001) or as Watson (1982) suggests as serving a managerial
ideology. Patrick Dawson (2003) has criticised this type of theory for mis-
directing attention towards best practice recipe guidelines that actually 
do little to improve the management of organisational change. Sandra
Dawson in writing about change as experienced by managers in the NHS
suggests that:

We need to understand the practitioners’ world, to see it through 
their eyes. Only then can we hope to be able to develop a dialogue in
which the findings of the research can enlighten practice. (Dawson
1999: 23)

This infers that the ‘practitioners’ world’, what it means to practitioners 
to lead and implement change, still remains elusive to researchers and 
theorists. This point is emphasised by Cameron et al. in a companion guide
to that produced by Iles and Sutherland (2001) on the management of
change specifically for the NHS:

Substantial numbers of managers and clinical professionals argue that
much of the evidence about effective change management is located in
the heads of practitioners and has yet to find its way into the scholarly
journals. (Cameron et al. 2001: 5)

Further challenges exist to the underlying assumption of a ‘ubiquitous’
(Sturdy and Grey 2003) mechanical model of organisational change 
management (OCM) framed within an ‘epochal’ discourse of change 
being inevitable, desirable and something that can be managed (du Gay
2003). Sturdy and Grey (2003) argue a case for research that provides
‘alternative (additional) voices and therefore choices’ (ibid: 659). Social
constructionist and discursive approaches in particular, according to 
Sturdy and Grey, have the potential to ‘provide alternative (additional)
voices and therefore choices’ (2003: 659). They draw on MacIntyre (1981)
to challenge theories that underpin OCM.
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MacIntyre’s (1981) contention (is) that the social sciences have com-
pletely failed to develop predictive generalities, and moreover, that they
will never do so. OCM [Organizational Change Management] has no such
inhibitions. For example, in Pettigrew et al., although there is a familiar
recognition of a ‘complex, dynamic and internationally conscious world’, 
a ‘search for general patterns of change’ remains (2001: 697). If OCM is, 
as we have suggested, both managerialist and universalist, what might be
done to articulate a different kind of understanding of change? (Sturdy and
Grey 2003: 657).

MacIntyre’s theorising, according to Sturdy and Grey (2003: 657), ‘cor-
rodes the assumptions upon which (traditional) OCM is built’ and they add
‘this is crucial because, if change is not inevitable and desirable but con-
tingent and contested, then the organizational and political consequences
are potentially profound’.

MacIntyre’s After Virtue (1981) contribution contains, according to (Moore
and Beadle 2006) a narrative based virtues-goods-practice-institution schema.
MacIntyre proposes that the goods1 of a practice or practices, in this case
excellence in mental health practices, can only be achieved through atten-
tion to virtues. MacIntyre argues that narrative plays a central role in 
the formation and reformation of the virtues of the institution. The role of
managers at all levels in socially constructing those virtues (or vices) is
demonstrated in this chapter. MacIntyre emphasises the significance to the
wellbeing of the institution of there being a set of virtues negotiated through
a communal narrative that informs practice improvement. This is how
MacIntyre describes the relationship between virtue and the internal goods 
of practice.

A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of
which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to
practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving
any such goods. (MacIntyre 1981: 191)

The way MacIntyre envisages the collective relationship of practices, nar-
ratives of the institution and its link to a common purpose (telos) and a
potential disruption is summarised by McCann and Brownsberger (1990): 

The normative character of MacIntyre’s definition of a social practice 
… is secured within a larger account of the moral life as a whole. There
must be some telos to human life, a vision anticipating the moral unity
of life, given in the form of a narrative history that has meaning within
a particular community’s traditions; otherwise the various internal
goods generated by the range of social practices will remain disordered
and potentially subversive of one another. Without a community’s
shared sense of telos, there will be no way of signifying ‘the overriding
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good’ by which various internal goods may be ranked and evaluated.
(McCann and Brownsberger 1990: 227–228)

As will be shown later in the chapter, when managers’ narratives are viewed
in this way a multitude of ethical conflicts in their accounts are revealed.
This chapter argues that an ethical dimension contributes a missing piece
of the jigsaw in understanding why so many change programmes do not
meet their objectives and is important for leaders of change in the public
sector to consider because it offers an alternative framing and approach to
achieving the desired outcomes of their improvement projects. 

Narrative understanding of reform

A subset of social constructionist (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Weick 1979)
studies of organisations contends that narrative approaches are an appro-
priate means to study organisational change (e.g. White 1981; Skoldberg
1994; Boje 1995; Czarniawska 1997; Gabriel 2000). The contention is that
groups comprise individuals and as individuals come together to form organ-
isations they construct their social reality in narrative form. Through narrative
they construct a mixture of individual and shared meanings (Bruner 1991).
Ford’s (1999) position is that the accumulation of sufficiently consistent nar-
ratives can objectify ‘reality’ for the people who author them within organ-
isations. Ford further suggests that organisational change can be viewed 
as shifting conversations and that conversations set the stage for what will
and will not be done. 

In relation to change the task of managers and leaders, according to
Downing (1997), is to manage and solve the conflicts caused by change
stories. A different approach was taken in this study, which was to under-
stand the narrative enactments rather than ‘solve’ them. MacIntyre (1981)
suggests that some of the conflicts practitioners experience are irresolvable
since the ‘sides’ are rooted in different moral traditions, built on different
premises, presenting perfectly reasonable but incompatible rational argu-
ments. For MacIntyre, unless the virtues carried in the narratives are built
on the same moral premise then they will be irresolvable. Does this offer
insight as to why change programmes rarely achieve their intended out-
comes? This suggestion will be examined further through the accounts of
managers and from the perspective of ethics and resistance as the story in
this chapter unfolds. First, a brief look at theories of resistance to change
currently used to understand resistance to reform.

Resistance to reform?

Resistance as cynicism interpreted from a mechanistic perspective (Lewin
1951) is a force pressing against change, something to be weakened. From a
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humanist perspective Casey (1999) suggests that ‘cynicism protects against
both commitment to the company and its encroachment into the private
realm of (relative) individual choice’. From a post-structuralist perspective
Willmott (1993), drawing on Kunda (1992), suggests that workers actually
collude with the relations of power they seek to escape because the very
possibility of them being able to express their cynicism and resistance is
evidence of the institution’s commitment to openness and freedom. There is
also the notion that resistance reinforces the structures of domination that
were the object of resistance in the first place (Piccone 1978) and provides an
element of vitality termed ‘middle-class radicalism’ without seriously threat-
ening the domination (Fleming and Spicer 2003). These authors develop this
theme by drawing on Zizek (1989) and suggest that in emphasising the exter-
nal nature of subjectivity the ‘stressed worker’ becomes the ‘stressful work-
place’, the ‘tired employee’ becomes the ‘exploitative organisation’. Attention
is then focused on these negative HRM categories and we lose interest in the
‘realistic’ response of individuals in the midst of external circumstances. 

In Learmonth’s comprehensive review of NPM critique (2003: 106) he
suggests that critical management studies are sympathetic to ‘understand-
ing managers’ worlds’ type studies, however, he says they ‘rarely invite us to
reflect upon whether or not management practices may be complicit with
wider sociological structures.’ This study is enabled by MacIntyre’s After Virtue
thesis (1981) to extend reflection into wider society by highlighting the ideo-
logical horizons reflected in the virtue conflict enacted narratives of the par-
ticipants. In a particularly relevant excerpt Learmonth also raises concerns
about a priori assumptions about what managers do derived from standard
texts rather from empirical material and therefore could also be taken as a par-
ticularly loaded view of what managers do. Learmonth’s conclusion is that
‘managerial values (and arguably virtues) remain more or less in the back-
ground and, whilst they still influence the work, the assumptions themselves
are not subject to rigorous theoretical and empirical consideration’ (2003: 106).
This chapter attempts to bring managerial virtues, conveyed in their nar-
ratives to the foreground and in doing so open up a hidden dimension to
scrutiny that it is hoped will offer some very interesting and worthwhile con-
tributions to public sector reform policy, leadership and practice. It builds on
Learmonth’s conclusion to offer an ethical dimension to the theme of resist-
ance which further challenges the theory that organisational change can be
managed, measured and manipulated. In order to begin that challenge, voices
from some of the managers interviewed over a 12-month longitudinal study
of change to mental health services in the North of England are introduced.

Stories of reform

Fifty managers were interviewed over a period of 12 months in three
rounds of in depth interviewing with some of the managers being 
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interviewed twice and three times. All those interviewed were leading 
the implementation of a range of government and local change init-
iatives with the aim of improving mental health services. Examples of 
some of the typical stories told by the managers are provided below. 
The poetic mode (epic, tragic, comic or romantic) a la Gabriel (2000), 
title and the central virtue clash discerned in the story are included in 
the table.

Four of the above stories are included below, one from each cat-
egory, to show how they were understood and analysed using 
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Table 15.1 Examples of Narratives of Change

Poetic Story Mode Story Title Central virtue clash in the story 

Epic Finding the flow leadership education vs. no 
(successful change education 
story Subversive evidence based management vs.

partnership based clinical work 

I’m not having it! manager decides vs. staff decide 

Tragic Cuckoo Reform doing a good clinical job vs. 
(suffering loss individual self interest 
through change) Wasted Talent using skills and talents vs. 

putting people in boxes 

Nobody to get angry with Respecting that humans need time 
and resources to do a good job vs. 
efficiency measures and 
effectiveness standards 

Comic Bite on the bottom meeting needs vs. meeting targets 
(entertaining/ I shred it manager and clinician led vs. 
farcical/tragic) bureaucratic edicts from 

government 

Gone Shopping locally managed case data and 
accountabilities vs. nationally 
managed case data 

Romantic Rose tinted glasses caring for people without caring 
(showing care or about the cost vs. caring for the 
love for another) cost of caring for people 

My staff need me for the greater good vs. personal 
needs 

Just absorb that crap! buffering staff vs. bullying staff 



MacIntyre’s virtues-goods-practice-institution schema (Moore and Beadle
2006).

1. Subversive: Jane’s epic story of successful change
2. Cuckoo Reform: Jo’s tragic story of suffering loss through change
3. Shred It: Tim’s comic story of how he ‘leads’ change
4. My Staff Need Me: Pat’s romantic story of caring for her staff

In the analysis following each transcript, three primary questions are 
being asked. Firstly ‘What does change mean to the manager concerned?’; 
secondly, ‘What do the stories construct into the social reality of the organ-
ization?’; and thirdly, ‘What ethics of leading change do they construct
and perpetuate?’ 

1. Subversive 

Context: Jane (J) is a senior manager with clinical responsibilities in her
late 40s. She has a dual managerial/clinical role: she sits on the senior man-
agement team and manages a group of clinicians in addition to carrying
her own case-load of patients. She is describing her approach to imple-
menting a change which started with a small group of people and a
common interest in a certain type of mental health disorder. 

J: I think it’s this split between how management see the organisation
and what it’s actually like at the coalface and that’s certainly not unique
to this organisation, because since I met with you last I’ve done a Health
Care Commission Review which was absolutely fascinating and there
was the same very different organisation, but yet so many aspects that
resonated and particularly this thing about this split between working
clinically, it’s like you’ve got these two sorts of currents you’ve got your
top current that’s going one way and then there’s this sort of clinical
one that goes on and flows on and thinks we’ll be here anyway whatever
happens. The patients don’t change and the clinical issues don’t change,
and it’s not necessarily that that bottom current is flowing in the oppo-
site direction, but it may be going slightly differently. It’s not that things
are standing still and not changing or progressing at the coalface it’s
doing it to a different agenda to the agenda that drives the rest of the
organisation.
Interviewer (I): You’re in a position of experiencing both these currents.
J: There are areas in which I know I’ve set up my own little current to
achieve something and a group of us have done this for people with
mood disorders and we’ve been very successful. Like metaphors we’ve
like flowed off along our own channel which has been supported in the
organisation but in a strange sort of way and now we’re flowing back
and almost flying ahead of the current, in terms of sort of engagement
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developing a service which is very much engaged with people with the
disorders.
I: Making your own path down the same river.
J: Yes it’s being subversive but to achieve a goal that I feel is what the
spirit of the service is about.
I: In practice what was happening? What were the managers saying and
what did you do in your subversion?
J: It started off as an interest in mood disorders and somebody else
needed to change their role as an outpatient nurse, they wanted to
change the role of the outpatient nurse to be more challenging and 
as we talked we saw the common goals and then I was aware of other
like-minded people and we got together a group of people who had 
no common base, apart from their interest in mood disorders who came
together and that group changed over time and eventually became a
coherent little group who came from very different places in the organ-
isation. We had various ideas about how we wanted to develop services
for people with mood disorders, we wanted to establish better practice to
make sure people who had skills were able to use those and we also were
very keen to develop a partnership style of working. I think what we all
had in common was that we saw our clinical work as being working in
partnership with patients, clients or whatever we personally called them
and we wanted the service to develop in that way and then we had the
opportunity to go into the Clinical Governance Development Programme,
which basically was I think six days that we had away working with some
training, but more than that it gave us the space and time out of the organ-
isation to meet up, plan out what we were doing and to achieve various
steps on the way towards our goal. We were fairly subversive in that we sat
and listened to the presentations which were very useful and were then
given tasks and then we just did our own thing.

‘Rivers’, ‘flows’ and ‘currents’ feature in this story to describe what it means
to be leading organisational change for this manager. She says that she has
deliberately set up her own little ‘subversive’ current to achieve something
with others and claims to have been very successful – to the point of
almost flying ahead of the main (government driven) current of change.
She names the management current as ‘evidence based management’ and her
own as ‘clinical’, flowing in different directions but not entirely opposed.
Because of her position, straddling management and clinical, she can see
both currents and the sense is that they do not really flow together. 

For Jane she sees her clinical role as working in partnership with the client
and used time away on a ‘Clinical Governance Development Programme’ to
develop that way of working with her group of like-minded professionals who
all had a common interest: ‘I think what we all had in common was that we saw
our clinical work as being working in partnership with patients’. In this account,
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they did their ‘own thing’ on the course and used the time away to plan
out the steps to their goal. She claims this process was successful.

Following MacIntyre (1981) it is argued that the ‘evidenced based’ and
‘practice based community approaches’ are based on different principles
and moral traditions, and therefore incompatible. This manager does not
attempt to try to join the two, instead she does her own thing with a group
of like-minded others. She is like the leader of a peaceful rebellion: recog-
nising there is a conflict of approaches but finding a quicker way down the
river to meet and get ahead of the evidenced based approach in terms 
of what they both want to achieve. So a shared sense of purpose (or telos)
exists but very different virtues, one acting on evidence and the other acting
through partnering, they don’t clash head on but they do remain separate
with a sense of competition between them. 

What might this story construct into the social reality of the organisation
under change? The story offers inspiration: it is like listening to a leader of
an underground movement, who was working both with the management
as a spy and returning to her band of outlaws, the latter were the heroic
ones who found a way to beat the system without directly opposing it. The
virtue of clinical and patient partnership wins through in the end but to
get there you have to be subversive and do your own thing. This runs
counter to the notion of the communal narrative and would suggest a pro-
liferation of people being subversive and doing their own thing in the face
of prescriptions on how to implement change.

2. ‘Cuckoo’ reform

Context: Jo, a Service Manager, is in her mid-40s and has seen many changes
in her career but says she is finding recent demands for organisational change
particularly difficult to reconcile. She has had to implement a significant
change to the way the mental health services she is responsible for are deliv-
ered. The Mental Health National Service Framework, a government policy
document that describes what the service should be providing, requires 
the changes. Relocation of her team has also been necessary. She starts by
describing how she feels and then moves on to describing the relationship
between the organisation and the clinical work she manages.

J: I keep getting illnesses, no immune system, even though I look after
myself I go to the gym, eat healthily, try and have holidays doing the
normal self-care stuff…talk to staff and really good supportive relation-
ships within our service, so I feel as though I’m in a really good balance
with the rest of my life. There’s this thing about having to manage, in
the olden days I was a bridge to the organisation so we got on with what
we were meant to be doing so I bridged – there was this two way process
of linking in with the wider organisation, but now the organisation is
like a cuckoo it’s just consuming it.
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I: So what does the nest represent?
J: The nest is the work, getting on doing a good clinical job and the
demands of the organisation is eroding our time, energy it’s getting rid
of staff our staff have left. It sounds very emotive, the staff have said you
can’t sustain this…I mean it sounds very emotive.
I: That’s how it feels?
J: Yes, one of my staff is trying to get secondment out for two years into
a different field, another one is saying she wants to reduce her hours
because she’s just not coping…

Two very clear metaphors are used in Jo’s description which describe what
implementing change means to her: Jo originally feeling like she personally
was a two-way ‘bridge’ to the wider organisation and now feeling like the
organisation is like a ‘cuckoo’ eroding time and energy and getting rid of
her staff. The nest means the clinical work, doing a good job is what she
values. What she describes might be seen by MacIntyre as the virtues of
practice that offer a nest for the ‘internal goods’2 – the eggs. In this short
excerpt we have a sense of a very dramatic and in her own words ‘emotive’
story of the government agenda of change fed through the organisation
like it is arriving in her nest of work like a cuckoo chick and tossing her
eggs, internal goods, out of the nest. 

The cuckoo is a very powerful metaphor for a bird that appears only 
to care about itself and is ruthless, willing to steal and murder to get what 
it wants – nest and nurture for its own chick. Willmott’s (1993) notion of
the ideological colonisation of workers’ affects and subjectivities has some
resonance with this metaphor. The metaphor is interesting and illuminat-
ing in its depth – as first the cuckoo lays its egg in the nest and the nest
owning bird just sees another egg and raises it as its own – only when the
chick grows into a cuckoo is the destructive force truly unleashed as the
imposter throws the rightful offspring out of the nest. Similarly the mod-
ernisation and managerial programme of change seemed reasonable, just
another government initiative but later its ideological force is revealed and
the tragedy unfolds. 

What this story is doing, like Propp’s (1928) folklore of oppression under
Stalin, is conveying the feelings of oppression and an inability to cope with
a ruthless ‘cuckoo’ type virtue set that is successfully competing against a
virtue set that this manager sees is about her ‘work, getting on doing a good
clinical job’. ‘Bridging’ with a cuckoo would indeed be impossible given 
the massive difference in ethics they uphold. Conversing again between
MacIntyre and this data we see what might be an example of a breakdown
in what he describes as the ‘narrative unity’3 (1981: 226) and a corruption
to practice (1981: 223) when two different ideologies meet at the point of
practice. Her story evokes anger and outrage and is experienced as tragic.
Other managers in the same environment told similar stories of loss. 
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What does this story construct into the social reality? It demonises the
source of the changes and demands on her, in this case the ‘organisation’,
and exhibits an explanation of the organisation, as cuckoo, being respons-
ible for eroding our ‘time and energy’ and making people sick and leave.
This kind of story has the potential to construct anger and cynicism towards
change amongst peers and unfold organisational change meanings of tragedy
and suffering into the social reality. As Ricoeur (1983–85) observes the reader
or listener completes the cycle (mimesis 3) and has the potential to act on
their interpretation and therefore narrative can become ethics in practice.

3. ‘I shred it’

Context: The service manager, Tim, recounting this story is responsible for
a group of practitioners who provide one-to-one therapeutic treatment for
people suffering serious mental health conditions. He is explaining how he
handles the continuous flow of practice changes he is asked to make:

T: I couldn’t quite see the relevance to my work at having to ask some-
body about their allergies or other physical questions. It’s that kind of
thing we’re supposed to respond to and be relevant and so we change
our practice accordingly and as a result of that I tell my staff, ‘Look what
we’re having to do here’ and they stormed in angrily saying ‘That’s
ridiculous’ so we go back to the source and she says ‘Well it’s a national
requirement’. So we have to do it then. We get a lot of this it feels like
the old cliché of bureaucracy gone mad…audit could be done by an
administrator. I choose to leave gaps between paragraphs, but you’re not
allowed to leave lines and it’s this kind of pedantic attention to detail,
unnecessary in my point of view.
I: By meeting all the detailed requirements it takes away from your
central role?
T: That came out of the bombardment of having to attend to so many
requests, how many more piles of paper do I have on my desk that are
connected with ongoing things can I cope with and as a result I some-
times put a letter at the bottom of the pile and hope they’ll go away 
or get forgotten about or people will forget they’ve asked and then 
six months have gone and nobody’s asked so I shred it.

An account that conveys what it means to this manager to be handling
change to services that he does not believe in. The story was accompanied
by the poetics of gesture and movement: he picked up a piece of paper rep-
resenting a ‘must do’ change to practice and placed it under a pile of other
papers on his desk then extracted it and actioned an arc of movement
towards the shredder with his hand. He laughed with relish at being able 
to shred what he considered to be another bureaucratic and irrelevant
‘must do’. 
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Like the previous story, this one could be interpreted as an expression of
resistance driven by a personal belief in what is worthy to be spending time
on – certainly not the national requirements that increase bureaucracy 
‘it’s this kind of pedantic attention to detail, unnecessary in my point of
view’.

The essence of the story contains a clash of virtues associated with the
level of bureaucracy that is required to run a service. For this manager what
it means to be implementing reform is finding ways to reduce the number
of things that he believes are unnecessary. What kind of social construc-
tion and virtues might this story unfold? The story itself contains some
reactions from this managers’ staff group ‘they stormed in angrily saying
“That’s ridiculous”’. The source of the change is framed as a kind of med-
dling bureaucrat. The edicts, partly due to their nature and partly due to
their volume are not to be taken too seriously and not to be acted upon
immediately. The way you handle change is to ignore it for a while, hope
that it will go away and you can then shred the edict. The virtue of keeping
things simple and not being distracted by ‘unnecessary’ disruptive influences
to practice such as the next great change idea from meddling bureaucrats
disconnected from our reality seems to be the moral tale.

4. My staff need me

Context: Pat is a ward manager in her early 30s and reform projects to her
mean extreme stress. During one such programme of change called ‘Agenda
for Change’4 she describes reaching the point of feeling that she just could
not cope any more. The whole programme was tightly controlled with a set
of ‘must do’ deadlines and salaries could be affected by the outcomes. She
knew that what she really needed was to take time off and recover but the
care she felt for her staff outweighed her personal needs: 

If it were not for my staff needing me I would have gone off sick
definitely.

This manager cried whilst she told her story of the dilemma she felt inside.
The tears convey the strength of loyalty she felt for her staff during this
period: she wanted to care for them because they were caring for vulnerable
patients on the ward but the cost to her personally was significant. Loyalty
to staff by managers and vice-versa was a common theme in the stories told
of organisational change. 

What is this type of story doing? For this manager the virtue of being
there for her staff, meeting their needs, was paramount, overriding her need
to recover, and gave her the incentive to come in to work. The message 
is I am not prepared to sacrifice what I believe to be the right thing to 
do which is to be there for my staff. This type of folklore has a sense of
‘Change programmes might make me ill but I will not be beaten’ and again
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is reminiscent of counter culture of the oppressed as described by Propp
(1928).

Kallinikos (2006) speaks about the roles and responsibilities that the
institution defines to meet its own ends and therefore directs people to
operate towards the ends and external goods, as defined by those roles.
Through being an agent of change the manager can unwittingly be an agent
of the ideology underpinning that change. Taking the MacIntyre line, it
could be argued that practice is therefore corrupted unwittingly by the
practitioners who adhere to managerialist solution constructions to service
improvement. Reports from these managers suggested that some people
came out of ‘Agenda for Change’ winning financially others lost out and
had their jobs downgraded. Many reported that it pitted people against
each other and created competition, fear, anxiety and mistrust. The job panel
reviews were designed to be objective with reams of criteria documentation
to assess jobs and people against. Some claimed the pressure to deliver
reduced the whole process to a fiasco and turned the impossibility of objec-
tivity into something like a ‘Reality TV’ assessment of whether someone
should be given the grade or not. 

In this story there is a duality in the romance. Firstly seduction in the
aims of the change: equality of pay and therefore on first impressions very
appealing. Secondly a manager pushing herself to attain the ‘internal goods’
of feeling good about caring for her staff through the virtue of courage to
push against her own needs. For managers, the social reality of implementing
the change means competition and suffering. Again, this type of romantic
tragedy was a very common construction amongst the managers interviewed.

Conclusion

MacIntyre (1981) asserts that humans are narrative animals who can share
a sense of purpose for the overriding good through virtues that are con-
structed in a communal narrative about practising our crafts. For this NHS
mental health service reform programme what do we see constructed into
the social reality by these typical stories of leading change? Further, how
does the analysis help with understanding more about why so many change
programmes fail to meet their objectives? 

The interpretation of resistance follows Fleming and Spicer’s (2003) view
of a ‘healthy’ contestation of corrupting influence on their working lives. 
It is argued that this is a form of ‘ethical resistance’ and is a socially con-
structed outcome from enacted virtue conflict narratives that seek to protect
healthcare practices and care for the patient from being corrupted. ‘Ethical
resistance’ is intended to resist vicious change – that is change that has a
weak ethical status, inherently conflicting ethics or that has ethics primarily
in service of the attainment of external goods of money (or saving money),
status or power. As we see in the accounts of the participants and as 
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suggested by MacIntyre these are ethics that have a corrupting influence on
the social reality of practice and foster narrative disunity and moral disarray.
The managers narrate their virtue-to-virtue combat with ethics that in some
cases are reflections of wider ideological battles (e.g. market vs. common
good) and that are only reconcilable with the violence of assertion.

The primary aim of NHS reform is currently quality or excellence in
healthcare practices (and equal access to that quality) along with afford-
ability of services (DoH 2008). In the social reality of the NHS undergoing
change that we have sampled, what chance do managers as leaders have 
to understand what it means to be delivering excellence in mental health
practice? Where will staff draw on narratives of the institution that carry
these principles? Ironically, this study finds that the narrative message is to
subvert or defend practices from the very reform programmes that are trying
to achieve quality. MacIntyre’s analysis is that we have been deflected from
our ability to maintain a unity in moral debate by the liberal individualistic
influences from the enlightenment onwards. Further, that we are unable at
this point in history to properly reconcile the collision of different ideological
horizons and moral traditions that are battled for daily in the workplace. A
more optimistic stance would be that it might be possible to (re)construct the
moral debate on the ‘basic principles’ in the context of service reform through
facilitated peer group debate in certain localities with new or forming com-
munities of practice. However it is argued that those people engaged in the
moral debate also need to be informed on the antecedents of the reform dis-
courses that form their subjectivity. MacIntyre advocates a similar form of
education in his sequel to After Virtue (1981), Whose Justice Which Rationality?
(1988). This chapter argues that the ethical dimension has, to date, been
missing from organisational change theorising and has profound implications
for (re)forming public institutions such as the NHS. If this analysis is correct,
and practice is corrupted or insulated by ‘ethical resistance’ from efficiency
and effectiveness change discourses, then this is urgently needed not just in
the NHS but in all our public services.

Implications

In summary, this chapter highlights a missing ethical dimension to organ-
isational change theory and has identified a strong, healthy ‘ethical resistance’
in public sector reform programmes which should not be underestimated.
This finding could go some way to understanding more about why so 
many change programmes fail to meet their objectives. Further advances 
in this area may start from the following three questions. Firstly, ‘If current
reform approaches engender cynicism and mistrust, what are the alter-
natives?’ Secondly, ‘What does ethically informed organisational change
mean in practice?’ Finally, there is a need to inform policy-makers leaders of 
change on the ground about the antecedents of their ethical clashes and 
ask ‘What kind of health service morality (and world) do they wish to 
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build and fight for together?’ – a considerable and new public leadership 
challenge.

Notes
1. Internal goods (of excellence): both the excellence of products/ services and the

perfection of the individual in the process. According to MacIntyre the achieve-
ment of both are reliant on a communally agreed set of virtues acquired through
participating in practice.

2. MacIntyre’s (1981: 273) account of the virtues proceeds through three stages: a
first which concerns virtues as necessary to achieve the goods internal to practice,
second as qualities contributing to the good of a whole life, and third which
relates them to the pursuit of a good for human beings the conception of which
can only be elaborated and possessed within an ongoing social tradition. 

3. ‘Narrative unity’ is the notion that like narrative our lives have a beginning,
middle and ending and they only make sense as a unity of life. MacIntyre argues
that the virtues find their point and purpose not only in seeking the good of 
life as a whole but in sustaining those traditions which provide practices and
individual lives with their necessary unity and context. Lack of the virtues is cor-
rupting of practice and therefore, it might be argued, of a person’s narrative unity 

4. Agenda for Change, a government initiative, that was designed to benefit staff by
evaluating every post and giving everyone a job description and ultimately pay
equity for people in equivalent roles so that nobody is paid less or more than
they should be.
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16
Section 17 Crime and Disorder Act
1998: A Missed Opportunity for 
Public Leadership?
Kate Moss

Law, leadership and local action

This chapter examines one of the critical conditions for the emergence 
of effective public leadership – namely the need to engage in both shared 
and distributed leadership. It suggests that the enactment a decade ago of 
the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 (hereinafter referred to as CDA) but
specifically section 17 of that Act, provided an excellent opportunity to put
this type of leadership into practice and to conjoin national and local
public leaders to improve the quality of life for citizens. The legislation
placed an obligation on local authorities and the police (amongst others) to
cooperate in the development and implementation of a strategy for tack-
ling crime and disorder. Section 17 fits well with the modernisation of
public institutions in that it requires local authorities and police authorities
to consider crime and disorder implications within their decision-making.
However, what this chapter will demonstrate is that the implementation 
of these legal provisions has been at best, lukewarm and at worst, non-
existent. The chapter also explores the potential that this legislation 
offered for public leaders to openly display their collaborative efforts 
in improving responses to and strategies for tackling crime and disorder 
at the local level. It also assesses the implications of the legislation for
specific local authority departments and police forces, both legally and
strategically, and outlines some of the possible reasons for the inaction 
of public leaders – at all levels – in relation to the important task of 
improving community wellbeing. The relevance of public leadership 
to the improvement of community safety is explored in relation to 
a) the need for collective action in tackling crime and disorder; b) the
notion that such collective action should seek to develop shared aims 
and objectives and c) the notion that it should also aim to deliver
improved social wellbeing utilising crime and disorder strategies as a
medium. 
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The chapter suggests that this legislation was poorly articulated from 
its inception. Primarily conceived as an enabling device for the promotion
of effective crime reduction in the everyday activities of police forces 
and local authorities, it has far reaching implications in terms of drawing
together the collective efforts of a number of different agencies. As such, it
also has relevance to the enabling nature of public leadership. However,
the chapter suggests that its effectiveness has been hampered because cen-
tral government has not itself followed the principles that it laid down in
this legislation for the agencies named therein. It concludes that although
the legislation could have been (and perhaps still may be) a mechanism 
for bringing together the diverse range of Local Authority functions, the
failure of its full implementation is potentially quite damaging and could
be viewed as a worrying form of inaction by public leaders.

Public leadership and crime reduction

It is probably pertinent at the outset to acknowledge and define the notions 
of public leadership, crime reduction and the idea of legislating to reduce
crime, and to explain why these ideas – which may at first glance seem
fairly disparate – are relevant to community safety. Other chapters outline
more comprehensively what is meant by public leadership. For the purpose
of this chapter, the approach that is used is that offered by Brookes and
Grint in Chapter 1 which argues for collective leadership across a range of
public institutions.

Legislating to reduce crime is not a new idea but interest and relevant
research in relation to crime reduction has increased in volume and quality
over the last 30 years. Moss (2006: 1) states that:

The ‘idea’ of preventing crime predates this period by a substantial
amount. In his Statute of Winchester 1285, the reforming English King
Edward I tried to control highway robbery by forcing property owners to
clear the verges of highways (by cutting down trees and bushes along-
side it) so that robbers would have nowhere near the road to hide, from
which to surprise passers-by. Property owners who failed to do this 
were held legally liable for any robberies which occurred along their
uncleared verges. So the idea of legislating for crime reduction has a
long history. What have changed over the years (alongside the nature of
crime itself) are the methods employed to give effect to crime reduction
and ideas about who should be responsible for it.

Ekblom (1994: 1) has famously stated that: ‘Crime prevention involves the
disruption of mechanisms which cause crime events’. Given this statement,
it appears that he presumes some sort of clarity about what constitutes a
crime. Unfortunately, with most things legal no such clarity in reality
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exists. I have said before (Moss 2006) that a crime comes into existence at
that point when government legislates to make something a crime. Whilst
there is some consistency between jurisdictions as to common crimes (for
example murder) there are many differences too. To complicate matters
further, definitions of crime change over time alongside changes in society.
Acts which used to be crimes are no longer (such as consensual adult
homosexuality), and acts which used not to be crimes (such as the rape of a
wife) now are. The scope of crime reduction must change over time because
crime itself changes too. One of the more interesting suggestions posited 
by some modern criminologists has been that to disrupt a crime does not 
necessarily require either police, criminal justice or other legal intervention.
Those of us who count ourselves as rather old fashioned liberals might say
that it is just as well that crime prevention does not only seek legal inter-
vention but also concentrates on a much more diverse range of disruptive
techniques because as Pease (1997: 963) states: 

A society in which more crime is prevented is not necessarily a more
pleasant society. The burdens and restrictions imposed on people to
prevent crime must be balanced against the harm caused by the crime
prevented.

Moss (2006: 2) also highlights that: 

…there are two basic aspects to legislating to reduce crime. The 
traditional way has been to prescribe punishments so that people are
deterred from committing acts that were crimes already. The second way
is demonstrated by the more recent return to legislating to enable a
sharing of the responsibility for reducing crime…and is embodied 
in section 17…of the CDA 1998…

Responsibility and leadership

The last decade has seen major shifts in thinking about who should be
responsible for preventing crime. Traditionally, the police had been assigned
primary responsibility for that task. More recently, however, the Morgan
Report 1991 sought to allocate responsibility for crime reduction to local
authorities. A less radical option was legislated in the CDA 1998. This 
designated, under section 17, local authorities and the police as jointly
responsible for crime reduction, and thus presented a good opportunity to
practise collective leadership in an important area of public policy. Section
17 specifically imposes a duty on each local authority to exercise its func-
tions with due regard to the need to do all that it reasonably can to prevent
crime and disorder in its area. The Home Office Consultation Document
‘Getting to Grips with Crime: A New Framework for Local Intervention’
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(1997: ch. 3, para 33) stated that the purpose was to ‘give the vital work of
preventing crime a new focus across a very wide range of local services…It
is a matter of putting crime and disorder at the heart of decision making…’.

In terms of public leadership, Brookes (Chapter 1) states that it is:

A style of collective leadership in which public bodies and agencies col-
laborate in achieving a shared vision based on shared aims and values
which seek to promote, influence and deliver improved and sustained
social, environmental and economic wellbeing within a complex and
changing context.

So why does public leadership have relevance to community safety? First,
as we have seen from these brief introductions to both crime reduction and
public leadership, they both rely on collective action. Second, they both
seek to develop shared aims and objectives and finally they also aim 
to deliver improved social wellbeing. With regard to the statutory duty
imposed by section 17 of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, arguably this
section could be perceived as fairly radical, producing as it did the notion
of shared responsibility for crime reduction across a wide range of local
authority services. As previously posited, section 17 was primarily conceived
as an ‘enabling device’ for the promotion of effective crime reduction in
the everyday activities of the police and local authorities. Specifically it
imposed a duty on each local authority to ‘exercise its functions with due
regard to the need to do all that it reasonably can to prevent crime and dis-
order in its area.’ In terms of the thrust of this paper, the most interesting
issues are; how has section 17 influenced practice on the ground and what
has been the practical application of section 17 for public leaders?

Missed opportunities for leadership

Moss and Pease (1999) have argued previously that the true potential of
this legislation has not been recognised within government and amongst
local authority officials. Although conceived of as an enabling device 
for the promotion of effective crime reduction in the everyday activities of
agencies, it appears that it has not drawn together the collective efforts of
these agencies. Moss and Pease (ibid) have speculated that one of the prob-
lems is that ideas of crime reduction are popularly reduced to the problem
of what do to about the criminal, and thus the relevance of local decision-
making could be overlooked. Moss (1999, 2000, 2001) has also indicated
that in spite of its far reaching implications for the work of local author-
ities, section 17 has been poorly articulated. In spite of the fact that it could
assist in ensuring that local authorities share their leadership with other
agencies, including the police, and moreover distribute it within their own
organisation, this potential for effectiveness has been hampered because
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central government are not bound by the same criteria and thus fail to
share and distribute their own leadership. It is pertinent to explain this
further.

At the time of the implementation of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998,
its potential to assist with the sharing of responsibility for crime reduction
through shared and distributed leadership was acknowledged by some local
authorities. The more proactive of these even arranged specific training in
respect of section 17 in an attempt to mainstream it. It was acknowledged 
– perhaps not as widely as it should have been – that most local authority
decisions might be affected by section 17 considerations and that the range
of issues to which it could potentially extend was enormous. In one area 
of local authority responsibility however, there was particular interest in
section 17. From the author’s extensive experience of working nationally
with the police, town planners and local authorities, it had become clear
that in relation to planning legislation, section 17 was perceived of as a
means of effectively reducing crime. Unfortunately, section 17 did not have
the impact in this sphere that was hoped. It is relevant to explore this in
more detail.

Subsequent to the enactment of the CDA 1998 and in line with the
requirements of section 17, some police forces and local authorities endeav-
oured to implement this in the decision-making processes which con-
cerned planning. Specifically, section 17 was seen by some of the more
proactive architectural liaison officers and crime prevention design advisors
as an enabler to incorporating more crime prevention measures in town
centre planning applications or change of land usages where that use was
specifically related to restaurant, bar or club use, with all the potential
attendant crime problems of ‘attractive nuisances’. It is probably true to say
that section 17 was seen initially as a Godsend by worried police officers and
local authorities contending – alongside changes in licensing laws – with
the push for a 24-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week town or city centre econ-
omy. The hope was that given the move towards a shared responsibility for
crime reduction under this section, all agencies would come together to ‘sing
from the same hymn sheet’ in relation to creating a balanced economy in the
town centres of the UK which could be well planned and adequately policed.

Against this background, developers were also aware that changes in the
licensing laws signalled the facilitation of a potentially lucrative period for
them and many moved in on town and city centres across the country 
to develop franchised nightclubs and to request permissions for changes 
to the classification of existing premises to class A3, which indicates use 
for a pub or club. In the cases where a change of use or a request for plan-
ning permission was denied at the local level on the grounds of crime pre-
vention under section 17, some developers were prepared to appeal that
decision to the Planning Inspectorate, a central government department.
What is particularly interesting, given the reasons for the enactment of
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section 17 in the first place – as a crime reductive tool – is the outcome of
these cases and the reasons given for the decisions which, in most instances,
went against the local agencies and led to the Planning Inspectorate stating
quite firmly that section 17 – the very basis under which the planning
applications had been refused in the first place – was not a factor it was pre-
pared to take into consideration. Indeed, to the Inspectorate, section 17
was not even a material consideration in its decision-making processes. It is
relevant to describe some examples of this in order to explain how and
why this could occur, and in doing so, to elucidate one of the main reasons
why section 17 has so far failed both as an enabling device for the pro-
motion of effective crime reduction in the planning context, and as an
enabler for collective public leadership.

The case of Aquarium Entertainments Ltd v Brighton and Hove Council
[2000] is famous (or infamous) for two reasons. First, it was a test case 
for appeals of this kind. Second, it was not unusual in the trend it set in
decision-making in relation to the use of section 17 as an enabler for crime
reduction. In this case, a developer (Aquarium Entertainments) had applied
for, and was granted, planning permission for a night club development 
for up to 900 people. The developers then applied for permission to extend
this initial development into two adjacent units which would house a
maximum of 1,740 people. After consultation with the police and local res-
idents, and mindful of the new statutory duty that section 17 had recently
placed on them to ‘exercise their functions with due regard to the need to
do all they reasonably could to prevent crime and disorder’, Brighton and
Hove Council refused the second application. The developers appealed this
decision and the appeal was upheld by the Planning Inspectorate. Some
important issues can be teased out of this decision.

Without doubt, the local council and the police in this case felt that they
were acting (and indeed were) within the boundaries of the statutory respons-
ibility which had so recently been imposed upon them in the form of sec-
tion 17. They had interpreted this responsibility (quite correctly) as enabling
them to act in ways which would reduce crime in their locality and protect
citizens from the types of nuisance, crime and disorder that is associated with
the night club culture and an extended night-time economy. This has been 
evidenced most recently by Finney (2004). In the face of this, to receive such 
a decision was to say the least a disappointment and it is worth looking in
more detail at the reasons which were given for the Inspector’s decision. The
Inspector accepted that licensed premises had a connection with crime and
disorder; she also accepted that the council and the residents were right to be
concerned about crime and to prevent it wherever possible. She also demon-
strated that she was aware that recent statistics had shown that violent crimes
in Brighton were at that time twice the national average per head of popu-
lation. In spite of this however, she implied that section 17 was not relevant
to this particular appeal. How could this be the case? 
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Leading from the top: Do as I say, not as I do

The explanation for the case described above appears straightforward. In
the drafting of section 17, the responsibility it imposed on local authorities
to reduce crime had simply not been extended to central government 
in any way and therefore, the Planning Inspectorate, representing an arm
of central government, was simply not bound by the same criteria as local
government departments. In hearing the appeal the Inspectorate was under
no compunction to apply section 17 criteria. This represented (and still
does since this Act has not been amended) at best – a legal loophole which
had unfortunately not been foreseen and thus had inadvertently led to a situ-
ation in which central government found itself not bound by its own law. At
worst it represents (for the cynic or the realist – depending on your point of
view) an intentional lead in which central government was really saying 
‘do as I say rather than do as I do’. Recommendations for the extension of 
the section 17 duty to central government have been made, for example, by
the second Foresight Panel Crime Report (2000) but these recommendations
have yet to be implemented formally and the missed opportunity for central
government to displays its commitment to collective leadership remains. 

In making her decision on the basis that section 17 did not apply to the
Planning Inspectorate, the Inspector in this case could be deemed to be
legally quite correct. However, several other issues were not taken into con-
sideration. Section 17 actually emphasised the legally binding principles 
of a previous Home Office Circular. Circular 5/94 ‘Planning Out Crime’,
had already established that crime prevention was capable of being what 
is called a ‘material consideration’ and therefore on this basis at least 
the Inspector should have given weight to such considerations, duly re-
emphasised by section 17. Circular 5/94 acknowledges that successful crime
prevention depends on a wide range of coordinated measures which, used
collectively, can work to discourage anti-social behaviour and make it
harder for criminals to find targets. It also encourages sensitive use of the
planning system and its guidelines to urge developers to take into account
the security of both people and their property when decisions concerning
the siting of new residential, commercial or leisure developments are made.
Where there was potential to reduce crime as demonstrated by the Aquarium
Entertainments case, this rightly featured in the collective discussions that
the authority had with the developers and the local police. It is also some-
thing which should have been taken into consideration in the appeal pro-
cess. In this particular case, the local authority and the police were mindful
of their statutory duty under section 17 to ‘consider crime prevention in 
all their decision making processes’ and felt duty bound to work together
to get this right. What they did not foresee – nor could they reasonably
have done – was that this would be at odds with the guidelines to which
the Planning Inspectorate would continue to operate – arguably a clear case
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of leadership inaction. Understandably this made many people operating at
the local level feel that the Inspectorate was putting ‘development’ firmly
before security, safety, community and partnerships. This quite rightly begs
the question; where is public leadership really played out?

In a letter to Brighton and Hove Council following the appeal decision,
the Inspectorate contended that the CDA was not material to its decision.
Its legal advisers informed the Inspectorate that section 17 was not in itself
a material planning consideration. Having established that the Inspectorate
was not under the same duty imposed by section 17, it remains pertinent
to draw attention to exactly what constitutes a material consideration and
why section 17 should already have been construed as such, rendering the
fact that the Inspectorate were not specifically bound by the section itself
immaterial.

Supporting the principle of collective leadership

Moss (2000) outlines that crime prevention is one of the social consider-
ations to which regard must be given in development plans and highlights
that it is important that crime prevention schemes are designed to meet
specific security needs on a location basis. The Aquarium Case, like many
such cases since, demonstrates that in every town or city there are parti-
cular trouble spots, highly vulnerable to opportunistic crime, for which
effective and simple crime prevention measures are available. The people
best placed to determine what these are, are the police working in partner-
ship with local councils and the community. So when the Inspectorate
states that section 17 is not a ‘material consideration’ this is a very narrow
view, particularly since case law already exists which determines what types
of crime and disorder issues can be material.

Whilst it is true that there is still no case law specific to the CDA itself, 
as any self-respecting lawyer will tell you, it is not the subject matter 
of a particular case which is important, but the legal principle embodied 
in that decision. Cases such as Stringer v Minister of Housing and Local
Government [1970] and Ladbroke Rentals Ltd v Secretary of State for the
Environment [1981] established some time ago what sorts of crime and dis-
order issues are capable of being material. These include issues impacting
on; a greater need for policing; residents; the feasibility of policing at key
times; the consideration of health and safety and law and order, and on
amenities with attendant law and order problems. Because these are all
crime and disorder issues and material considerations, according to existing
legal precedent, it could realistically be argued that it is neither appropriate,
nor legally correct, to suggest that the crime prevention issues raised by
section 17 are not similarly material. It would also be logical to suggest that
section 17 serves to emphasise these requirements and if not taken into
account, this could be ultra vires on the grounds of unreasonableness as
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established in the case of Associated Provincial Picture Houses v Wednesbury
Corporation [1948].

So what is the impact of this interpretation of section 17 on its feasibility
as a legislative crime reductive tool and as a mechanism for the promotion
of shared and distributed leadership in relation to social wellbeing? Decisions
like the Aquarium Entertainments case and others, such as that in Warrant
Investments [2000] have demonstrated that whilst many police forces and
local authorities nationally have endeavoured to implement section 17 of
the CDA in line with government policy, they have been frustrated in their
attempts to do this effectively by the Planning Inspectorate which, as an
arm of central government, are not themselves bound by this statutory
requirement and which have maintained that section 17 is not a material
consideration in spite of legal precedent which justifies numerous crime
and disorder issues as material. This interpretation of the statute by the
Inspectorate has created a bizarre situation where local authorities make
decisions based on the crime and disorder criteria they are bound by statute
to consider but if these are appealed the Inspectorate is at liberty to claim
that these criteria are irrelevant because they are not operating to the same
guidelines. Any appeal for the judicial review of such decisions would, no
doubt have to be undertaken at a public cost which would be difficult to
justify and would have no certain outcome.

Moss and Seddon (2001: 25) have highlighted that: 

Whilst it is true that some initial appeal decisions were not favourable to
the use of section 17 as a crime and disorder material consideration,
more recent decisions have been more supportive of this trend. Crime
prevention is capable of being a material planning consideration – but is
probably not being given the profile it deserves in planning decision-
making. Using crime prevention considerations as a reason, or supple-
mentary reason for refusing planning permission ultimately develops case
law through the appeal system. Recent appeal decisions support this.

For example, in the Jackson’s Farm Case [2001] an appeal was made against
the requirement for lighting on a public driveway. The appeal was dismissed
because the Inspector agreed that the condition had been imposed in the
interests of crime prevention and community safety. Similarly in the Grove
Vale Depot Case [2000] the main issue concerned a residential develop-
ment of 93 houses and whether the design and layout would provide a safe
and attractive environment for future residents. The Inspector noted that a
through route for pedestrians and cyclists would permit access for strangers;
that underground parking would produce a gloomy and unsafe atmosphere
and that overall there were substantial shortcomings in crime prevention
and defensible space which were sufficient to dismiss the appeal. It has also
been established in a number of cases (such as Gateshead MBC v Secretary
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of State for the Environment [1994] and West Midlands Probation Committee
v Secretary of State for the Environment [1997]) that the fear of crime can be a
material planning consideration.

Whilst problems of interpretation have prevailed in relation to section 17,
the main guidance that has been used in respect of crime prevention and
planning has been Home Office Circular (1994) ‘Planning out Crime’ (referred
to as 5/94), which did give some advice about crime prevention. How-
ever, problems of interpretation and the anomalous situation with regard to
section 17 led in part to a recent revision of the guidance in 5/94. It has been
argued, however, (Moss 2003) that the drafting of this has still not given
priority to crime prevention issues. Neither has it rectified the fact that whilst
local government is still bound by section 17, central government remains
unbound. The current situation remains such that there is still a lack of aware-
ness of section 17 on the ground and still a need for further leadership and
training for local authorities in respect of its merits and potential implications.
Perhaps the most unfortunate drawback is that the anomalous situation 
highlighted here and the lack of will to rectify this sooner has meant that
section 17 has not had the impact that it could have had in terms of being 
a radical and innovative crime reductive tool.

Collective crime reductive efforts

Notwithstanding this, the bottom line with modern crime reductive legis-
lation has been to recognise that agencies other than the police routinely
make decisions with crime consequences and that they should therefore all
be involved in crime reduction through a collective responsibility for com-
munity safety. The legislation highlighted within this chapter is a radical
repositioning of responsibility for crime reduction and does require some
trade-offs between crime reduction and privacy. What is needed above all,
however, is an emphasis on agreement which would afford a level playing
field for all the agencies involved in these processes. The fact that this 
has not been made clear has hindered the progress that might have been
otherwise made.

What can be drawn from all of this? The drafting of legislation is complex
and mistakes can be made but it remains important to respond to any mis-
takes or inadvertent anomalies quickly in order for that legislation not 
to become meaningless or impossible to respond to. Practitioners and 
all those involved in issues like these have to respond to many demands on
their time and to many changes in legislation and policy which necessarily
affect their working lives and the ways in which they operate. For new
ideas to be successful, they must be implemented with sufficient guidance
and must be seen to apply to all, rather than just those working at the local
level. Successful implementation of what are, in essence, innovative and
ground breaking ideas with the potential to change the face of crime reduc-
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tion altogether also depends on those on the ground having the certainty
that everyone is singing from the same hymn sheet.

The Home Office accepted some time ago that the anomalies which
remain with regard to the CDA and the Data Protection Act 1998 merit
another look at the legislation with a view to amending it in some way. It
remains to be seen, however, given the generalist nature of the Home
Office and in particular of career civil servants which may be tasked to take
the lead on this, whether future amendments, if made by non-specialists in
the field, will amount to any significant and meaningful changes. To date,
in spite of such promises, this legislation remains unamended and lacking
in clarity.

To summarise, this chapter has argued that there is a need for collective
action in tackling crime and disorder and that this should seek to develop
shared aims and objectives across a range of public sector institutions. This
form of collective leadership is particularly relevant to the police and local
government who have the opportunity to play a key role in the improve-
ment of social wellbeing. Section 17 could be considered to be a missed
opportunity in relation to public leadership specifically and in collective
efforts to improve social wellbeing more generally. It represents an example
of the government’s attitude being one of ‘do as I say rather than as I do’. Is
this therefore an example of good leadership? It demonstrates that there is
little or no collaborative leadership in relation to the need to work together
to improve crime, disorder and community safety. The resultant inaction of
public leaders in this important part of improving community wellbeing
means that little has been achieved. Added to this, there is little or no polit-
ical will to amend the legislation in spite of promises to do so by the Home
Office. Without strong leadership being displayed from the heart of central
government, how can Ministers realistically expect strong leadership at the
local level of public service delivery?
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17
Partnerships: Rhetoric or Reality?
Sue Goss and Paul Tarplett

Introduction

In recent years, everyone in government has been talking about partner-
ships. Every initiative, every new target seems to require a new partnership.
Collaboration has become an accepted way of working. And yet, almost
everyone agrees that the rhetoric has outstripped the reality. While there
have been real partnership success stories, almost every senior manager or
politician has a story to tell about spending unproductive hours in tedious,
directionless partnership meetings. Are partnerships really necessary? And
if so, how do we make them more effective?

There are many different sorts of arrangements described as partnerships
across the whole of the vast public service delivery ‘system’. Collaboration 
is often required between organisations or individuals at the same level 
within the system e.g. between a local authority and a PCT; or between 
organisations/others at different levels within the system e.g. central and 
local government, district and county councils or between government offices
for the regions and localities. In addition there are many arrangements
described as ‘partnerships’ e.g. between the public and the private or vol-
untary sectors which are essentially commercial contracts. A useful definition
of partnership describes it simply as ‘Collaboration between people in 
different organisations in pursuit of shared goals’ (Brookes, 2007). 

In this chapter, because of the importance that has been ascribed to them
by government, we have chosen to focus on Local Strategic Partnerships
(LSPs). We will look at the learning emerging from our evaluation of and
our work with LSPs and what this tells us about the differences between
organisational leadership and leadership in partnership settings. We iden-
tify some of the problems that sometimes are encountered in partnership
working and the reasons why nonetheless it is important to find ways to
make them effective. We argue that LSPs are complex networks requiring
‘systems leadership’ and begin to set out some of the capabilities those
emergent systems leaders are beginning to display.
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Recent developments in partnership working 

In considering partnership working, probably the most important develop-
ment over the past decade has been the creation in every locality in the
country of a LSP. These have brought together for the first time all the key
public service agencies within that area and usually representatives from
business, the voluntary and community sector and faith groups. LSPs
provide the basis for a ‘Sustainable Community Strategy’ that identifies and
tries to tackle the most important needs of a whole community – and
makes possible a shared responsibility across agencies for what some have
called ‘the leadership of place’.

Local authorities, as the organisations with direct democratic legitimacy,
have in most cases played the leading role in these partnerships. However
by bringing together statutory, business and voluntary sectors LSPs have
offered an opportunity to build on the electoral legitimacy and account-
ability of local authorities. Shared legitimacy for agreed plans and the
actions of other agencies has been developed by gaining consent for them
through public consultation processes. Also LSPs provide a means by which
all the agencies can hold each other to account for shared goals, through a
performance management process. This has helped some LSPs to ‘come
alive’ and move from being talking shops, to turning ‘strategy’ into action. 

This improvement in collaboration and delivery has in recent years been
reinforced by a second important development. The government has intro-
duced Local Area Agreements (LAA), which, in theory, offer the oppor-
tunity for a negotiation between the locality and central government about
the priorities for spending. Since government funds most of the public
agencies in an area they will inevitably want to direct some of the priori-
ties, but the LAA process sets up an evidence based dialogue between the
needs of the area as identified by local agencies, and the priorities of gov-
ernment. While it is still early days, an opportunity now exists for a more
adult dialogue between the centre and localities than simply ‘top down
management’; and a framework has been created for agreed action-plans
between agencies that have very different accountabilities. By allowing
localities to pool funding, by introducing the ‘duty to co-operate’ for other
public service agencies, by reducing the number of overall targets to a man-
ageable negotiated set (currently the government are expecting 35 nego-
tiated targets plus an additional 16 educational targets) and by introducing
a new regulatory regime that looks at the effectiveness of all the agencies
working together in a locality, government hopes to build effective partner-
ships capable of acting decisively to tackle local problems. 

The list of 23 ‘named partners’ that have a duty to cooperate in the LAA
process (Local Government and Public Involvement Health Act 2007) gives
a sense of the potential scale of the system which LSPs have to manage.
Some of the bodies on the list such as PCTs have well developed local struc-
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tures that are co-terminus with some local authorities. Others such as
National Park Authorities are national or regional bodies that don’t have stan-
dardised local structures and their importance will vary markedly between
localities. LSPs themselves therefore vary considerably in scale. Depending 
on the nature of the locality they can be relatively simple groupings of co-
terminus agencies or highly complex inter-related structures across large 
counties. 

LSPs have become important to central government because national
policy only ‘joins up’ at local level. The need for so much partnership work-
ing is an indirect consequence of the fragmentation of decision-making at 
both national and regional level. Regional agencies include Government
offices of the regions, Regional Development Agencies and Strategic Health
Authorities, while at local level services are provided by police authorities,
PCTs, hospital trusts, local authorities, learning and Skills Councils, fund-
ing bodies such as English Partnerships, the Housing and Communities
Agency, Natural England, and so on. Despite promises by Conservative and
Labour governments to reduce the number of quangos this fragmentation
of delivery agencies seems set to continue. 

While on the one hand the current government has created more quasi-
independent bodies, on the other, it has emphasised a commitment to
ensuring that services are not simply delivered efficiently by each agency,
but are integrated to ensure positive social outcomes – such as reductions
in obesity, or improvements in community cohesion. Since no single agency
has the power to achieve complex social outcomes, collaboration becomes
necessary. 

‘Common sense, the evidence base, perhaps even our genetic code tells
us that collaboration makes sense. The big complex social problems cannot
be tackled within the fragmented public sector delivery systems’ (Parker
and Gallagher 2007).

The focus on outcome goals and the fragmentation of agencies has
encouraged collaboration around shared strategies and clarity of contri-
bution to these plans. At the same time the financial difficulties faced by
many public sector agencies has led to a more determined attempt to share
service provision and delivery mechanisms across boundaries. This is reflected
in the ways in which partnership working has developed in recent years.

Evidence of progress? 

Over the past five years, partnership working has developed considerably.
In many parts of the country we can now point to shared delivery systems.
Some have involved co-locating services, for example Bradford have devel-
oped combined one stop shops/customer service centres, where a range of
local and national agencies share the same building and in some cases offer
a single point of contact for the public. The drive for greater efficiency has
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also led to some examples of shared management and internal organisation
e.g. two district councils sharing a chief executive; Herefordshire Council
and PCT have a joint management team and some shared functions. Swindon
is also developing integrated working between the council and the PCT.
The West London Alliance is well-advanced in sharing a number of ser-
vices. Cities such as Leeds have a long track record of successful partnership
working, leading to substantial economic regeneration. Croydon has worked
in partnership with the local community and with the business com-
munity, using its town centre business improvement district to raise over a
million pounds to invest in the area. South Tyneside and Wigan have used
their Local Strategic Partnerships to develop radical, innovative thinking
about intractable local problems. In other areas, authorities have worked
together on ambitious infrastructural and regeneration projects; the Asso-
ciation of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA) shares many services,
jointly owns Manchester Airport and all the authorities work closely toge-
ther to develop the regional economy, and in particular to develop a trans-
port infrastructure for the greater Manchester area. The East Kent Partnership
brings together four councils wanting to develop a shared long-term vision for
the prosperity of their sub-region.

Local Area Agreements (LAA) are leading to the delivery of new shared
projects with pooled funding. Innovative multi-agency projects are being
set up all over the country, in response to new targets on healthy eating,
childhood obesity, reducing the carbon-footprint and improving com-
munity cohesion. 

In two-tier areas, successful working between counties and districts is
beginning to bear fruit, a shared agenda is beginning to integrate the work
of districts, counties and partner agencies in counties such as Suffolk and
Devon, and in some areas districts are taking the lead as the ‘delivery arm’
of the county LSP. 

But progress elsewhere has been slow. The gap in performance between
the most successful partnerships and the least successful is widening. After
five years, many LSPs argued that they were ‘on the cusp’ of moving from
planning to delivery (Goss 2005). Five years on, some partnerships are still
finding the transition difficult to make. In some areas, given the history of
distrust between many of the organisations involved, the transition was
never going to be easy. The apocryphal cynic who describes partnerships 
as ‘the suppression of mutual loathing in pursuit of government money’ 
is often quoted. For every success there is another story where even the 
lure of new funding, the threat of intervention and the reality of financial
pressures have not been enough to overcome the obstacles to partnership
working. 

Practitioners often argued that partnership is slower and less effective
than single agencies working alone, processes are cumbersome and unwieldy,
with often a sense of drift and lack of clarity of purpose (Goss 2001).
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However, the fragmentation of service provision within each locality
means that partnerships are here to stay. 

It seems very unlikely that power will be transferred back to local author-
ities, indeed under either of the two main parties; policy is to create more
single purpose organisations with their own local electoral legitimacy,
which will intensify the need for integrated working. 

The financial difficulties ushered in by the credit crunch could make
agencies retreat back into their silos and abandon experimental work that
cannot demonstrate instant results. But as resources become more scarce,
and social outcomes become harder to achieve – the need for partnership
working will arguably become stronger in the future. 

The unique qualities of partnerships 

As Barry Quirk (2007) has noted:

Collaboration is a style of thinking and acting at the level of practice
and operation. This does not come easily; it is an unnatural activity – often
seen as the antithesis of getting things done.

Working with others involves a ‘transaction cost’, typically time spent dis-
cussing and agreeing what to do and how to do it. Experience teaches us 
that the more people we involve the greater these ‘transaction costs’ tend to
be. It is this that leads to much of the frustration with partnership working. 

However, rather than seeing these additional costs as a problem, it is poss-
ible to see ‘the cost’ of additional time spent thinking and understanding
each other as a benefit. Partnerships offer the possibility of breaking out of
the assumptions and constraints that lock member agencies into traditional
solutions – creating the potential of ‘unoccupied’ or ‘experimental’ space
where organisational obstacles and ‘group think’ are less strong. It is the
collision of the different mind-sets, assumptions and professional practices
that can create a breakthrough – finding solutions to problems that have
never been solved within organisational boundaries.

Many of the difficulties LSPs have faced are a consequence of not properly
exploring the characteristics of partnerships that make them different from
individual organisations. By recognising these differences and finding new
ways to work to respond to them, many of these ‘problems’ can become
the source of fruitful new thinking. 

Our study of LSPs teaches us that it can often take successful partnerships
five to ten years to develop to the point where they begin to work success-
fully. Perhaps this should not be surprising – since partnerships require
very different skills and mind-sets, and radically different ways of working.
Achievement of short-term goals needs to be balanced against building
relationships and achievements in the long term. 
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Partnerships are a powerful example of situations that Ron Heifetz
identifies as ‘adaptive’ (Heifetz 1994) – in which the solutions cannot be
found within the mental frameworks that were created to deal with prob-
lems within single organisations. The problems faced are rarely ‘technical’
problems for which there are known solutions. The solutions require new
creative thinking which operates at the point of interface of different organ-
isational perspectives – and it is the collision of these ideas and mind-sets
that can create a breakthrough. 

The differences between working in partnership and working within
single organisations need to be recognised, and new approaches developed
in response. Many of the typical problems faced by partnerships are really a
failure to develop these new adaptive responses. 

Typical problems facing partnerships 

The problems that emerge within LSPs seem to derive from one or more of
the following factors and often from several at once. 

Absence of shared goals 

Partnership working cannot be successful without agreeing collectively to a
set of shared goals. The negotiation of shared goals is made harder when
objectives are imposed from the centre, or from a single partner organ-
isation – since this encourages other partners to play passive roles of com-
pliance or acquiescence. If partnerships are ‘required’ to act in a particular
way in order to comply with government guidance, or to fit a neat LAA
structure rather than being driven by the real priorities of the individuals 
or organisations concerned, partnership working is unlikely to move from
information sharing or planning to action. In one partnership meeting we
facilitated between a SHA and a county council, for example, participants
identified a list of 20 goals for the partnership. But when the two agencies
were each asked to pinpoint their five highest priorities – no goal appeared
on the list of both organisations. They had simply strung together two 
separate lists. No wonder collaboration never really took off! 

Without shared goals, partnerships often exhibit what we have called the
‘leadership paradox’ – a partnership full of proven and successful leaders in
which no one is demonstrating leadership (Goss 2005). Unless powerful
individuals within a partnership are personally highly committed to the
partnership goals, they often choose not to take responsibility for dealing
with problems within the partnership, making a judgement that their time
and energy is better invested elsewhere. 

Agreement to shared goals is not inevitable. There is an assumption that
with enough hard work, a consensus can be built between all the organ-
isations in an area. Sometimes however, interests and priorities conflict.
Recognising this will be important if time and resources are not to be

268 Partnerships: Rhetoric or Reality?



wasted, since if partnerships fail to agree on shared goals, they are unlikely
to succeed at anything. 

The wrong people – or the wrong structure 

For partnerships to work effectively, they need a structure that is fit for
purpose, and the right people involved to achieve their aims. So key deci-
sions are about how to organise the partnership, about who attends and
what they are allowed to decide. In the beginning there was a tendency to
go for inclusiveness which may have helped resolve the issues around rep-
resentation but led to complex structures that made meaningful dialogue
and decision-making very difficult. 

Many LSPs underwent a radical restructuring to become fit for purpose
for the new LAA process, moving to smaller decision-making boards, com-
prised mainly of those who could commit resources, often balanced by
occasional large-scale events to which larger numbers of stakeholders are
invited. Getting structure and membership right will never be easy, and as
partnerships evolve will require constant attention. 

Some of the more intractable problems are experienced in two-tier areas,
where it is difficult at county level to engage effectively with all the district
councils without unbalancing the partnership towards local government
and making other agencies feel peripheral. The structural problems facing
LSPs remain difficult to resolve within two-tier government. Nevertheless
there have been some innovative networking and whole systems thinking,
for example in Devon, Gloucestershire, Lancashire and Hertfordshire.
Furthermore as we will argue below it is often more a question of building
good relationships than trying to finesse ever more complex governance
structures. 

Governance and accountability 

Problems often arise because of uncertainty about accountability and gov-
ernance arrangements. Worries have been expressed about the account-
ability of LSPs to the public – they are largely invisible to the public, but are
expected to commit resources and take decisions. Accountability is ‘frac-
tured’ with partners being accountable in many different ways – some to
central government departments, some to their boards and members, some
to local elected members and central government. This fractured external
accountability can make it hard to reach and keep agreements about goals
and the allocation of resources to achieve them.

In 2005 the Audit Commission took a broad view of accountability (Audit
Commission 2005) taking account, giving account, being held to account and
providing redress when things have gone wrong. While individual public
sector organisations have defined systems for each of these aspects of account-
ability, partnerships have to evolve a process which offers sufficient legitimacy
and accountability to the public. Most operate by ‘borrowing’ the legitimacy
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and accountability of the partner agencies, and in particular the democratic
legitimacy of the Local Authority, rather than creating cumbersome new
procedures and systems. As argued earlier the Sustainable Community Stra-
tegy offers a useful ‘umbrella’ of legitimacy, so that private, community and
third sector agencies have legitimacy for actions that fulfils a Sustainable
Community Strategy, which has been consulted on and agreed. However 
as partnerships move from planning to doing, it becomes more impor-
tant for partners to be able to hold each other to account and to organise
‘consequences’ for failure to deliver. 

With the greater degree of discretion over spending as envisaged by LAAs
and a general shift from strategy to delivery then external accountability
across the four Audit Commission dimensions also becomes increasingly
important. We believe that this offers an opportunity to overcome the crit-
icisms that have been levelled at partnerships by many elected members.
Unless they are members of the executive they are unlikely to have been
personally involved and have often received little information. Yet they are
the point through which members of the public are likely to voice their con-
cerns. In the early days of LSPs, the role of politicians was often unclear, and
backbench and opposition politicians often feared ‘power creep’ towards
unaccountable partnerships and away from democratically elected council-
lors. As LSPs have developed and as the LAA process has evolved, the cabinet
and leaders of local authorities have begun to play a more central role. There
is however considerable scope for improved involvement of backbench
members, through the overview and scrutiny process. When this works well it
not only helps to connect members to partnerships and improve democratic
accountability but also provides opportunities for members of the public to
play a role via attendance at scrutiny panels. 

Management and agency 

Lack of resources to support partnership working was reported as a problem
by some LSPs in the early years. The lack of dedicated partnership resources
has been and will continue to be a barrier to success, which may well be
why in our evaluation of LSPs we found that those partnerships in Neigh-
bourhood Renewal (NR) areas that had specific additional funding tended
to be more sophisticated than those that didn’t (CLG 2007).

Some partnerships have set up their own funding and management
arrangements, with a chief executive or director working directly to the LSP
with their own staff. While this can make day-to-day running of the partner-
ship far easier, most partnerships, have to ‘bend’ the mainstream budgets of
the partner agencies, in order to achieve their goals; so that much of what 
is done depends on the relationships between and the commitment of the 
key partners. 

Some LSPs have floundered because they don’t yet have the power of
‘agency’ (Argyris and Schon 1996). While individual organisations have 
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the power to make things happen, partnerships often remain ‘inert’ unable
to command or deploy resources unless decisions are linked directly into the
delivery systems of participating organisations. To implement their plans,
partnerships need the power of the decision-makers within the partnership
to commit to actions – and make things happen. 

Cultural differences and ‘defensive behaviours’ 

Relationships inside a partnership can be damaged by processes or assump-
tions that don’t take account of the fact that partnerships have to work dif-
ferently to single organisations; and by the failure of partners to recognise
their own cultural assumptions about what is ‘normal’. Each organisation
has a ‘default’ mode of operating, which can be imported into the partner-
ship without the underlying assumptions being examined and without this
being obvious to those doing it. This may take a number of forms but typi-
cally will relate to sensitivities around such issues as status, values, working
practices and ways of giving and receiving information. For example, a
council leader, used to being treated deferentially by managers in his/her
organisation, may find that he or she needs to work differently in a part-
nership setting. A meeting around a typical board table may be interpreted
by some as a signal for a formal committee style approach but by others as
simply somewhere to park their papers. 

Of course as well as unintended problems of cross cultural working partner-
ships may also be unsuccessful because key players are attending in a ‘defen-
sive’ role, making sure that nothing happens that gets in the way of their
organisational objectives, rather than making a commitment to achieve part-
nership goals. The absence of shared goals often leads to confusion and a
feeling of lack of direction, but even where they exist partners may not see
them as being as important as their own. They may indulge in defensive
behaviours for example trying to get others to accept or to contribute to goals
that their organisation has already established rather than genuine partner-
ship goals, or being inflexible in changing or reshaping existing activities. 

Central-local relationships

Partnerships can also be adversely affected by the impact of expectations or
demands from central government. Since partnerships always have to involve
the voluntary coming together of key decision-makers – too much govern-
ment interference can prevent the agreement of truly shared goals, and turn a
partnership into a ‘paper exercise’. Civil servants in central government often
genuinely want to encourage effective partnerships at local level, without
understanding that their own actions can add to the problems.

We can identify two different models of central-local relationships that
are often assumed by civil servants and by local managers. 

Figure 17.1 shows the relatively successful relationship that can develop
between a directive centre and a compliant locality. 
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Relationships between the two go smoothly if the centre can be clear and
directive about the performance it requires and the processes it is expecting
and key partners at local level are happy to comply with these expect-
ations, have the necessary evidence, systems and performance manage-
ment systems in place and the skills and knowledge necessary to achieve the
outcomes through the processes suggested to them through government
guidance. 

Figure 17.2 shows a second model, with a different set of relationships,
between a creative, purposeful local partnership and an enabling, supportive
centre.

Here, relationships go smoothly if the locality is clear about shared goals,
has negotiated actions between key agencies, identifying the evidence and
resources necessary and is willing to experiment with new approaches on 
a multi-agency basis. Success here relies on a non-interventionist centre, will-
ing to allow local experimentation, recognising that effective solutions are 
most likely to emerge at local level and willing to support and work alongside
localities, helping to locate necessary resources and remove obstacles. 

Problems emerge when the two ‘implicit systems’ collide, for example
where a weak locality loses its way in the context of complicated and 
confusing guidance from the centre, or where poor local partnerships
remain directionless because they are unsupported. Equally, a purposeful
and creative local partnership can be constrained by national policies that
are not joined up, or by central guidance or inflexibility that undermines
local attempts to see problems holistically. 

272 Partnerships: Rhetoric or Reality?

 

National targets align with local
targets  

Clear guidance 

Compliant locality
No Counter drivers
Supportive partners

Effective action plans

Tight performance
managed by

Government Office 

Regular reports
On performance  

Directive centre
Centrally determined targets

Central departments all aligned  

------------
----------------

Clear instructions from
Government Offices  

Figure 17.1 Relationship Between a Directive Centre and a Compliant Locality



Some of the most successful LSPs have been willing to challenge govern-
ment assumptions – determining their own objectives and targets, and
designing their own solutions and ways of working, unwilling to be ‘boxed
in’ by government process. It seems to be a mark of a strong partnership
that partners are willing to take control of their own governance and deliv-
ery arrangements rather than simply ‘following guidance’. 

Leadership in partnerships

Not all the problems set out above can be ‘solved’ through good leadership,
although sometimes in the literature and in conversations both the prob-
lems and the solutions are presented as one of leadership. In this context it
seems as if ‘leadership’ is being used as a synonym for ‘being effective’ and
consequently says more about our lack of understanding than our insight.
As Jim Collins pointed out in Good to Great (Collins 2001): 

Every time we attribute everything to leadership we are no different
from the people in the 1500s who attributed everything they didn’t
understand (such as famine and plague) to God.

Nevertheless, we have observed, over the past five years, that effective part-
nership working requires good leadership, and that good leadership in a
partnership context is different to the leadership needed within a single
organisation.
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A research study undertaken by OPM into what makes leadership 
effective within a partnership identified four clusters of competencies:
(OPM 2007) – these were focus on purpose: working with other organisations;
building relationships and managing self. Below, we set out the key findings 
in relation to each of these clusters. 

Focus on purpose 

A good leader in a partnership setting helps to focus the attention of the
partnership on shared goals. In our research, interviewees stressed the
importance of a leader being able to articulate a vision that could inspire
partners, articulated in ways that helped them see the linkages between
partnership goals and their own organisational goals. The purpose needed
to be expressed in ways that identified the changes that would be achieved
for the wider community, and helped everyone focus on outcomes rather
than on process. 

It is the existence of shared goals that makes it possible to release the
leadership potential in a partnership. A good partnership leader is therefore
able to explain how these goals fit within the wider policy context, both 
in relation to central and regional government demands, and in relation 
to the priorities for partner agencies. By understanding the context of the 
different organisations involved in the partnership, and accurately ‘read-
ing’ the situation of individual partners and the wider context at regional 
and national level, it is possible to ensure that partners are not placed in
impossible situations or faced with unrealistic demands. 

Getting the best out of multi-agency working 

Even when goals are shared, achieving them in a multi-agency context 
will always be challenging. All the individuals and agencies involved 
in a partnership will face their own challenges and constraints. Despite
shared goals, real tensions are likely to surface over willingness to allo-
cate resources. Different organisations have very different ways of doings
things, and different room to manoeuvre. Leadership interventions 
therefore also involve building a shared set of ‘rules of engagement’ – and 
a shared set of values and ground rules for behaviour that will guide the
work of the partnership both in and out of meetings. This shared agree-
ment about the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ means that there is a basic contract
between members of the partnership, which is essential to any notion 
of internal accountability. This agreement provides a basis from which 
the partnership can be built and any challenge to what the partnership 
is spending time on or how people are behaving can be resolved. It also
provides a means to access the leadership energy and commitment of those
involved. 
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Another dilemma for partnerships can stem from the current organ-
isational emphasis on value driven leadership (Bundred, Grace and Taylor
2007). ‘leadership should be values driven, a visible commitment to their
organisation, which transcends their ego, but if a clash of values occurs in a
partnership setting and makes partnership unworkable what of leadership
then?’ 

The answer to this challenge lies in the ability of successful leaders to
create a process through which the values that bind them as a partner-
ship can be negotiated, without expecting anyone to simply carry all their
organisational goals or values into the partnership. Shared values within
the partnership should provide a basis for a dialogue about diversity and
difference.

The ability to negotiate goals and values in multi-agency settings seems
to depend on the creation of good physical and psychological spaces where
exploration and dialogue can take place. This means that a critical leader-
ship task is helping to design structures and processes that work well,
encouraging experimentation, innovation and new ways of working. A
good leader ensures that processes are fit for purpose and is willing to chal-
lenge and change them when they are not. For example they might suggest
new ways of working, such as using maps and other evidence in workshop
settings, to undertake creative visioning; or simply ensure that overfull
agendas don’t prevent the discussion that is needed. 

A crucial leadership role is to help the partnership understand the
creative tension between different organisations as a source of productive
thinking, rather than as an obstacle. Differences between members of 
the partnership can provide opportunities for learning about other ways 
of thinking through problems. An important leadership role will be to
encourage a positive view of that diversity. 

Building relationships with others 

A key leadership role is to build the relationships within a partnership 
that enable plans to be turned into action. Strong relationships are char-
acterised by mutual trust. However trust needs to be built over time and 
in the early days of many partnerships ‘the history’ may have got in the
way. 

Good leaders create an environment within which relationships and trust
can safely be built. This can be done in many ways, but some of the behav-
iours we have observed include welcoming new members into the group,
responding positively to the suggestions of others, exploring the views of
everyone in the room, understanding their hopes and expectations, and
reflecting back accurately what others have said, or how others feel. Good
leaders also help partners to feel comfortable, by making clear the purpose
of meetings, setting timetables for work so that people can see where they
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can contribute, and working with partners informally outside meetings to
check their commitment and ensure their problems are recognised. 

If the partnership is to be meaningful, good leaders may sometimes have
to challenge inappropriate behaviour and that will almost certainly mean
helping members of the partnership to have robust discussions and argu-
ments. However few partnerships have reached the point of actually ‘calling’
behaviour that contravenes their own ground rules. If they were to do so, as
Heinemann (2007) has argued it would send an incredibly powerful message. 

Managing self 

The absence of formal authority puts more emphasis on personal style 
and in particular the ability to behave in ways that build relationships 
and influences others. A good leader in a partnership setting can adapt to 
the needs of the partnership, playing the role that will make the greatest
contribution. 

The skilled leader in partnerships will be more interested in achieving 
the right result than being seen to be in charge. These are the type of skills
associated with Daniel Goleman’s work on emotional intelligence (Goleman
1998); an emotionally intelligent leader will have the ability to read a situ-
ation and to make an informed choice about how to intervene. This will
involve self-awareness about the sort of impact one is making on others, on
the consequences of different sorts of interventions, and about how to
respond appropriately to the needs of others. At the micro level this may
mean being able to read when a meeting isn’t working and suggesting 
an alternative process, rather than making a speech. It is more like skilled
facilitation than formal leadership. Some of the skills needed are close
to good coaching skills; i.e. an ability to listen carefully and really hear
what is being said, understand the language in its context and to ask good
questions that throw light on a problem. 

A leader can also help to create the conditions for success through mod-
elling the partnership values, by taking personal responsibility for actions,
for example, and by ensuring that they are actively held to account by their
partners. Chesterman and Horne (2002) see a key role of leaders in partner-
ships as ‘brokering between different belief systems’. The role of the leader
is to help people to listen to, and hear, others who have different ways of
thinking and different perspectives on shared problems. 

Ralph Stacey (1992) makes a very helpful distinction between the leader-
ship required when there is agreement about what to do and relative cer-
tainty about what will work; as opposed to situations where there is far 
less agreement and no-one is sure what will work, The former lend them-
selves to what has been termed ‘transactional leadership’ (Kotter 1990) or
what others think of as tight management of performance. However, when
the goals of a partnership require exploration, and there is considerable
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uncertainty about what to do next, nothing is gained by someone taking
charge and trying to direct others. In these circumstances, it is much more
important to encourage others to take the time to explore ideas. In this
context a critical leadership role may be to create a safe space in which
others feel able to explore the problem before they jump to action, to 
‘open things up’ by investigating and experimenting and allowing time for
“solutions to evolve”’. Once it is clear what works then it becomes appro-
priate to ‘close things down’ through action planning and performance
management.

The way forward: Developing a leadership system

Over the last century leaders, managers, theorists and consultants have 
all invested considerable time and effort into improving organisational
working and performance. Despite this effort there is still a considerable
gap between theory and practice. People are desperate for ‘simple solutions’
and there is a constant stream of management literature providing new
approaches (or more commonly reworked ‘old’ ideas). Yet as Phil Rosenzweig
(2007) said ‘Nothing really works, at least not all the time. In spite of our
desire for simple steps the reality of management is much more uncertain
than we would often like to admit, searching for the secrets of success reveals
little about the world of business but speaks volumes about the searchers,
their aspirations and their desire for certainty’. 

If this is true in the case of single organisations how much more must 
it be so for partnerships that have had relatively little time to develop and
have received relatively little attention? 

LSPs, present even greater challenges, since they are not simple partner-
ships, but are, in effect a network within a locality linking, public, private
and voluntary organisations and the communities they are serving. 

It is helpful therefore to see the leadership required in partnerships as
more like a ‘leadership system’ requiring leadership from many individuals
and organisations to be exercised from several different points within the
system. It is often as important in leadership terms to maintain relation-
ships through the informal spaces between meetings as it is to intervene
effectively in the partnership meetings – as useful to create processes in
which the leadership of others can be encouraged as it is to lead oneself. A
key ‘leadership role’ is to build the capacity of the whole system – making
it possible for others to invest their leadership – developing the ‘capacity of
networked relationships’ (Chesterman and Horne 2002) and developing
the conditions within which solutions are ‘negotiated, not imposed’.

If partnerships are to succeed, they have to build both the authority and
the power to act. Crucial to success is the connection of political leadership,
through elected councillors, to those with the delivery power of a range 
of public, private and voluntary bodies, and to the support, energy and
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goodwill of the wider community. Most importantly, networks need an
‘orchestrating leadership’ able to link together purposefully the endeavour
of the many different leaders within the overall system.

Effective leaders in this setting recognise that their role is to work with
others to provide integrated leadership – so that the whole becomes greater
than the sum of the parts. It is this role of helping to orchestrate and opti-
mise the leadership of others that makes leadership in partnership settings
so challenging, and so inspiring. Leaders do this in many different ways,
but we have identified some of these within this chapter. System leaders
help to agree clear goals and they explicitly contract with partners to shape
and clarify expectations. They are willing to act and work with diversity to
create spaces for genuine dialogue and build effective governance, struc-
ture, processes and leadership behaviours in others. They actively design
‘safe space’ for partners to experiment together and learn; and they create
an environment where relationships can succeed through their own behav-
iours and their willingness to support others. Finally, they are able to inspire
others, keeping a focus on outcomes, and holding the anxiety of colleagues
long enough to allow new possibilities to emerge.
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18
The Challenge for Public 
Leadership Arising from 
Mixed Modes of Governance
Dominique Lelièvre-Finch

Introduction

This chapter explores the challenges faced by public leaders within 
changing modes of governance in public service delivery by focusing 
on selected aspects of the way they construe their role and enact their
practice. 

Increasingly, public services in many areas of public life are delivered
through multiple organisations linked in partnerships that straddle the
public and private divide. However, the rhetoric of partnership and joined-
up service delivery masks dissimilar situations in empirical settings. The
oversimplified portrayal of the dynamics of governance of such entities
fundamentally limits our understanding of the context in which public
leadership is enacted and how it can impact on the creation of public
value.

In an attempt to clarify the nature of the evolving environment within
which public leaders operate, the first part of this chapter examines 
critically three conceptualisations of the changing forms of public service
delivery chains.

Public leaders and senior executives are heralded by many as the coor-
dinating force behind such partnerships. Drawing on existing empirical
studies, this chapter then explores the challenges faced by public leaders. It
suggests some of the ways leaders address the dilemmas in these complex
environments and highlights elements that are likely to promote effective
leadership in a mixed mode of governance. 

In conclusion, the chapter will outline avenues for further research
towards a comparative agenda that allows for a better articulation of the
complex links between the conceptualisation and practice of leadership
and the characteristics of public-service delivery chains.
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The issues

Conceptualisations of leadership and governance regimes 

Changing modes of governance represented by a move from bureau-
cracies to networks, itself resulting from fragmentation of the value 
chain at the delivery end of public services, pose substantial challenges 
for the study of leadership. This applies to both the definition and prac-
tice of leadership. In governance terms, public leaders have to deal with 
a broad range of organisations – public, non-profit as well as private/
for-profit organisations. In a bureaucratic environment, leadership was 
traditionally linked to a hierarchical organisational structure but now 
public leadership is more often linked to a market and networked 
environment. 

As noted by Newman (2005a) and others, each governance arrange-
ment constructs its own image of a leader, an image clearly formed 
in the case of either bureaucratic or market governance. In hierarchical
regimes, it is the traditional administrator, based on the bureaucratic 
principle of the separation of office from personal preference, the 
ethos being associated with neutrality, accountability upwards and 
professional autonomy. By contrast, in market regimes, the leader is 
portrayed as an entrepreneur (embodied by vision, charisma and clearly
displayed values). The person’s values are an integral part of the 
office and leadership in this context is linked to organisational turn-
around and change management (Du Gay 2000, 2005; Salaman 
2005).

Assuming that network-based forms of coordination are displacing 
both market and bureaucratic modes of governance and in the context 
of the growing salience of the discourse of transformational leadership,
what then characterises new public leaders? Issues of governance come 
to the fore, and in keeping with earlier chapters, contextualising leader-
ship is important. In particular, there is a need to consider the links
between the (so-called) logic of network forms of governance and notions
of shared and distributed leadership (Brookes 2007) such as those dis-
cussed and exemplified in previous chapters in this book and the following
questions: 

What are the situational characteristics (such as the contested nature 
of issues and the complexity of environment) that specifically impinge 
on the definition and practice of leadership? 

How do leaders explore and construct their identity as transformational
leaders, as well as deploy their practice of leadership? 

To which extent can leaders favour the construction of meanings, and/or
co-construct meaningful explanations of change? 

How do they demonstrate entrepreneurial behaviour and promote 
organisational innovation and the development of collaborative capacity?
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Changing contexts of public service delivery 

In addressing these questions it is useful first to consider the characteristics
of the context in which public leaders are increasingly active. The ‘Third
Way’ policy agenda (Newman 2001) and networked forms of public-service
delivery often accompany the notion of collaborative practice involving
the public, private and not-for-profit sectors. Partnerships constitute the
new, preferred way of delivery for public services. In the first instance we
need to move away from simply invoking vague labels, such as networks
and partnerships, and more towards analysing the environment, relating its
features and dynamics to the actions of embedded actors – namely leaders
and managers. 

Networks and network forms of governance have generated considerable
interest and a large body of literature (e.g. Rhodes 1997; Kickert, Klijn and
Koppenjan 1997). Norms of trust and reciprocity are generally considered
the central regulating mechanism although this view is questioned by 
some authors. Indeed, according to Ackroyd et al. (2004), Bachmann
(2001), Hardy et al. (1998) and others, inter-organisational control relies 
on a mixed pattern that also involves authority and other forms of 
coercion.

Network governance remains a diffuse notion and there is a tendency to
emphasise the learning benefits of network forms of organisations. In the
majority of the literature on networks, the social processes that enable
actors to create specific and stable spaces of exchange, and that are deemed
effective in promoting inter-organisational learning seemingly apply in 
a blanket fashion. A normative view of network effects of governance (i.e.
the network is considered a superior organisational form or principle) is
implicit in these approaches. This may be because, as Podolny and Page
(1998) stress, many authors implicitly consider the network in a functional
perspective and assume that networks automatically favour exchange and
generation of knowledge and the building of competencies. 

The rhetoric about trust and network effectiveness stems primarily 
from research on private sector networks (where networks tend to be self-
initiated) and may have limited transfer value to the public sphere where
often networks tend to be mandated or contracted. This has considerable
implications for the dynamics of governance of these entities, and trust is
not necessarily present or easy to build. Beyond trust, their mechanisms for
governance and regulation are rarely considered in the available literature,
and never in a comparative way. 

When we try to understand the dynamics of the context of public service
delivery one problem encountered is that public networks and collabor-
ative inter-organisational arrangements are often discussed too broadly.
The notions of governance (a coordinative structure), mode of governance
(logic of coordination through hierarchy, market, network), and governance
arrangement (specific form of corporate structure such as public-private 
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partnerships) (Skelcher and Mathur 2004) are often conflated in analytical
terms. This has the potential for obscuring many of the ensuing debates.

The interface between public and private organisations and 
public-private partnerships

What is the distinct, institutionalised context in which leadership is increas-
ingly enacted for the delivery of public services? Public-private partnerships
(PPPs) are particular organisational arrangements used as a vehicle for
change in the context of the wide-ranging public sector reforms and at 
the forefront of the renewal of public delivery channels. This empirical
phenomenon has generated considerable interest, both in theoretical and
normative terms over the last decade or so. Described as an ‘innovative
approach to public management’, they are seen as a ‘risk-sharing relation-
ship between the public and private sectors based on a shared aspiration to
bring about a desired public policy outcome’ (IPPR 2001: 40). In practice,
however, it loosely describes arrangements where the public and private
sectors deliver services cooperatively (Grimshaw et al. 2002; Skelcher 2005)
and many of these partnerships represent unusual institutional forms (Brereton
and Temple 1999). 

A large part of available research heavily focuses on analysing the economic
and financial outcomes rather than the nature and organisational dynamics
of such partnerships. Some normative studies continue to produce argu-
ments and counter-arguments on the desirability of such arrangements
(e.g. financing risk between public and private sectors and benefits of market
driven logic on public sector management approaches). More often than 
not, therefore, this object of study is discursively constructed through
opposed rhetorical stances but our knowledge of the organisational charac-
teristics and understanding of the dynamics of such a ‘hybrid’ remain
minimal. Nevertheless, critical case studies analysing private sector involve-
ment across different areas of public services highlight the nature of a broad
range of barriers to the successful implementation of PPPs (Marchington et al.
2005).

However, these entities have become central to the delivery of public value.
The main justification for their existence rests on the benefits that arise
from combining the resources of government with those of private entities
to deliver societal goals as partners draw on their complementarities. In
organisational terms, their hybridity is allegedly characterised by a form 
of organisation that has both a public and private orientation and an 
indistinct boundary between public and private interests.

Readily identified in the literature are the problems connected to the
ability of such a form of organisation to foster a mutual sense of purpose and
joint strategic direction and goals among the main parties involved. There
is inherently a deeper seated problem; whether there is a distinctive logic of
functioning that underpins this particular mode of governance. If so, what
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element is it primarily based on (Market principles or administrative fiat)?
As discussed earlier, trust is more a normative assumption than an intrinsic
value of networks and network governance (particularly at the interface of
the public and the private). 

Additionally, accountability structures normally associated with this form
of organising remain unclear, and for some authors, democratic consider-
ations appear to have limited impact on the governance arrangements of
PPPs (Grimshaw and Hebson 2005). Responsibility to ensure that com-
munity values are considered within such hybrids weighs heavily on the
shoulders of public managers and leaders (Batley 1996; Ghere 2001) as they
constitute the main mechanism of inter-organisational coordination (Agranoff
and McGuire 2003; Newman 2005a).

The reality of public service delivery chains

Some authors reject the unified logic of network governance for the multi-
ple and conflicting logics of organising present in evolving public service
delivery chains. In this sense governance is not perceived as relying on the
pure principle of heterarchy associated with networks, nor is it understood
in terms of an opposition, or uneasy accommodation, between the public
and private spheres. 

Scarbrough (2000), Reed (2005), Newman (2001; 2005b) and others high-
light the uncomfortable coexistence within public environments of diver-
gent organising principles; markets, hierarchies and networks. Rather than
a new ‘organizational form’ with a different logic (Powell 1990), evolving
service delivery chains often involve ‘hybrid’ elements within existing
organisational forms. The coexistence of several forms of organisation with
divergent organising principles brings about complex and contradictory
logics of governance (Marchington et al. 2005; Grimshaw and Hebson 2005),
and interactions and working patterns that are proving difficult to institu-
tionalise. In fact, bureaucracy and bureaucratic principles of organisation
have not necessarily departed to give place to a new logic of collaborative
practice extending across organisations and sectors (Reed 2005; Salaman
2005). The ‘variable’ geometry of network organising has not yet entirely 
displaced the ‘fixed geometry’ of bureaucratic organisation (Reed 2005: 133).
What emerges is a ‘hybridisation’ rather than a paradigm shift as authors
acknowledge the enduring presence of vertical ‘control and command’ 
structures (Ferlie et al. 2003); hybridisation that contains its own internal
inconsistencies (Newman 2001).

In some settings professional power is to be reckoned with through know-
ledge segmented by specialisation and the dominance of a professional logic
of hierarchy (e.g. Clinicians in healthcare). Thus, in environments such as the
NHS, professional agency is at least as critical as managerial agency. The inter-
play between organisational and professional boundaries in public service
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networks can be particularly complex, and less powerful professional
groups may find it difficult to enact boundary-spanning roles associated
with new organisational forms (Currie, Finn and Martin 2008b). Overall
though, the issue of strength of professional control can vary from one
public environment to another and this will have an impact on the 
way networks of service delivery function. Furthermore, strong direction 
in the form of performance regimes reasserts a form of state control, albeit
in an externalised form. Tensions between the logic of network gover-
nance and the presence of state intervention through targets, audits, etc.
emerge. 

In sum, and despite acknowledgement of complex and dispersed fields of
power, the conceptualisation of public service delivery chains in theoretical
terms is not strong. It suffers from too much description, labelling and
rhetoric and not enough comparative analysis across sectors, types of 
services and core processes involved. In particular, it is not clear what 
constitutes the dominant principle of regulation, and issues of coor-
dination and control continue to elude researchers faced with consider-
able complexity and variety in terms of organisational dynamics. As
Brandsen and Van Hout observe in relations with partners within net-
works: ‘providers find that they must both compete and co-operate, trust
and distrust’ and that the requirements for accountability – each of them 
reasonable in itself – become a threat to the organization’s integrity 
when they come together in complex and contradictory configurations’
(2006: 548). 

The observations resulting from finer-grained studies of these organisational
spaces – considered in parallel to the strong discourse of transformational
leadership – emphasise the role of agency. This positions public sector 
executives as the main coordinating force in these organisational settings
(Salaman 2005; Newman 2005a; Williams 2002). Similarly, Provan and Kenis
(2008) argue the role of management is critical for effective governance, ‘espe-
cially regarding the handling of tensions inherent in each governance form’
(2008: 233). The implication for agents (managers and leaders) operating 
in these diffuse and stratified fields of power and under contradictory logics 
of organising are substantial, their efforts primarily focused on addressing 
the resulting tensions. For many authors effective leadership is deemed,
amongst other things: ‘To provide a sense of cohesiveness, (…) an overarch-
ing sense of direction and vision, a healthy mechanism for innovation and
creativity, and a resource for invigorating the organizational culture’ (van
Wart 2003: 215).

The next section draws on existing empirical studies and examines three
illustrative dilemmas concerned with cross boundary management. This
includes the way in which leaders perceive and construct their roles, how
they work across value-systems and the extent to which they can facilitate
the development of collective organisational capabilities. 
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Public leaders’ challenges and dilemmas 

Leaders’ perception and construction of their roles

Notwithstanding the acknowledged multiple, overlapping and at times
conflicting goals that public leaders have to contend with at the bound-
ary of public and private provision, they also have to respond to other 
tensions. This includes the way in which performance is evaluated,
authority deployed, human capital managed and the way in which 
leaders themselves are held accountable. Challenges faced include 
eliciting common goals, creating an atmosphere of trust, acting as a 
broker and mobilising different actors, harnessing and deploying collec-
tive resources in order to deliver public value. This supports the creation 
of interagency collaborative capacity but potentially exposes leaders to 
a number of fundamental dilemmas whilst their steering ability remains 
perceived as critical in holding the ‘network’ together (Agranoff and
McGuire 2003). 

A key challenge is the extent to which leaders agree and achieve a cohe-
sive vision when faced with divergent cognitive sets. How do they favour
the construction of meaningful explanations of change? How do they
succeed in managing competing values and/or in incorporating divergent
rationalities and values in emergent organisational strategies? From where
do they draw their authority and legitimacy to act? Examples and insights
are drawn from recent case studies of leadership (and public service deliv-
ery) in different sectors and settings. This assists an understanding as 
to how leaders construe and approach their role and the processes 
they deploy when exercising their leadership in context. Leaders are both
agents as well as objects of change and it is important to see how they 
construct their roles and their understanding of the dilemmas they face, 
as articulated through the notion and discourse of the transformational
leader. 

Considering the fractures brought about by changing modes of gover-
nance and evolving state policy, Newman draws on a multi-sector 
sample to explore the micro-politics of public policy delivery. She shows
how the discourse of ‘transformational leadership’ offers the possibility 
of new positioning and new forms of identities for public leaders. While
this discourse did not appear to produce a fundamental change in leaders
in terms of their role, identities and alliances were shifting. Most of res-
pondents were becoming more active agents, although the juxtaposition 
of feelings such as ‘confusion and loss’ with those of ‘freedom and 
excitement’ were often reported. There was a growing concern about the
tension inherent between government stated goals of collaboration 
and partnership and the intensification of external control through tar-
gets. These tensions were negotiated by different actors in different ways,
the study highlighting the importance of discourse in both developing new
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forms of identities and in framing the dilemmas leaders were confronted
with: 

There are a lot of conflicts between what you know and believe will
make things different for patients from a local perspective and what you
are being told. We are looking at the spaces within government priori-
ties to legitimize issues that will make a difference to local populations.

(Senior Manager, Health Service [Newman 2005b): 204]) 

Some used government discourse as a means of enhancing managerial
power. Others took some of the dominant policy discourse and coupled it
with alternative views that were more reflective of a public service ethos.
However, the space for ‘transgressive’ meaning making appeared limited.
Nevertheless by reappropriating both political and policy discourses and
using them to reframe meaning, such actors legitimised their position in 
a way that did not fundamentally depart from their ethos and focus on
public value goals and outcomes.

This more dynamic view of leadership reflects the notion of entre-
preneurial leadership. A study by Currie et al. (2008a) drew a sample from
the national health sector, secondary schools and further education col-
leges. It showed the latter concept was readily (if cautiously) embraced by
the leaders interviewed. They were able to position themselves within such
discourse and translate it within their context. Indeed, many appeared frus-
trated at professional intransigence towards innovative reconfiguration of
service delivery (health sector) and this new model of leadership appeared
suitable in their eyes with other policy developments such as public-private
partnerships (2008: 995). Whilst recognising that the scope for entre-
preneurial behaviour needed to be understood in the light of public sector
organisational aims, the main limitations on the subjects arose – not from
how they viewed their role – but from organisational constraints on the
way in which they could enact it. 

A contrasting study in the educational sector details how the policy
rhetoric of transformational leadership was seemingly resisted or ignored
by school heads and senior actors in this environment (Currie and Lockett
2007 and see also Gunter and Forrester, chapter 4 of this volume which
raises the interaction with the socio-historical context as a central issue).
Similarly, Stokes and Clegg argued that while expected to align themselves
with a highly specific rhetoric of change, the senior managers they studied
‘experienced this rhetoric as confused, ambiguous and political’ (2002: 234)
and promoting contradictory and competing policy decisions. Mana-
gers seemed unable to reconcile the conflicting priorities, as well as the
dilemmas of identity that they experienced, but displayed instead an orien-
tation purely to political survival. Instead of replacing the old public service
ethos with a new ethic, the authors claim that the process of public sector
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reform had a different impact. It ‘produced new power games centred 
on the unresolved and contradictory dualism that the reform process
introduced’ (2002: 241). 

Overall the evidence highlights the difficult task leaders – as agents of
change – face in translating policy discourse into a vision that both pre-
serve the legitimacy of their position and accord with their ethos. One of
the challenges for public leaders remains that of retaining the ‘publicness’
of public-private partnerships (Skelcher 2005) and to ensure their account-
ability in terms of the public interest and the delivery of public value. 

Bridging value systems

As identified by many authors, leaders in public service organisations ‘often
work with actors belonging to different institutional spheres and sup-
porting divergent viewpoints, interests and values’ (Denis et al. 2005: 455)
and leaders have to find means of bridging value-systems and enabling col-
laboration between groups holding competing values. Emphasising the
need to focus on the processes in which compromises are made between
competing values-sets and associated legitimacies, Denis et al. (2005) bring
to bear recent theoretical work by the conventionalist school on these
issues. In conventionalist terms, a leader seeks to stimulate a set of pro-
cesses that generate accommodation or compromise between competing
values. This occurs through invention or negotiation of conventions (an
artefact or an object that is supposed to crystallise the compromise between
various logics in a specific context, e.g. a quality improvement policy, an
organisational strategy, etc.). According to Denis et al., special organ-
isational devices such as committees, internal contracts, incentive schemes
and performance indicators represent institutional mechanisms that may
help leaders mediate between different values sets. An illustration of their
argument is provided through the examination of strategy formation and
evolution at the National Film Board of Canada (NFB), a cultural agency
financed by the Federal Government of Canada. Through the action(s) of
different leaders at different points in time, design and conventions, such
as a new film, were successfully used to facilitate a compromise between
the divergent logics of the ‘inspirational’ and the ‘industrial’ world, and to
deal with the on-going tensions between these two worlds. 

However, other studies featuring strategic endeavours and practices,
designed to bring closer, different logics or value-sets, draw a more complex
picture. Similarly set in the context of cultural organisations, Townley’s
(2002) longitudinal study examines the impact of business planning and
performance measures into Cultural Facilities and Historical Resources
(CFHR), a division of the provincial government of Alberta. It compared
responses to competing and inconsistent logics brought about by a clash
between the cultural and economic values spheres. The former concerns
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knowledge, practice and ethos of museum staff and management and 
the latter, business planning and performance measures. Formally, there
was acquiescence or compliance with the requests to introduce a strategic
performance measurement system. However, the embedding of private
sector values that this initiative carried were resisted by staff such as this
division manager, who expressed moral dilemmas between their mission 
as a ‘values-based organization’ and the need to think in a market-driven
way: 

There is certainly a concern internally about maintaining historic
integrity. I mean we are a mission driven organization but we are now
having to [be] market-driven. If there is a continuum … if there is
mission and market … people would prefer us closer to mission. We are
concerned about historical integrity and the validity of the message. I
mean, how far do you go before you start threatening the message?
(Townley 2002: 178)

Instead of trying to accommodate the different cultural and market 
logics – and behind a façade of compliance – introducing business plan-
ning and performance measures re-emphasised a clash between funda-
mentally different logics. This increased ambiguity for the actors in the
system.

The difficulty in reconciling competing and inconsistent logics based 
on different sets of values is echoed in a study carried out by the present
author. This concerns promoting and implementing a service quality 
initiative within a large transport system in the UK involving public 
and private partners (Lelièvre-Finch and Murphy 2002). This service
delivery chain was characterised by complex sets of interactions at oper-
ational and strategic levels and overshadowed by commercial and tech-
nical regulatory pressures (the latter instrumental in promoting common
technical standards). The service quality initiative was strongly and pub-
licly supported by the leader and board of management of the public
organisation and its value readily recognised by senior executives in the
private partner organisations. It was promoted through several organ-
isational devices and management tools (forecasting, joint promotional
campaign), consultation, negotiation and setting up service level agree-
ments, and integration of data and information. Nevertheless, divergence
in corporate goals, and organisational values and orientation between 
the ‘partners’ across the public-private divide inhibited the effectiveness 
of this communication and coordination. In particular, the specific norms
and values prevalent within the public partner company and consist-
ent with the nature of its corporate governance promoted certain work 
patterns and orientation that affected the decision-making process (slow
decision-making) and the internal coordination of action (lateral or 
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downward delegation). To private partners, these appeared to encourage a 
reactive and risk-avoidance stance.

They talk, they talk but they don’t know how to walk the talk. They don’t
know what it means to do service delivery jointly. They like talking, but
actions: no. They are very scared of actions. (General Manager, Supplier
Company).

Thus, high-level support and use of substantial communication and coor-
dination to advance an initiative designed to promote joint ways of work-
ing did not help in bridging divergent value-sets. In fact, organisational
devices such as those mentioned above were not effective in mediating
between different spheres and value-sets, and appeared to undermine the
central actor’s (public organisation) own status as network coordinator.
Each group of partners instead crystallised around their individual sets of
norms and practices. This hampered the development of a service quality
initiative as a strategic concern and the promotion of a system wide-
perspective on this issue – a case of ‘collaborative inertia’ (Huxham and
Vangen 2000).

Other studies consider how new contractual approaches and practices to
delivering public service through public-private partnerships transform 
traditional values underpinning the public sector ethos and enable new 
sets of values to emerge that are not in opposition to either approaches.
Hebson et al. (2003) show how public sector principles of accountability
and bureaucratic behaviour were displaced under PPP by contract-led 
decision structures that required intense negotiations. This eroded initial
high trust relations and encouraged public sector managers to mimic pri-
vate sector techniques to secure ‘value for money’. Similarly, Grimshaw 
et al. (2002) found that, far from a common understanding and definition
of issues being forged, it was the norms and rules of the private sector man-
agement that underpinned reforms. Private partners’ greater experience in
working with contracts put public managers at a disadvantage. 

Brereton and Temple (1999) offer an alternative view. In their study of
such partnerships, an outcome-oriented service ethos was increasingly
emerging as the managerial and decision-making style in the local author-
ities, and the local and regional organisations. Resembling some aspects of
private sector values, this style disguised a complex redefinition of what
frames service to the public. The authors describe this as a new public ser-
vice ethos with consensus based on a synthesis of a new managerial culture.
More traditional notions of good conduct were forged across public-private
divides.

An inconsistent picture emerges. It illustrates the difficulty in reconciling
values and suggests that often there is a superficial buy-in or that one set of
values dominates the other. Whether this mixed picture reflects leaders’
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limited ability in analysing the sets of values and navigating credibly between
different worlds, or their difficulty in overriding constraints inherent in the
environments in which they are embedded is a moot point. 

Developing the network organisational capabilities: 
Innovation and learning 

Beyond the articulation of a vision that takes account of prevalent discourses
and the bridging of competing value systems, a priority for leaders in a
multi-organisational setting is to develop organisational capabilities within
the network. This involves three aspects of skills and abilities: 

• enhancing leadership throughout the network
• effective decision-making 
• facilitation of learning and transfer of good practice.

Complex and intractable multi-agency issues often construed as wicked
problems (Grint 2005 and see chapter 11) are common barriers to the 
effective delivery of public services. Breaking down these barriers requires
innovative approaches. Combining partnership resources, for example, to
stimulate innovation in the delivery of public services as well as to enhance
the learning capacity of the partnership itself is a powerful demonstration
of public leadership. Huxham and Vangen (2000) discuss a holistic view of
leadership that can arise from any level or location among a network of
organisations. This is what can be described as both shared and distributed
leadership (see Chapter 1). Currie et al. (2008a) indeed note that the most
effective chief executives or principals distribute entrepreneurial leadership
beyond those in formal leadership positions, enabling others to lead and
innovate. However, as alluded to earlier, innovative behaviour is predicated
on the perception of risk and propensity to take risks. This is considerably
different between the public and private sector (Currie et al. 2008a; Grim-
shaw and Hebson 2005). Often attributed to differences in organisational
‘culture’, a differing approach to risk-taking in the public sector is con-
ditioned by a higher public visibility (in case of failure) as well as differ-
ing employment and reward systems, accompanied by tight state control.
Changing perceptions of, and facilitating risk-taking requires leaders to
exercise a degree of control over some of these factors; this varies sub-
stantially according to individual public sector and forms of partnerships.
Intervention at the level of HR systems and the development of new com-
petence structures, for example, are instrumental in promoting a basic change
of focus. Conversely, ‘the development of simultaneously more fragmented
and more networked organizational forms raises issues of how to under-
stand potential conflicts and contradictions around the “employer” dimen-
sion to the employment relationships’ (Rubery et al. 2002: 645–646). These
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constitute immovable constraints that considerably limit the room for
manoeuvre of public leadership in networks. It is a major challenge.

A leader’s ability in guiding effective decision-making when seeking to
promote and implement innovation is also important. The large number of
stakeholders and the lengthy and convoluted decision-making process in
public sector environments impact on the ability to co-design or promote
innovative service delivery solutions within a suitable time-frame. Leaders
need to be skilled at navigating the complex system of rules while holding
a strong negotiating stance with partners within the network. Often, the
coordination needs are complex and too much time is spent negotiating
the system rather than delivering; partnerships may consume more than
they produce (see Tarplett and Goss, Chapter 17 of this volume). Leaders
need to promote the network itself as a collective entity and its needs while
also negotiating the bureaucratic mechanisms to garner the necessary
approval and support. 

Learning and the transfer of good practice is an identified benefit of
working across boundaries. However, some public-private contracting dis-
proportionately results in the transfer of ready-made expertise to private
suppliers, particularly staff transfer (Marchington et al. 2005). Rigidities in
contractual terms as well as differing work practices may hinder learning.
In their comparative case analysis of public-private cooperation, Grimshaw
and Hebson found that ‘the process of interorganizational learning was
decidedly one-way – from the public to the private sector’ (2005: 121). 

These organisational realities are fundamental to leadership. Beyond the
rhetoric of partnership, it also suggests that public sector collaboration is
often externally imposed rather than internally developed by the collabo-
rating members themselves. This constitutes constraints on the actors,
although leaders sometimes play a role in the evolution of these struc-
tures by designing and strengthening communication and coordination
mechanisms (Vangen and Huxham 2003).

This discussion shows that under some circumstances, leaders were 
pro-active agents, absorbing the tensions created by conflicting policy
requirements, and reinterpreting the message in a way that suited the
circumstances. Demonstrating and enacting public leadership in networks
of service delivery requires an ability to rearticulate policy discourse in a
way that rebuilds and preserves the legitimacy of the actors in their leader-
ship roles while co-constructing explanations of change. 

Leaders must be able to engage with dissimilar stakeholders and mobilise
support for defined causes acceptable to all. Garnering support also means
that they need to operate efficiently within the complex systems of rules
that are prevalent in some environments to promote effective and timely
decision-making. 

Skills in handling and devolving power, in encouraging the emergence of
informal leadership and building organisational capabilities within the
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network are equally important. This benefits the organisation of collective
action by creating communication and coordination structures through the
network. 

Nevertheless, care must be exercised in order not to fall back into a vol-
untaristic stance and explanations that are too polarised on actors and actors’
volition, as the nature and complexity of environmental constraints impact
on leaders in a substantial manner. Variation in mechanisms that influence
leaders’ behaviour and decisions across different sectors and individual sectors
characteristics, such as professional power in healthcare settings, are highly
instrumental in conditioning actors. This type of power may well be absent
from other environments (e.g. social work/local housing services), engender-
ing different political dynamics within multi-organisational partnerships.
These shape decision-making processes and the way leaders construe and
enact their role.

Conclusions and further research

Managing or co-constructing meaning, reconciling divergent value-systems
and developing capabilities of service delivery chains to enhance public
value are behaviours that can all be generically related to effective public
leadership. However, what is less well understood is how the specificity 
in organisational terms of individual service delivery chains impinges on
leaders’ actions. Contextual complexity has long been acknowledged in
broad terms as one of the difficulties in leadership studies (van Wart 
2003). There is an absence of a clearly articulated conceptualisation of
public service delivery chains in studies of leaders working across bound-
aries. This makes it difficult to derive strong or prescriptive propositions
that systematically link actors’ behaviour to constraints and opportun-
ities generated by these specific and fast-evolving contexts. Networks 
of public service delivery continue to be treated as black boxes. Yet, 
public leadership is exercised in different ways in different ‘network’
configurations. 

In conclusion, there is a need to account for basic differences in the scale,
scope and complexity of the service delivery chains observed, as well as the
nature of the task they undertake, in evolving discussions of public leader-
ship. Understanding the dynamics of governance of public-private service
delivery networks is of particular significance. There is a need to identify
more clearly and systematically the nature and origins of the tensions
observed, the way in which they constrain actors, the way they are con-
strued and reformulated and how this impacts on leaders’ subsequent
actions.

One preliminary task is to develop middle-range theory that aims to 
systematically identify and explain variations in structural and regu-
lative terms between superficially similar organisational forms and gover-
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nance arrangements. This may help us to answer more comprehensively
questions such as, how: 

• is the ‘public sphere’ reconstructed in these hybrid arrangements?
• do leaders go about construing and attempting to create and deliver

public value? 
• can leaders through their practice in turn modify the context, both 

in terms of how they interpret their role as transformative leaders but
also how they influence the make-up of the network?

There is a need to consider the extent to which the stability and evolution
of such governance arrangements are in turn contingent on the exercise of
leadership. Can and does leadership impact on the long-term structuring
and regulation of these governance arrangements? 

Refining understanding of the nature and practice of leadership in col-
laborative spaces shared by the public and private spheres needs more 
theoretical and empirical inquiry. This chapter identifies directions for
further research that include the need for a comparative agenda rooted in a
better understanding of the contextual dynamics of shared and distributed
leadership within collaborative settings.
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19
The Challenge of Leadership for 
the Third Sector
Alex Murdock

Introduction

Leadership in the third sector has some distinctive characteristics which
marks it out from the other sectors. In the private sector the implicit (if not
explicit) existence of a bottom line is a factor of life for leaders. For the
public sector most public managers are ever aware of the political dimen-
sion with an ultimate accountability to elected politicians who in turn are
held accountable by electorates. There are also other factors which differen-
tiate the nature of leadership in the third sector which will be explored at
the outset of this chapter.

Recent developments in the UK and other countries have seen a change
in the relationship between the public and third sector. The third sector
has increasingly come to be a provider of public services and the funding
basis of that provision has moved from a traditional grants funded mode to
a contract based mode. Now the state is keen for the third sector to take a
more active role in delivery of many of these services through contracts,
grants or other arrangements. There are commentators on the third sector
which have also explored this (Blake, Robinson and Smerdon 2006; Cairns,
Harris and Young 2005).

These developments have been regarded by each sector from somewhat
different perspectives. The public sector view on third sector provision is
based upon such factors as public value, equity and choice in provision.
Some public officials regard the third sector as representing a lower cost
option than that of state provision or private providers.

The third sector perceives the growth in service provision and con-
tractual relations with the public sector with mixed feelings. For some 
– especially the larger and more commercially orientated organisations – it
is seen as an opportunity. For others it is seen as jeopardising deeply held
organisational values and organisational independence. This is exemplified
in the UK by a debate over whether the third sector should take contracts
involving loss of liberty or benefits to clients (such as running custodial
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facilities or assessing disability).1 This chapter will significantly focus 
upon the implications of public service delivery but it is important to 
stress that much of the third sector does not engage in any public service
delivery.

This diversity of the third sector stands in some contrast to that of the
public sector. This diversity covers many aspects. Size represents a parti-
cular aspect with the vast majority of third sector organisations being far
smaller than the typical public sector one. Few public sector organisations
are ‘led’ by their founder but this is not uncommon in the third sector.
Though a significant proportion of third sector organisations have a service
provision role which arguably provides a similarity to that of the public
sector this is by no means the case for the majority.

For third sector organisations which have a campaigning or advocacy
role accepting government contracts is often seen as restricting (either
implicitly or explicitly) their freedom of action to engage in this aspect of
their role.

A key characteristic accepted as defining the nature of the third Sector is
that of independence. This independence is often construed in terms of a
mission which has an underpinning set of values. Charities which work
with, for example, pregnancy may have a value set which acknowledges
the woman’s ‘right to choose’ a termination. Yet if such an organisation is
to seek government funding or contracts then a clash of values may appear
– as was identified by Etzioni writing about the USA. In the UK and much
of the English speaking commonwealth there has been the growth of devices
such as ‘compacts’ to try and acknowledge the independence issue. 

The value differences may appear not just at a ‘mission level’ but also in
terms of operational practices. Public servants are expected to adopt a pos-
ition of ‘neutrality’ and professional detachment in the conduct of their
activities. Indeed this may even extend to their activities outside the work-
place and joining the boards of outside organisations may lead to questions
of their impartiality. In contrast the third sector makes widespread use of
networks and ‘cross memberships’ are part of the organisational landscape. 

The values orientation might be seen as representing a common ground
for leaders in both the public and the third sector. However the leadership
orientation in the third sector represents aspects which are clearly different
in nature. The words ‘passionate leadership’ carries a sense of personal
commitment which, for example attracts people willing to sacrifice a sub-
stantial amount of salary (and perhaps as importantly the final salary pension
benefit) (Kirchner 2006). This, it is argued, can create a very significant dif-
ference between the features of leadership in the third sector and that of
the public sector. 

At the strategic level non-profit organisations tend to run on a high level
of informal contact and trust as opposed to the rules and accountability
which are part of the public sector landscape. Indeed members of charity
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boards are called ‘trustees’ – a term not used to describe their political
equivalents in the public sector.

Leadership in the third sector 

Third Sector organisations typically start with an idea which takes time to
form and find its expression in formal organisational structures. Many
third sector organisations initially employ no-one and indeed the majority
of such organisations continue in this form. This marks a profound differ-
ence to public sector organisations which typically arise from existing
structures with paid staff. The voluntary element for the third sector is
almost invariably present in their origins and for many persists through-
out their growth and maturity. The Caravan and Camping Club is a 
large voluntary organisation which has delegated planning powers akin to
many public sector bodies. Yet it runs very largely on the enthusiasm and
commitment of unpaid members.

The founder element in leadership

Many charities were founded by charismatic and driven individuals whose
leadership style was highly appropriate – indeed possibly essential – for
their initial success and growth. However as the organisation becomes
more structured and formal then a different kind of leadership style is 
typically needed. The tension which arises as the original founder fails to
recognise this has been variously described as ‘founder folly’. The Open
University in research on ‘On Being a Chief Executive’ summed this up as
follows: 

As organisations develop, there is a risk of encountering ‘founder 
syndrome’, where individuals whose passion and raison d’être can be 
so tied up with what they have started that they find it difficult to let 
go and allow the distribution of responsibility. Different skills sets are
required to establish, develop or sustain an organisation and also for 
the development of collaborative working arrangements.2

This particular phenomenon is also found in private sector settings – espe-
cially in the context of family firms. It is comparatively rare in the public
sector where typically public leaders move into pre-existing organisa-
tions with formality, staff and structures (albeit ones which may need
change).

To an extent it can be argued that initially the founder needs to be a
leader first and a manager second (if at all). The history of founding leaders
in the third sector such as Abbe Pierre of Emmaus or Leonard Cheshire is
not so much a saga of organised and efficient management but rather one
of inspirational leadership. It is not unusual for such leaders to engage 
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in activities which – were they in the public sector – would have almost
certainly led to dismissal. Sue Ryder (founder of Sue Ryder Care) openly
and publically opposed the management and board of the very organ-
isation she created whilst forming an alternative organisation.3 The founder
role is highlighted as giving face credibility to third sector leaders. At a
Third Sector Leadership summit in 2007 Craig Dearden-Phillips, CEO of
SpeakingUp noted: 

Being a founder-CEO does give me credibility in the eyes of others. 
I think staff know that I have earned the role, done what they have 
done and am personally committed to our mission. This credibility really
helps me to lead effectively (quoted in Kirchner 2007).

Few public sector managers can lay claim to have founded the organisation
that they lead starting the organisation with no budget, no salary and no
resources. The founder mythology can present a challenge to people moving
into lead pre-existing third sector organisations. It has been described as
passionate leadership: 

A strong emotional affinity with the raison d’être of the organisation. A
passion for its beliefs. A desire to succeed for the greater good of the
organisation. A high degree of personal energy and enthusiasm for the
cause (Cormack and Stanton 2003).

Such passion is found in some aspects of the public sector – in particular
the NHS would spring to mind. However in the public sector ‘passion’ takes
a place alongside a range of other pressures and imperatives. Sometimes
passion is regarded with some caution in the public sector. A policeman
with a passion for catching criminals without regard for process, for
example.

Size and diversity matters?

If a charity in the UK was chosen at random the likelihood would be that a
very small organisation would be selected. The reality of the charity sector
as depicted by the NCVO Annual Survey of the Sector is that the typical
CEO of a Third Sector organisation is leading a small (sometimes very
small) organisation. To paraphrase a popular car advert ‘size matters’ 
and this means that leadership in the third sector is dominated by the
majority of relatively ( in public sector terms) small organisations. A typical
secondary school in both staffing and budgetary terms would be a very 
substantial third sector organisation.

In the third sector there is a great diversity in the degree of complexity,
the nature of operations and the source of funding. Cormack and Stanton
identify that these factors make it very difficult to arrive at a common basis
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for the requirements of a CEO in the third sector. They suggest, however,
that certain basic categories can be proposed as a basis for distinguishing
varieties of leadership in third sector organisations. They propose a two
dimensional model generating a series of clusters (Cormack and Stanton
2003).

The question of scale is one dimension (which is linked to the degree of
complexity of the organisation). 

A second dimension is represented by the main focus of activity (which
could be fundraising, campaigning, service delivery or membership). 
For smaller organisations a very substantial part of a typical CEO role is
fundraising. In larger organisations this may well be devolved to other 
staff.

Leader or leadership?

The preceding sections have focused upon leadership as something pos-
sessed by – or attributed to – the individual. The concept of the leader is
invested in a person. However where an organisation or movement has a
value set which exists independently of the individual then it can be argued
that leadership is a separate concept. As Day notes: 

Leadership emerges with the process of creating shared meanings, 
both in terms of sense making and in terms of value-added’ (Day 
2001).

Third Sector organisations can possess very strong values and academics
and researchers have long commented on the binding force offered by
norms or ideology often offering religious based organisations as exemplars
(Mintzberg 1989). Where an organisation possesses such a strong binding
ideology or set of norms then leadership is as important as the leader. 
The sharing of a strong ethos can enable such organisations to survive 
and even flourish despite an apparent absence of a clear shaping leader 
and indeed without the management systems expected in large formal
organisations.

This is also characterised by an organisational form particular to the 
third sector – that of the federated organisation. In organisations such 
as MIND the centre does not control the organisation. Rather each 
local organisation is constituted as an independent organisation which
belongs to the National body and – very probably – regards the national
body as responsible to the individual MIND organisations. In feder-
ated organisations leadership is typically ‘distributed’. It is a model with 
a lot of appeal – the sum is greater than the individual parts. This concept is
picked up elsewhere in this volume but also has relevance for third sector
organisations.
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Contracting and public service delivery: The changing
environment

There is an active debate ongoing with the Third Sector as to public service
delivery. The attitude of the government is that the Third Sector is to be
encouraged to engage with public service delivery. 

Provision of public services by the third sector has been a major focus in
recent years in the UK. National Audit Office (2005). The Government sees
the third sector as a potential ‘partner’.

Many charities have a history of an identification of a need for 
service provision followed by the actual provision to meet that need
Kendall (2003). Indeed there is one major organisation in the UK 
which provides a rescue service for those at peril on the sea and 
does it without recourse to public funds (The Royal National Life-
boat Institution). However in general the pattern has been of a charit-
able provision being set up to meet a particular need (hospitals and
orphanages, for example) and over time the state steps in to take over the
provision.

Now the state is keen for the third sector to take a more active role 
in delivery of many of these services through contracts, grants or other
arrangements. There are commentators on the third sector which have 
also explored this. (Blake, Robinson and Smerdon 2006; Cairns, Harris and
Young 2005).

Richard Best, writing in a forward to a Joseph Rowntree Foundation
report set out the reasons why the government would engage in public
service delivery by the third sector.

First, to modernise public services by bringing in the pluralism, 
competition, variety, innovation and flexibility associated with this
sector; second, and linked, to engage more citizens and more com-
munities directly in the process of service delivery, reform of state-
funded services and more widespread civil renewal’ (Paxton et al. 
2005).

The Third Sector is not united in its’ response to the concept of public
service delivery. Leaders of sector representational bodies exemplify this
lack of unanimity. 

On the one hand Stephen Bubb of ACEVO is open in his support for 
the third sector to be involved in public service delivery.4 In a statement to 
the Public Administration Committee of the House of Commons in 2007
he observed:

The expanding role of the third sector in public service delivery is 
both inevitable and desirable. This is the time for Government to deliver
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on promises that have been made to improve conditions for third sector
organisations. It is also a time for third sector leaders to feel energized by
the opportunities that are unfolding and to rise to the challenges that
these opportunities bring.5

Mr Bubb sees public service delivery as representing a clear (and welcome)
opportunity for the Third Sector. However he noted the importance of 
government to fulfil promises made and, to a large extent, this is asso-
ciated with resolving issues such as Full Cost Recovery on contracts and
also longer term security of funding. We will return to these later in this
chapter.

On the other hand Debra Alcock Tyler of the Directory of Social 
Change expresses concerns about the implications of public service delivery 
contracts.

This Government needs a few tricks to balance the books. One trick is
competitive tendering for short-term contracts. This drives down costs,
shifts the liability to the contractor and does it all without ceding
control. For charities this means that prices for delivering public services
are driven below their true cost. More interested in the cause than 
the contract they sign, they often quote artificially low overheads, 
effectively trading profit for passion, but the result can be that they 
use their own resources (including your donations) to pick up the tab
(The Times 2006). 

Alcock Tyler is particularly concerned about the ability of smaller organ-
isations to compete in the public service contract arena. This is particularly
relevant for Social Enterprises which like charities in most cases, tend to be
small organisations. 

The background of policy for public service delivery is redolent 
with reports from a range of government departments and regulatory 
agencies (HM Treasury 2002, 2005 and 2006; Cabinet Office 2006; 
National Audit Office 2005, 2007). It also has been the subject of 
reports sponsored or written by a range of stakeholder organisations 
such as UNISON (Davies 2007) and The National Consumer Council
(2007).

The tenor of the government policy has been to regard delivery of 
public services by third sector (including social enterprises) as to be 
encouraged. The sector is, under the terminology of the Voluntary 
Sector Compact, to be seen as a full partner and not subservient in 
the relationship. However the operation of the Compact in prac-
tice has been subject to critical comment. The fine words set out 
on paper do not always translate themselves into practice on the 
ground, (Murdock 2005a,b; Osborne, S. and McLaughlin 2002 and 
2004).
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The voluntary sector compact

Recent developments such as the Compact can be traced from a major
review of the voluntary sector in 1996 (Commission on the Future of the
Voluntary Sector 1996). 

The Commission highlighted changes in the nature of the relationship
between government and the third sector. It recognised moving towards
contractual relationships between government and the third sector was
having a major impact upon the way in which third sector organisations
had to work. The Commission also highlighted the diverse nature of the
third sector, offering enormous potential and challenge to the both govern-
ment and the third sector.

The Voluntary Sector Compact – a formal memorandum setting out the
nature of the relationships between government and the sector – was
perhaps a tangible result of this history (Osborne and McLaughlin 2002
and 2004). The compact has had implications not just for the UK but has
had significant policy impacts in other countries (Murdock 2006). The
Compact, could be described as an attempt to enable the government and
third sector to agree a set of rules for behaviour. In particular it could be
regarded as an endeavour to ensure that as contracts become more embed-
ded the third sector is recognised as having ‘rights’ and also a degree of
independence of movement. Though the government may be the partner
‘who leads’ in terms of funding the third sector is not a passive partner but
one seen as worthy of respect (NVCO 2005, 2006; Osborne 2005).

The compact principles recognised that the third sector had a right 
to be consulted and indeed to criticise in terms of both the current and
proposed relationship. Indeed the sector was recognised as possessing areas
of expertise (Osborne and McLaughlin 2002 and 2004; Murdock 2006).

The critical question is whether the development of contractual relationships
between the government and the third sector is affected by a fundamental dif-
ference occasioned by the different value and ethical sets brought by the res-
pective parties. The third sector is described as ‘diverse’ by Deakin and as a ‘loose
and baggy monster’ by academics and researchers6 (Deakin 2006; Kendall and
Knapp 1995). It is important to note that the term is not necessarily used in a
negative fashion to describe the sector. However it does create the image of
sector diversity and problems in establishing clear categories and defining rules
of behaviour. It implies a lack of predictability and conformity. This imagery is
not commensurate with the formalism of regulated government.

The issues associated with public service delivery by social
enterprise and third sector organisations

Independence

Nick Seddon, in a recent Civitas publication, questioned the independence
of charities which derived a substantial proportion of their income from
the state (Seddon 2007).
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He asserted that beyond a significant proportion a charity lost its inde-
pendence and when that proportion reached a certain level (he used 70%)
then the charity become a de facto state agency and should cease to be a
charity (see Figure 19.1). His views were challenged – especially by the char-
ities he defined as de facto state agencies. However the challenge was in part
denying the proportion of funds received by the state.

ACEVO (whose CEO, Stephen Bubb, favours public service delivery by
the third sector) understandably took exception to Seddons’ conclusions.
In a riposte they stated: 

We maintain that strong and independent governance, sound leadership
and the clear exercise of accountability are the essential components of
organisational independence in maintaining public trust, rather than
the exact proportion of statutory funding received by the organisation.7

Wittenberg, writing from a Directory of Social Change (DSC) perspective,
asserts that independence can be assured if it is the larger organisations
which engage in public services delivery contracts. These organisations
possess the critical mass and structures necessary to ameliorate the risks
associated with such contracts.

The DSC contends that a contracting relationship for delivery of public
services is probably best concentrated on the top 2% who have the
capacity to negotiate effectively, where turning down a contract does
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How Civitas would classify charities

CLASSIFICATION
Independent charities
(receiving less than
30% of their income 
from the state)

EXAMPLE CHARITIES
NSPCC
National Trust
RNLI
The Salvation Army

State-funded charities
(receiving between 30 and
70% of their income from  
the state)

Save the Children
Oxfam
Shelter
British Red Cross

Statutory agencies
(receiving 70% or
more of their income
from the state)

Turning Point
NCH
Barnardo’s
NFPI

Source: Who Cares? by Nick Seddon

Figure 19.1 Classification of Charities



not threaten the organisations existence and where the structure of 
the organisation is sufficiently close to state structure to make the
relationship easier to manage. (Wittenberg 2007)

The reality is more complex in that some organisations (such as Turning
Point) assert with evidence the fact that they derive a high proportion 
of income from the state does not impact on their independence. Lord
Adebowale, Chief Executive of Turning point, was pressed on this when he
gave evidence to the Public Administration Committee on 7 June 2007. He
described Turning Point as a ‘not for profit social enterprise’ which derived
about 95% of its income from statutory sources and asserted that such
funding had not impeded their independence. However the size of Turning
Point and the fact that it operated in 250 locations with over 400 contracts
almost certainly insulates it from the risk attendant with an organisation
which is heavily dependent on only one or two public service contracts.

The Baring Foundation was particularly concerned about this and has
produced two recent reports which highlight the issues. Smerdon writing
about charities defined independence in some detail (Smerdon 2006). He
saw these as representing a number of ‘freedoms’ as follows: 

Freedom to: 

• agree values based on their own experience and vision and not external
pressures

• carry out work that delivers the stated purpose of the organisation
• negotiate robustly with funders and partners
• challenge others and engage in public debate

(Smerdon 2006: 5)

The Baring Foundation was sufficiently concerned to set up a grants 
programme to assist charities to maintain independence. Subsequently
Pharoh, in a later Baring publication, analysed the 525 applications received
for these grants. The results enabled a thorough analysis of the issues of
public service delivery upon independence. Pharoh concluded:

The value of service delivery contracts make government a major ‘share-
holder’ in today’s voluntary sector, and constitute a tranche of sector
income at least equal to that from voluntary sources (and likely to over-
take it). It is in the dominance of government as a funder that today’s
threats to independence are seen to lie, whether in its power to give or
withhold contracts, or to restrict the scope of contracts. (Pharoh 2007: 5) 

The results showed charities identified a number of threats to indepen-
dence of which policy changes, targets excluding key activities and restric-
tive contracts figures as the three prominent threats. 
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This threat to independence was manifested by threats to particular abilities
of the organisations to carry out their activities. The main threats were to 
provision of core services, actual survival and to the organisational values. 

The loss of independence and threat to organisational abilities from
public service delivery contracts is a very real one. The Charity Commission
in its report ‘Stand and Deliver’ also found that organisations felt affected
by contract pressures (Charity Commission 2007).

The charity commission – A key player 

The Charity Commission, the regulatory body for charities in England and
Wales, published a key report examining the effects of charities accepting a
greater role in public service delivery. A large number of charities took part
(approx 3,800). The report perhaps quixotically entitled ‘Stand and Deliver’
was published in February 2007 and the findings make disturbing reading.

Over 60% of the charities who responded have an income of over 
£0.5 million and were involved in public service delivery. Of the charities
involved in public service delivery a third were dependent on this for 
80% or more of their total income. However only 12% reported that they
were getting full cost recovery (Charity Commission 2007). Figure 19.2
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Table 19.1 Full Cost Recovery

Does funding cover the full cost of services provided?

Don’t know In all cases In most cases In some cases No

Number % Number % Number % Number % Number %

Under £10,000 19 19 16 16 9 9 9 9 47 47
£10,000–£100,000 37 11.97 44 14.24 43 13.92 44 14.24 141 45.63
£100,000–£250,000 14 5.71 19 7.76 43 17.55 34 13.88 135 55.1
£250,000–£500,000 7 3.7 17 8.99 44 23.28 48 25.4 73 38.62
£500,000–£1 million 4 2.17 22 11.96 52 28.26 43 23.37 63 34.24
£1 million–£10 million 4 4.26 14 14.89 24 25.53 21 22.34 31 32.98
Over £10 million 2 9.52 1 4.76 6 28.57 8 38.1 4 19.05
Total 87 8 133 12 221 19 207 18 494 43

Source: Charity Commission (2007b) Stand and Deliver Charity Commission of England and Wales, February 2007.
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Table 19.2 Full Cost Recovery by Type of Funding Agreement

Type of funding agreement

Don’t know Grant(s) Contract(s) Service level A mixture/ Other
agreement(s) more than one

No % No % No % No % No % No %

Don’t know 17 51.52 13 7.78 5 2.99 10 5.24 12 2.82 30 18.87
In all cases 3 9.09 19 11.38 32 19.16 33 17.28 28 6.59 18 11.32
In most cases 3 9.09 23 13.77 37 22.16 37 19.37 110 25.88 11 6.92
In some cases 2 6.06 21 12.57 28 16.77 23 12.04 114 26.82 19 11.95
No 8 24.24 91 54.49 65 38.92 88 46.07 161 37.88 81 50.94
Total 33 100 167 100 167 100 191 100 425 100 159 100

Source: Charity Commission (2007b) Stand and Deliver, Charity Commission of England and Wales, February 2007.
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shows this and also shows that by far the largest proportion (43%) report
that they did not recover full costs in any case. 

It could be assumed that the stronger (i.e. Largest) third sector organ-
isations might be more likely to achieve full cost recovery. Table 19.1 sug-
gests that this is not the case for the very largest (though they are less likely
to report not getting any full cost recovery). What is also surprising is 
that the very largest organisations appear more likely to report not even
knowing if their funding had covered their costs.

Possibly the nature of the service delivery arrangement was a factor.
Maybe there might be a difference between contract, grants, service level
agreements8 and a ‘mixture’ of these? The results reported in Table 19.2
prove interesting. Grants are most likely to be associated with a failure 
to meet full cost recovery with service level agreements coming second.
The commentary on the report suggests that it may be possible that some
respondents were unclear as to what were the nature of the agreements
they had with the public sector. In any event it suggests that participation
in this particular arena had not benefitted the third sector.

One argument advanced by third sector leaders is a plea for longer 
duration funding. This seems eminently sensible. However the Charity
Commission findings suggest that longer duration contracts may be associ-
ated with poorer financial returns. Figure 19.3 shows that contracts longer
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than three years appear to be a worse deal than those which are shorter. 
It looks like ‘long commitments’ may not necessarily benefit the third sector.

Finally there is the question as to whether the third sectors’ independence
has been compromised through public service delivery. The findings from the
survey suggest that respondents do feel this is the case. Organisations which
did not deliver public services were more likely agree to statements showing
mission conformity, independence and trustee involvement in key decisions.
Figure 19.4 shows the extent of the differences.

The provision of service: Quality and the user experience

The Public Administration Committee was interested to learn whether third
sector organisations actually delivered a better service – either through actual
or perceived quality. It was hardly surprising that there was no unanimity of
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response here. The third sector organisations offering evidence to the Com-
mittee tended to aver that there was a clear indication of improved quality
and focus of service. To use an overused quote ‘they would say that, wouldn’t
they’. The Audit Commission, in its evidence to the Committee was more
careful in its judgement: 

Our research on choice in public services found that what matters most
to users is the quality of the service they receive, rather than who pro-
vides that service. Citizens do not always know who provides their ser-
vices – sometimes they have no idea whether it is the local authority,
the health service, or another public or private organisation. What
matters to users is having choice in how the service is delivered, and it 
is particularly important for them to have choice in personal social
services.9

The National Consumer Council, a registered charity, has undertaken more
specific research which indicates that the user perception varies depend-
ing on the nature of the service provided (Hopkins 2007). The third sector
was most likely to be regarded more positively by users in the context of
employment services.

In employment services, third sector providers were more likely than
either public or private sector providers to deliver all nineteen service
factors in the study, and third sector users were more likely to say their
provider was very good or excellent in this respect (Hopkins 2007: 5).

The private sector was in some respects seen as better than either the third
or public sector. This study represents a possible indicator as to user views
on public service delivery by the various sectors. Hopkins noted that
further work is being undertaken. If the conclusions of the National
Consumer Council research are upheld by subsequent work then this may
challenge some of the assumptions held by third sector organisations about
user preferences: 

We also discovered a potential divide between public and non-public
sector delivery of public services in terms of user-responsiveness across a
wide range of factors. This was especially true for the delivery of flexibil-
ity and choice within a service. The evidence in this report also indicates
that private sector providers show distinctiveness in the way users expe-
rience public service delivery, presenting a challenge to the third and
public sectors to improve (Hopkins 2007: 79).

The National Consumer Council research included organisations which
had specifically identified themselves as social enterprises (though it is not
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possible to extract them individually). Assuming Social Enterprises as enti-
ties accept the concept of the market then the prospect of competing
against the private sector should not be an issue (Paton 2003). However the
prospect of being outperformed by private sector competitors in key aspects
should give pause for thought. The research suggests that though third
sector organisations outperform their public sector counterparts they find
their match with private sector companies in the domiciliary care service
arena. The increasing concept of consumer choice is part of government
policy.

Does public sector contracting matter if the third sector and public
sector share their values?

Both the public sector and the third sector have been described as possess-
ing strong value sets. Writers such as Anheier and Etzioni have examined
the nature of the values and mission of the third sector (Anheier 2005;
Etzioni 1973). The public sector value literature is extensive and Beck
Jorgensen and Bozeman provided a useful bibliography for the Public Value
panel at the 2006 EGPA Conference (Beck Jorgensen and Bozeman 2006).10

The question of public values has been linked to the reform agenda (Van de
Walle 2005). Public Values are also seen as associated with ‘taking tough
choices’ (O’Kelly and Dubnick 2005) and are comprehensively discussed
elsewhere within this volume.

Organisational values sometimes get wrapped up with the idea of culture
and indeed this is true for all three formal sectors (private, public and third)
(Aiken 2001). The conception that values are transmittable – in effect tan-
gible objects – implies that they can be controlled by leaders and managers.
This, however, understates the importance of the tacit and intangible quality
attached to value. Nevertheless governments and the public sector bodies
associated with government have sought to expressly set out what the ‘public
sector values’ are in tangible form (HM Treasury 2004).

Concern in the early 1990s in the UK about standards of public officials
led to what has become known as the Nolan report (Cm 2850-I).11 For the
UK it represents perhaps a common denominator of what should guide the
behaviour of those in public office. The Nolan principles are illustrated in
Figure 19.5. 

It is worthy of note that these principles have also been accepted by
some of the major third sector umbrella organisations in the UK Third
Sector as relevant for their members in the exercise of their third sector
responsibilities. Therefore there is a case for arguing that the Nolan prin-
ciples may represent a base set of guidelines which can be referred in this
context as the ‘rules of behaviour for managers and leaders as well as for
their organisations’.

A number of these principles are in fact explicit in the governance of
charitable bodies and in particular with respect to the board members
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(trustees) of such organisations. Selflessness, integrity, accountability, honesty
and objectivity are enshrined in the legal expectation of how trustees of 
charities will conduct themselves. Openness and leadership are implicit
(Hudson 2004).

So third sector values – Do they differ?

Aiken in a couple of key articles has set out what he regards as distinctive
about the values of voluntary and cooperative organisations. He indicates
that for such organisations their values are often the core of their being.
There is no private sector ‘business bottom line’ to fall back on (Aiken
2001, 2002). The values cannot be maintained by reference to an ‘official
government line’ – they need to be sustained and renewed or the organ-
isations concerned will deteriorate. Aiken notes that such organisations do
not operate in a social and political vacuum and refers to commentators
who question the continued distinctiveness and independence of the sector
(Six and Vidal 1994).

A working paper from the London School of Economics undertook a
review of the nature of the values in the voluntary sector (Elson 2006). This
is reproduced from the working paper as Figure 19.6.
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                                                                                       Selflessness
Holders of public office should take decisions solely in terms of the public interest. They should not do so in order to
gain financial or other material benefits for themselves, their family, or their friends.

                                                                                        Integrity
Holders of public office should not place themselves under any financial or other obligation to outside individuals or
organisations that might influence them in the performance of their official duties.

                                                                                      Objectivity
In carrying out public business, including making public appointments, awarding contracts or recommending
individuals for rewards and benefits holders of public office should make choices on merit.

                                                                                  Accountability
Holders of public office are accountable for their decisions and actions to the public and must submit themselves to
whatever scrutiny is appropriate to their office.

                                                                                   Openness
Holders of public office should be as open as possible about all the decisions and actions that they take. They should
give reasons for their decisions and restrict information only when the wider public interest clearly demands.

                                                                                    Honesty
Holders of public office have a duty to declare any private interests relating to their public duties and to take steps to
resolve any conflicts arising in a way that protects the public interest.

                                                                                 Leadership
Holders of public office should promote and support these principles by leadership and example.

Source: Cm 2850-1(1995) First Report of the Committee on Standards in Public Life (The Nolan Report), HMSO UK

THE SEVEN PRINCIPLES OF PUBLIC LIFE

Figure 19.5 The Seven Principles of Public Life



Many of the values adduced from the literature by Elson echo the Nolan
principles set out above. Indeed in Governance terms some authors have
successfully written to encompass both sectors in the same text (Cornforth
2003).
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Source (reference) Values Context

Cheung-Judge, M-Y. Henley, A
(1994) Equality in Action –
Introducing Equal Opportunities in
Voluntary Organisations
* Gerard, D. (1983) Charities in
Britain: conservatism or change?

Fairness, (social) Justice,
Accessibility
Accountability

Foundation for equal
opportunities
UK legislation

Jeavons, T.H. (1994) Ethics in
nonprofit management: Creating a
culture of integrity

Integrity, Openness, Accountability,
Service, Charity, Reciprocity

Organisational ethical values

Jeavons, T.H. (1992) When the
Management is the Message:
relating values to management
practice in non-profit organisations

Organisational honesty,
Accountability,
Service (to public good), Dignity and
respect (for workers and volunteers)

Critical importance of
consistency between values in
organisational purpose and
management

Leat, D. (1995) Challenging
Management: An exploratory study
of perceptions of managers moving
from for-profit to voluntary
Organisations

Sociability, Equality, Participation,
“business-like”, Trust, altruism

perceptions of managers
moving from for-profit to
voluntary Organisations

Mason, D.E. (1995) Leading and
Managing the Expressive
Dimension

Accountability, Caring, Citizenship,
Excellene, Fairness, Honesty,
Integrity,
Loyalty, Promise keeping, Respect

Managing nonprofit
organisations

O’Connell, B. (1988) Values
underlying Non-profit endeavour

Commitment beyond self (altruism),
Worth and dignity of individual,
Responsibility, Tolerance, Freedom,
Justice, Responsibilities of
citizenship

Values espoused by
independent Sector (US)

O’Neill, M. (1992) Ethical
Dimensions of Nonprofit
Administration

Societal responsibility, Service to
vuinerable, Honesty, Environmental
protection

Ethical aspects of nonprofit
management (US)

*Otto, S. (1997) Comparative Study
of role issues and structures in
voluntary and statutory
organisations

Power combined with commitment to
public good, Personal and
professional development,
Empowerment, Collaboration

Trustee Chairs and senior
managers in agencies for the
homeless and statutory
schools (UK)

Paton, R. (1996) How are values
handled in the voluntary sector?

Equal opportunity, User
empowerment
Social Justice

Social ideals
Organisational values
Personal conduct

Paton, R. (1992) The Social
Economy: Value-based
Organisations in the Wider Society

Devotion, Compassion, Enthusiasm,
Solidarity, Defiance

Commitment to a common or
public benefit

*Tonkiss, F. Passey, A (1999)
Trust, Confidence and Voluntary
Organisations: Between Values and
Institutions

honesty, fairness, trust Trust-base relations in civil
society

Authority, Hierarchy, Equity,
Compassion, Freedom, Beneficence

Context organisations –
social order (adherence to
moral and spiritual values)
[stability, unity, cohesion] and
service to those in need

Democracy, Participation, Equality,
Tolerance, Individual rights,
Solidarity

Social change – (secular and
material values) and identify
with those in need

*Empirical evidence provided

(Cheung-Judge et al., 1994; Gerard, 1983a; Gerard, 1983b; Jeavons, 1992; Jeavons, 1994;
Leat, 1995: Mason, 1995; Massie, 1987; O’Connell, 1988; O’Neil, 1992; Otto, 1997; Paton,
1992; Paton, 1996; Tonkiss et al., 1999)

Source: Elson 2006.

Figure 19.6 The Nature of the Values in the Voluntary Sector



However there are a number of values which are not associated with the
Nolan Principles and indeed are arguably potentially in conflict with them.
Paton refers to values of ‘devotion, compassion, enthusiasm, solidarity and
defiance’ (Paton 1992). These are values which may not sit well with such
Nolan principles as ‘objectivity and accountability’. Other values referred to
in Elsons’ impressive collation of authorities include ‘Sociability’, ‘Reciprocity’,
‘Collaboration’, ‘Loyalty’ and ‘Trust’. Such values are highly pertinent to
many charitable and voluntary organisations. 

The actual concept of ‘Charity’ itself is worthy of exploration as a value.
One definition describes it as ‘an unlimited loving-kindness towards all
others’.12 For some charities this is inherent in the way in which they
conduct themselves.

The relationship with the public sector – Separation

If the third and public sectors operate separately and their paths do not
cross then the potential for value conflict is quite limited. Some charities
do not take any money from the public purse whether in the form of
grants or contracts. They observe the legal formalities and are relatively
detached from the public sector. It is as if they are separate but are only
jointly affected if a major event happens. Where a charity engages in 
an activity where the public sector would not become involved (such as 
the meeting of specific religious needs) then the relationship can be dis-
tant unless the values of the organisation impinge on public law or 
cause public disquiet. In the UK post-9/11 there has been a greater public
concern about the nature of the activities of imams in mosques, for exam-
ple. However the activities of other religious sects may pass without public
comment. 

The relationship – The third sector takes the lead

For some third sector organisations the inherent aim is to leverage some
kind of change from a potentially labile or unwilling public sector. This
may take a number of forms. The third sector organisation may possess an
asset or attribute which can be used to effect change. Some medical char-
ities in the UK have a large donor base and use the financial leverage to
pressure the government to change policy and enhance service provision.
They are in effect the dominant partner and the public sector may have to
change to accommodate them. In short the third sector is able to ‘pay the
piper and influence the tune’. 

In other situations the third sector possesses resources – perhaps access 
to celebrities or to a large membership base which enables it to influence or
even threaten the public sector in order to get what it wants. The impact of
individuals such as Bob Geldorf and the power of media and music are well
understood by charities. The public sector is not immune to being seduced
by fame and glamour. 
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If seduction does not work then in some cases the third sector is able to
exploit the threat of exposure and political vulnerability. A local issue
raised by a charity may threaten the security of re-election of a politician
who then accepts the need to ‘dance to a different tune’. This has been
exemplified by the spectre of government ministers joining protests against
policies which they had, in cabinet, acquiesced in. Campaigning charities
are often adept at applying pressure through carefully targeted media 
coverage and letter writing. Amnesty international is able to bring con-
siderable pressure on apparently intransigent foreign governments over the
treatment of prisoners by such means.

The attraction of full cost recovery

One lure to the third sector in the UK has been something described as ‘full
cost recovery’ – This means not just the disbursement of the immediate
costs of provision of the service but also what has been described by sector
organisations as ‘core costs’ such as: 

• Management and leadership
• Infrastructure and accommodation
• Finance, governance and controls
• Strategic development13

The third sector would argue that in order to join in such contracts for 
the public sector they feel that it is not just the immediate participation
costs which need to be met but also the longer term expenses such as infra-
structure and development.

There are also those who feel that the loss of independence associated
with joining in contractual relationships determined by the public sector 
is a price too great to pay. The constraints of government contracts are seen
as restricting the ability of charities to offer a range of services and also may
limit the choice of beneficiary. Furthermore many charities see themselves
as agents of societal change. The ability to criticise and pressure the gov-
ernment may be affected by having a substantial dependency on that same
government for income.

Conclusion

Leadership for the third sector encompasses a wide range of contexts. Some
of these are very similar to that of the public sector. For large third sector
organisations with a high degree of formality and structure engaging in
public sector contracts there may be much in common in terms of both
leadership and leaders.

However the founder syndrome marks out a possibly significant area of
difference and also the large number of small yet highly independent

320 The Challenge of Leadership for the Third Sector



organisations in the sector generate a wide range of leadership demands.
There are a significant proportion of third sector organisations which operate
with little relationship to the public sector (beyond complying with legal
requirements). The position of federated organisations also marks them out
as having a different set of leadership challenges.

The relationship between the public sector and the third sector is a varied
one. There is a sharing of values in that many of the public sector values 
(as represented by the Nolan Report in the UK) would be found in the char-
itable sector. However voluntary and charitable organisations in many cases
espouse values which are potentially at variance with public sector ones.

This may not be a problem. In some cases the parties do not interfere
with each other beyond the usual civilities. In other cases the third sector
may be more influential and possess desired resources. However the
increasing involvement of the third sector in the delivery of public services
seems to be associated with both inadequate resourcing and a perceived
loss of independence. This is clearly a source of concern to the Chair of 
the Charity Commission, Dame Suzy Leather, who made the following
observation as part of her speech introducing the findings of the survey.

Under-funding threatens the very survival of charities delivering public
services. Charities themselves, commissioning authorities and Gov-
ernment all have to address this urgently. If they don’t, they will end 
up killing the very thing they believe in…Much as John Donne’s 
bell tolled for everyone, so one charity’s loss of reputation, mission 
or integrity could have an impact on the way in which charities are 
generally viewed. Reputation at best is a fragile thing and must be
protected.14

Third sector organisations may be engaging in ‘high risk’ behaviour in
taking on public service contracts. It is likely that some may leave sad-
dened through financial losses which may – at the extreme – threaten their
viability. 

Perhaps however the more insidious threat is the ‘loss of virtue’ which as
some might argue is priceless since once lost it cannot be repurchased.
Furthermore such loss may serve to damage not just the repute of the imme-
diate owner but to erode the repute of other third sector organisations seen
as partaking in a similar activity.

Notes
1. Presentation by Stuart Etherington, CEO of NCVO at London South Bank

University Oct 2005.
2. See: http: //www.open.ac.uk/oubs/onbeingachiefexecutive (accessed June 28 2009).
3. See http: //news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/1004400.stm (accessed 28 June 2009).
4. Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations www.acevo.org.uk
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5. See: Report on statement by Stephen Bubb to Public Administration Committee
16 May 2007 https://www.acevo.org.uk/index.cfm/display_page/news_press/
control_contentType/news_list/display_open/news_849 (accessed 16 June 2007).

6. The original term was probably attributed to the novelist Henry James who referred
to Tolstoy’s War and Peace as a ‘loose and baggy monster’.

7. See acevo web site (accessed 16 June 2007) https: //www.acevo.org.uk/UserFiles/
File/Acevo_Reponse_to_the_Civitas_Report_-_Who_Cares.doc.

8. Service level agreements are typically agreements where professional services
(such as expert social work input or legal advice) is being provided. They are
usually costed on a different basis to conventional contracts.

9. Audit Commission evidence To be published as HC 340 Third Sector Commissioning
Public Administration Committee, Parliament. Note that references to this report in
this paper are based on uncorrected evidence submissions.

10. See URL for EGPA 2006 (accessed 27 Feb 2007) http://soc.kuleuven.be/io/egpa
2006/

11. See URL http://www.archive.official-documents.co.uk/document/parlment/nolan/
nolan.htm

12. Source wikipedia.com
13. For more information on the nature of full cost recovery see www.acevo.org.uk
14. Dame Suzy Leather (Charity Commissioner) speech to NCVO Annual Conference

21.2.2007.
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20
Can Public Leadership be Evaluated?
Nick Tilley

Introduction

Most evaluations ask about specific policies or programmes. Policies and pro-
grammes are devised to deal with some state of affairs (say levels of poverty 
or ill-health) or behaviour (say patterns of criminal activity or truancy) that 
is deemed problematic. The success or failure of the policy or programme is
measured in terms of the change in the targeted state of affairs or behaviour
together with positive and negative unintended side-effects. The main interest
is in learning lessons for future policy and practice. 

An early advocate of systematic evaluation, perhaps the first, was Karl
Popper who advocated ‘piecemeal social engineering’ (Popper 1945, 1957).
Piecemeal social engineering comprises an experimental approach to the
development of public policy and practice: in relation to specific harms
(states of affairs or behaviours) it involves a) developing some hypotheses
about what might reduce or remove them; b) implementing the required
measures in a limited way; c) measuring the outcomes and; d) starting
again, refining the theory, or broadening the application of the measures in
accordance with the results. 

Some programmes are relatively simple, for example the hand-washing
regime introduced to reduce childbed fever in a mid-19th century Vienna
maternity hospital (Semmelweis 1983[1860]; Nuland 2003), and some are
relatively complex, say the Crime Reduction Programme introduced in
Britain in 1999 to try to prevent a range of crimes of national and local
concern (Maguire 2004).

It is possible that public leadership (or some variant of it) could be 
introduced as a programme to deal with a state of affairs or set of 
behaviours that was deemed problematic, say chronic interagency con-
flict that was believed to impede the achievement of social objectives
requiring cooperation. This chapter explores whether evaluation is either
relevant or practical in relation to ‘public leadership’ and what form it
might take. 
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The approach to evaluation that will be drawn on here is ‘realist’, not
only in the belief that this is the best evaluation methodology in gen-
eral, but also because it is thought to be the only one what might 
be fit for purpose in looking specifically at public leadership (Pawson 
and Tilley 1997). Realist evaluations begin with different questions 
and adopt different methods from those used in traditional experimental 
evaluation. 

Traditional ‘gold standard’ evaluations are concerned with the bottom
line. Did the intervention work or did it not. And if it did work, how large
was the ‘effect size’? The favoured, experimental method generates answers
to these questions. This method is the randomised controlled trial (RCT).
RCTs identify potential recipient populations from which experimental
and control groups are randomly selected. Standardised interventions are
applied to the ‘experimental’ group whilst no intervention, a placebo or
normal practice takes place in one or more control group. Before and after
measurements are made in the various groups and the programme is adju-
dicated a success if the experimental group outperforms its rivals. This
occurs if the difference in the differences between the before and after mea-
surements in the experimental groups exceeds that of the control groups by
an amount that is statistically significant. Making sure that the participants
in the trial, those delivering the interventions and those making before and
after measurements do not know who are and are not receiving the experi-
mental treatment (so-called ‘blinding’ or ‘masking’) is deemed crucial in
RCTs in medicine, in order to avoid systematic sources of bias. RCTs are
uninterested in how programmes work. They are well suited to simple,
standardised, invariant interventions, such as taking of medication for
specific conditions. The lower level of control over the intervention, the
impracticability of blinding and the inherent complexity of many social
programmes makes the use of RCTs for their evaluation at best much more
challenging and at worst impossible. The following discussion brings out a
few of the specific ways in which the nature of programmes (and of leader-
ship in particular) implicitly challenges the experimental orthodoxy. The
details of the pros and cons of experimentation, however, lie beyond the
scope of this short chapter. The interested reader is invited to consult other
sources (for example Shadish et al. 2002). 

Realist evaluation

The starting point for realist evaluation is the construction of theory. The
reason is that all programmes are ‘theories incarnate’. That is, they embody
sets of hypotheses that a given measure or set of measures will generate
changes producing an improvement in the problematic state of affairs of
pattern of behaviours. The thinking of the architects of programmes is but
one source of theory. Other sources include the literature, past evaluation
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studies, general social science, stakeholder views, and the views of those
who are targeted by the programme. 

Three generic attributes of programmes should also be mentioned here,
as they bear both on the nature of programmes and on theories of them in
ways that are crucial to evaluation. The first is that programmes rarely, if
ever, remain static beyond demonstration phases and they often do not last
even that long. Programmes adapt and change according to the attributes
of the people involved in them, and their own internal dynamics. The
second is that programmes produce complex patterns of outcome, with
winners and losers, successes and failures. The third is that the external
conditions for programmes are apt to vary and to change over time, some-
times in chaotic and inherently unpredictable ways. Folk programme 
theories, likewise, are unlikely to remain fixed. In particular, those indi-
viduals who are implicated, at whatever level, are liable to experience pro-
grammes in distinctive ways and thereby to formulate (and to deploy) fluid
notions of what the programme is about and what is delivered as part 
of it.

From the welter of theory that is liable to emerge, in particular in relation
to complex programmes, the evaluator has to select some for formalisation
and testing. In most cases there will be too much for anything approaching
comprehensive treatment. That selected will ordinarily be the most promis-
ing, interesting or significant in relation to the problem state of affairs and
behaviour and any potential substantial side-effects. It may also in practice
be shaped in part by the concerns of key stakeholders.

Having formalised the theory, the evaluation then chases down data sets
that speak to the specific outcome patterns that would be expected in the
light of the theory. These specific outcome patterns may relate to people,
process, times, places, and sub-groups.

The way in which programme theory is formalised is quite distinctive in
realist evaluation. The realist is interested in identifying and testing con-
figurations, rather than one-to-one causal relationships. RCTs focus on
whether the independent variable (the programme) affects the dependent
variable (the intended change in the state of affairs or patterns of behav-
iour). Realists are interested, in contrast, in ‘mechanisms’. The term ‘mech-
anism’ is used in answer to ‘how’ questions. Much of the study of medicine
is concerned with disease mechanisms, how diseases are triggered, trans-
mitted, develop over time and how treatments may disrupt the activation
of disease generating mechanisms, the transmission of the disease and the
pathological development of the disease. In regard to social programmes a
key part of the theory, which evaluators try to elicit and formalise, has to
do with how the intervention or interventions may be affecting the target
behaviour or state of affairs. Mechanisms differ from programme inter-
ventions (or sub-parts of programmes) in that they are often invisible. Just
as gravity, electricity and natural selection cannot be observed directly but
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nevertheless comprise important mechanisms in nature generating observ-
able patterns, so in social programmes underlying mechanisms will often
be unobservable whilst generating changes in behaviour or states of affairs.
We shall come to further examples when we discuss the evaluation of
public leadership. For the moment, consider ‘inspiration.’ Great leaders 
are often said to inspire others whose behaviour changes accordingly. We
cannot directly observe this inspiration, even if we may be able to observe
the behaviours that may be activating the inspiration and the behaviours
that are produced as a consequence of that inspiration!

The second element realists are interested in, in developing programme
theories, is context. The leadership literature is replete with references 
to context. Much of this is highly normative. It emphasised the need for 
the successful leader to adapt to context. The idea is that different circum-
stances call for different styles of leadership. Events change the issues to 
be addressed, different populations within the ambit of the leader call for
different leadership qualities, and one task at hand may differ qualitatively
from another, each making its own leadership demands. Implicit in this is
the notion that the same leadership activities play out differently according
to context. What works positively in one setting may be a disaster in ano-
ther. It is instructive to see the sniggering disdain with which academics
generally respond to most leaders’ efforts at their emotional inspiration.
They want to be persuaded (a kind of mechanism) by strong arguments and
evidence (the intervention).

The coupling of context and mechanism produces the third element of the
configuration: the outcome. In relation to a programme what matters in con-
text is that which is relevant to the mechanisms that are activated. Much will
be irrelevant or only very tangentially relevant. The fact that programmes, like
leadership, tend to be introduced across populations that are relevantly 
heterogeneous, that target populations often change in significant ways over
time, and that what is delivered is generally not fully consistent gives rise to 
a patchwork of interventions, contexts and mechanisms generating diverse
outcome patterns, some of which tend to be positive and some negative. The
task for the realist evaluator is to discern interesting, useful and significant
configurations that can be identified, tested and refined for future use.

Consider perpetrator arrest and repeat domestic violence. Arrest activates
anger amongst some, which can precipitate repeat events. It can activate con-
trition amongst others, which can inhibit repeat events. It seems that those
who are less socially integrated are more susceptible to anger-activation and
hence repeat patterns of behaviour while those who are more integrated 
are more susceptible to contrition-activation and hence suppressed repeat
incidents. The same measure (arrest) activates different mechanisms (anger 
or contrition) that produce variations in outcome (more or fewer repeat 
incidents) according to context (less or more social integration) (see Sherman
1990; Tilley 2000).
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Applying realist evaluation to public leadership

Leadership clearly differs from social programmes, which are introduced 
to address specific problem states of affairs or patterns of behaviour, in a
number of crucial respects for its evaluation using traditional methods: 

• Whilst there may have been acephalous groups in some simple small-
scale societies, they are relatively rare. 

• Leadership is a chronic feature of social life. There may be different
forms of leadership. But leadership control or comparison conditions are
unlikely to be available.

• Leadership may be important in determining what should be considered
problem states of affairs or patterns of behaviour or what is done in res-
ponse to them. It is not, however, a programme to deal with such issues
directly with corresponding identifiable intended outcomes.

Leadership styles cannot be introduced in quite the same way as a specific
social programme can, with relatively well-defined, controlled and sustained
specific interventions. Let us see if realist evaluation can, nevertheless, help
provide a framework for evaluating leadership. How would the realist begin to
evaluate public leadership?

The starting point for realist evaluation, as already indicated, is theory.
What is the realist theory of public leadership? Although the problem giving
rise to a perceived need for a particular style of leadership is not that of a
specific state of affairs or pattern of behaviour, it is presumably that of failure,
absent adequate leadership, to identify and address harms of the kind Popper
referred to in his discussion of piecemeal social engineering through con-
ventional (non-public) leadership. It will be easier (for me and the reader) to
focus the discussion on some specific public issue arena. I shall use crime
because it is a domain with which I am familiar, although I think that many
other areas, for example health, education, and urban regeneration, could
equally have been used. 

In relation to crime, three types of problem can be identified, following the
general lines usefully described by Grint (2005), although unlike Grint these
are not deemed here simply to be socially constructed categories. Critical
problems are those that demand decisive action: a riot breaks out, a bomb is
exploded, a hostage is taken, rival football supporters clash violently, or a fire
starts. In some cases what needs to be done will be obvious to anyone com-
petent to act. They can take charge and tell others what to do. In other cases
what needs to be done will be less obvious, but there will be a strong sense
that something needs to be done. Tame issues are those problems where there
is an established set of responses that are accepted as effective by those com-
petent in the given domain. Domestic violence may be a case in point. There
are known ways of reducing risks of repeat domestic violence that will be
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effective if implemented properly (see Hanmer et al. 1999), although they will
not work if not implemented properly, which may itself in part be a function
of leadership (Hanmer 2003). Then there are ‘wicked issues’. These describe
unfamiliar problems where there are no known and accepted effective res-
ponses. It is not clear who should do what to address them, even though in
the case of crime there may be plenty of stakeholders and plenty of opinions.
In Britain, gang-related youth violence comprises a recent example.

The leadership needs vary by problem type. In the case of critical problems,
control and quick decision-making are important. If catastrophe looms and
action may avert it then the leadership needs are for rapid judgement, cred-
ibility and authority. The police can-do attitude and clear command structure
equip them well for the exercise of leadership in relation to ‘critical’ problems.
Their experience, intuition and training should enable tame critical issues to
be addressed in a predictable, effective way and wicked critical issues to be
addressed in at least a prompt and promising way, albeit that there will clearly
be risks in the face of the unknown circumstances. In the case of tame non-
critical issues, technical competence by the leader-ship is crucial. Authority is
vested in the leaders’ credentials that make their direction persuasive. Much of
the work of crime scene examiners, and those who direct their behaviour, for
example, falls into this category. In order for their work to have credibility,
crime scene examiners must use their expert knowledge and must do so in
well-recorded standard and standardised ways if it is to yield useful leads 
to investigators and if it is to stand up in court. Wicked issues are those for
which no standard responses are known. As Donald Rumsfeld’s put it in his
famous (but unfairly derided) formulation, ‘(A)s we know, there are known
knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known
unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But
there are also unknown unknowns – the ones we don’t know we don’t know.’
Wicked issues are those seen to have these attributes. We can also add a little
more: some things may be known but who knows what with what certainty is
unknown. The severity of the problem is unknown. Even when the knowns
are known and there can be some confidence in these knowns, what can be
done to reduce or remove the problem is still unknown. Understanding does
not always yield obvious recipes for action. Indeed competing interests in a
given problem may mean that those who want to act and those who can act
most plausibly to address the problem may not overlap. 

Let us try to make this clearer with an example: alcohol-related city 
centre late-night violence. Known knowns typically include the levels and 
locations of police-reported and recorded violent incidents where the victim
or offender has consumed alcohol, and the kinds of event that precipitate
violent acts. Known unknowns typically include patterns and rates of 
unreported alcohol-related violent incidents, the extent to which police
reported and recorded alcohol-related incidents can be attributed to drink-
ing in bars, cheap drinking in bars, drinking at locations other than bars,
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and levels of determination to consume alcohol. Unknown unknowns
cannot in principle be known in advance by those implicated in trying to
deal with the problem. They are likely to include the forms of adaptation
employed by those in relation to whom interventions are applied. Suppose,
for example, that we replace glass that breaks into sharp shards when smashed
with toughened glass that breaks into small cubes that are relatively blunt
(cf Warburton and Shepherd 2000; Tilley 2009). An unknown unknown for
those contemplating this action is likely to include the forms of response to
this that will be made by the assailant and those who might protect the
victim. Finally, even if we understood the full dynamics of alcohol-related
city centre violence (there were no known or unknown unknowns), that is
unlikely to yield a single uncontentious intervention that will be imple-
mented without question. There are strong and competing interests and
priorities by those who might be competent to act, for example youth who
might be encouraged to drink less but do not want to do so; bar owners
(and supermarkets) who might increase prices producing less drinking but
who do not want to or cannot afford to sacrifice custom; legislators who
might increase the drinking age or restrict drinking hours but do not want
to alienate voters or the drinks industry; local authorities that might oppose
planning permission for developments that attract a lively night time econ-
omy but that want to bring people into the town centre for the revenue and
popularity that brings; parents who might exert more control over young
drinkers but who have other priorities and pressure from their children and
their children’s peer groups to treat them as responsible adults; schools that
might sensitise youngsters to the risks of heavy drinking but have com-
peting priorities for the education of young people; health services that
might offer treatment to heavy drinkers but for whom there are more press-
ing (and maybe deserving) calls on their limited resources; and the police
who might provide a strong presence at night when violence most often
erupts but who have a host of other responsibilities and limited resources
with which to discharge them. Those directly bearing the costs of alcohol-
related city centre late-night violence and hence who also have the greatest
material interest in their reduction – the police and health services – are
not those best placed to act differently in ways that lessen the problem
upstream, where the causes of the problem lie but where there are fewer
interests in dealing with it and less accountability for addressing them. The
contexts furnished for each stakeholder, including health and the police,
help shape the priorities each has. 

Because for most crime issues, whether they be tame or wicked, many
organisations have a stake, as sources of information about them, ideas
about what to do about them, capacity to exert leverage on the causes of
them, and bearers of the costs of them, crime reduction partnerships have
been advocated since 1984 (Home Office 1984). Local partnerships were
put on a statutory footing in 1998 with the Crime and Disorder Act. The
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members of these partnerships have to balance their own individual agendas,
which are often complex, diffuse and changing, with an obligation to attend
to the partnership crime and disorder agenda that will coincide to a greater, 
or lesser, extent with their own individual priorities. Public leadership is 
exercised in relation to this messy world. Leadership has to be exercised 
both in relation to the internal workings of and aims of particular individual
organisations and in relation to partnership workings and partnership aims. 

In practice there is substantial evidence of failures to deal effectively with
crime, one identified contribution to which has been leadership weakness,
which suggests that this leadership needs to be reformed (see Read and
Tilley 2000; Bullock et al. 2006). Identified requirements of effective public
leadership in relation to crime have included, for example: 

• Inspiration to kick-start change in orientation and enthusiasm through-
out the organisation for problem-solving

• Articulation of a clear philosophy underpinning ways of working
• Championship of well-thought through problem-solving ways of work-

ing by identified individuals with sufficient tenure to see through their 
initiatives

• Continuity in approach where staff do change
• Knowledgeability (and hence credibility) in relation to the substantive

issues being addressed
• Knowledgeability (and hence credibility) in relation to staff, local issues

and partner agencies and organisations
• Empowerment of staff to use their own initiative and leadership qualities
• Routine management, oversight, support and coaching for junior, less

experienced staff
• Scanning of the environment for changed situations and problems 

providing for adjustments where needed
• Openness and flexibility in relation to emerging and varying needs
• Facilitation of partnership links with other agencies required to deliver

effective responses

Crime and disorder leadership theory needs might be summarised as follows.
In a context where a) presenting problems to be addressed remain unchan-

ging and are well-understood, b) clearly-identified bodies are responsible for
those problems and have the powers to apply measures known to be effective
to deal with them, c) problems are discrete in that action in relation to one
has no significant consequences for another, and d) role-occupants have the
skills and understanding to deliver the measures for which they are respons-
ible, then segmented, hierarchical top-down leadership will produce predict-
able intended outcomes. This is not the context for dealing with crime and
disorder in modern societies. Yet much leadership presumes it is. Instead, 
a) presenting problems continuously morph as offenders and preventers adapt
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to one another and to changing opportunities or as changing priorities are
set, and the problems to be addressed are only ever partially understood, 
b) responsibilities are shared between bodies that have different main mis-
sions and responsible bodies often lack the powers or incentives to apply
promising measures to deal with problems, c) problems are highly connected
to one another in that a measure producing an effect on one problem-domain
may also produce beneficial effects on another, but may equally generate
problems on other domains, and d) role-occupants often lack the subtle skills
and understanding to deliver their measures. Change in leadership style is
needed better to reflect the actual context for policy and practice to deal with
crime and disorder. A realist theory would articulate what specifically would
be involved and how reformed leadership would work.

Let us now step back specifically from the field of crime and disorder which
illustrates the problems of public leadership. What mechanisms might a
public leadership activate more generally? In principle there are many, a
number of which may be activated in the leadership of private enterprises
also. These are positive generic leadership mechanisms, in that they con-
tribute to the achievement of objectives whether in the public or private
domain. Realists tend to sort mechanisms into those that furnish resources
in their broadest sense (people, objects, money, skills etc.) and those that
affect reasoning in its broadest sense (values, feelings, priorities, ideas etc.).
The broad categories are indicated in the following list of sample leadership
mechanisms, which are littered through the leadership literature. They could
variously apply in a business concern, sports team or charity as well as in
any public sector organisation.

• Goal and strategy-setting: the specification of broad objectives and overall
means for followers to help achieve (reasoning)

• Goal withdrawal: the decision to abandon hopeless causes, including
follower activity (reasoning and resources)

• Inspiration: the emotional or normative motivation of followers 
(reasoning)

• Problem-solving: the identification of variations in problem type for 
relevant followers to work on, either to devise or implement attempted
solutions (reasoning and resources)

• Questioning: fostering critical enquiry about potential sources of
improvement in the activity of followers in the achievement of goals
(reasoning)

• Encouragement: reassurance in the face of followers’ doubts and difficulties
(reasoning)

• Context-setting: the creation of conditions where followers act in preferred
ways (reasoning and resources)

• Incentivisation: the deployment of benefits and costs to followers to
elicit preferred behaviour (reasoning and resources) 
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• Enablement: the provision of physical, financial and technical resources
for followers to act in intended ways (resources) 

• Alignment: the coordination and harmonisation of different follower
activities to achieve a given strategy (resources)

• Coaching: the transmission of necessary skills and understanding for 
followers to act in the achievement of objectives (reasoning and resources)

• Consultation: the elicitation of followers’ ideas and understanding in
identifying means to ends (reasoning)

• Recruitment: the acquisition of resources needed to achieve ends
(resources)

• Dismissal: the removal of those who fail to follow or who threaten the
attainment of objectives (resources)

• Team-building: the assembly of follower-groups capable of achieving
collectively what cannot be achieved individually (resources)

• Command and coercion: the instruction of others to act in required
ways (reasoning) 

• Conciliation, arbitration, and division: the removal, creation or exploit-
ation of internal tensions amongst followers, competitors and other third
parties to encourage cooperation, competition and mutual obstruction
as needed for the achievement of goals (reasoning)

• Authority bestowal: the legitimation of limited leadership rights and
responsibilities for subordinates in the in the implementation of overall
strategy (reasoning)

Though these may comprise a set of generic leadership mechanisms, the
literature suggests that they may be activated in many different ways. Indeed,
as we have already stressed those that are relevant will to some degree be 
a function of the problem being addressed. It also seems to be the case 
that individuals differ in their capacity to activate these mechanisms.
Moreover, individuals have their own styles of leadership that allow them
to activate distinct configurations of leadership mechanisms (Goffee and
Jones 2006).

If the leadership is poor enough in the private sector and performance is
sufficiently affected adversely, then economic competition provides a
natural way for it eventually to be eliminated. The strategy has to include
attention to profitability as a condition of success and the means have to
be successful enough to keep the organisational head above water. In view
of this, the leadership of thriving, large-scale sustained private sector enter-
prises by definition is fit enough for the conditions in which it is being
exercised. In the public sector, this ultimate method of judgment over
leadership is not available. This is one reason why its evaluation by other
means might be appropriate as a basis for informing improvements, espe-
cially in view of the track record of failure that is sometimes found, as in
the case of crime.
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What additional positive mechanisms might be needed in public leader-
ship, in addition to the generic ones of the kind mentioned so far? Con-
sider the following, all of which relate back to the public rather than
private interests that lie at the heart of publicly funded organisations and
activities.

• Inspiration of public service orientation: exemplification, reward for, and
emphasis on follower integrity in pursuit of the public good (reasoning)

• Balance of diverse public good objectives: recognition that followers must
balance competing demands in organisations with multiple public service
aims (reasoning and resources)

• Subordination of local or specific organisational objectives to the pursuit of
the public good: redeployment of resources to steer followers to pursue
public interests rather than private or single-sectoral ones (resources)

• Courage in the face of the selfish, unprincipled or impossible: refusing
and encouraging followers to refuse to act in ways that contradict the
pursuit of the public good (reasoning)

• Recognition of ultimate accountability to the electorate: acknowledge-
ment that resources and legitimacy for leaders and followers are pro-
vided by the electorate, even if in the short term public opinion may be
disregarded in the interests of pursuing the public good (reasoning and
resources).

The attentive reader will have noticed that this chapter has concentrated
mostly, although not exclusively, on ‘leadership’ rather than ‘leaders’. Karl
Popper explains why this is appropriate in the public sphere in a discussion
of ‘The Principle of Leadership’ published in 1945. Popper rejects the ques-
tion, ‘Who should rule?’ and advocates instead, asking, ‘How can we so
organize political institutions that bad or incompetent leaders can be pre-
vented from doing too much damage?’ (Popper 1945: 121) As Popper’s
chapter-heading indicates, by rulers he has in mind leaders and he favours
an institutional approach that does not depend on the particular qualities
of the individuals involved. Institutions, he argues, are needed to act as
checks on the unbridled exercise of power and the risks that this brings.
This does not mean that individuals do not matter. As Popper says, ‘Insti-
tutions are like fortresses. They must be well-designed and manned.’ (Popper
1945: 126, original italics).

A public leadership theory is one of institutions. This might include
methods of selecting and fostering those who will man (or, better, ‘staff’)
those institutions, but will not be one of the attributes of great individual
leaders of the sort that is represented by some academic and much popular
leadership literature. In public leadership public interest lies in the activ-
ation of mechanisms that will lead to sustained, democratically account-
able achievements of public goods, of which the most uncontentious is
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probably harm-reduction of the sort sought in crime prevention and stressed
by Popper. 

Figure 20.1 sketches the bare bones of one broadly realist theory of public
leadership, which draws inspiration from Grint’s problem-types discussed
earlier in relation specifically to crime although here is intended to be
generic. The theory is realist in that it attempts to abstract what may be
constellations of contextual conditions which are germane to the styles 
of leadership that, other things being equal, might be expected to generate
better (or, by inference, worse) performance in the public sector. Two dimen-
sions of leadership variation are identified. Horizontally, leadership may 
be spread more or less widely across a number of organisations or it may 
be located in only one. Vertically, it may be located in only one command
position or it may be distributed more or less widely within any organisation.
Four major quadrants are shown in Figure 20.1. 

In the top left leadership is widely distributed vertically but not horizon-
tally. This, it is conjectured, is liable to produce better performance where
there is a single responsible and competent organisation, but where the
issue at stake is a wicked one or one which is variable in its manifestation
and hence poorly understood in its particulars. Here, it is expected that cen-
tral direction would tend to produce sub-optimal outcomes and delegated
authority better ones.
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In the top right leadership is again widely distributed vertically but this
time it is also widely distributed horizontally. Here, the hunch is that better
performance follows where there is no single responsible and competent
organisation, and where the issue at stake is a wicked one or one which is
variable in its manifestation and hence poorly understood in its particulars.
Here, it is expected that central direction would tend to produce sub-optimal
outcomes and delegated authority better ones, but where that delegated
authority is best spread across diverse organisations which collectively have a
better chance of understanding and delivering effective responses than any on
its own.

In the bottom left leadership is narrowly distributed both vertically 
and horizontally. In relation to critical issues that call for an immediate 
response, especially where there are well-tried strategies and a single organ-
isation competent to address them, the hypothesis is that a single agency
with a clear command structure will most effectively deliver positive out-
comes. Someone needs to be in charge and able to direct resources and action
to produce predictable results.

In the bottom right lies leadership which is widely distributed horizon-
tally but narrowly distributed vertically. In relation to issues that lie beyond
the competence or responsibility of any single agency but for which there
are standard or agreed responses by multiple organisations, this is the form
of leadership that is expected to produce the most successful outcomes.

This theory is, of course, not necessarily true. It comprises, at best, a plau-
sible account of the ways in which conditions for leadership vary in ways
that suggest that differences in structure and style will produce better (or
worse) outcomes. 

In relation to the frequently messy world of public leadership, where
reform is proposed the evaluator’s first task is to distil any specific theory
being advanced (for example that of shared and distributed leadership
sketched in Figure 20.1) in terms of the mechanisms believed to be activated
that will contribute to improvements in the achievement of public benefits
(ultimately leading to better or less harmful states of affairs and better or
less harmful behaviour patterns). The distillation and formalisation of any
such specific theory will involve talking to the architects of the theory,
reading relevant literature, drawing on established broader bodies of theory,
and talking to those who are implicated in that leadership either as intended
leaders or intended followers or as intended leader-followers (those who are
both led and lead according to the specified theory). These views will not 
in and of themselves let us know whether or not the leadership regime is
working in the expected way. It will, nevertheless, inform the formulation of
theory that can be tested in other ways, to which we come in due course.

Realist evaluation also requires that we identify ways in which the theory
might not be working out quite as expected. This means trying to take into
account ways in which the theory may work out in practice in unanticipated
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and unintended ways. Most actions, including most leadership styles, produce
side-effects that are generally, although not always, unwanted. Ernst Gom-
brich’s brilliant survey of world history from the beginning of time to the
aftermath of the Second World War makes clear the limits of leadership, the
fact that much goes on independently of leadership that throws intentions off
course, as well as the ways in which leaders chronically tend eventually to fail
even following initial achievement (Gombrich 2005). The last in a long line
he mentions, is Hitler.

Here’s a small sample of mechanisms that may be triggered by leaders to
produce unintended and unwanted consequences: 

• Over-extension: stimulating too much activity by followers across too
wide an area so that much is undone or not done properly (resources)

• Over-delegation: enabling intermediary leader-followers to lead their own
followers in ways that obstruct or challenge (reasoning and resources)

• Setting contradictory strategies: directing followers to pursue one goal
that jeopardises the achievement of another (reasoning)

• Excessive change: loss of confidence (cynicism) in followers that a
consistent strategy is being followed (reasoning)

• Inflexibility: failure to realise that conditions have changed and hence
followers’ interests are no longer being met (reasoning and resources)

• Excessive demands: provocation of mutiny or disloyalty amongst follow-
ers (reasoning)

• Insufficient ability or understanding or recognition of own limitations:
loss of confidence amongst the followers that the leader had the capacity
to lead them (reasoning)

• Over self-confidence: failure to listen to followers able to inform strategy
and necessary to deliver strategy (reasoning)

These are unlikely to exhaust unintended unwanted mechanisms activated 
by leaders and new leadership regimes, but they illustrate the point that any
evaluation needs to attend to what leadership might produce unintention-
ally as well as what is produced intentionally. Those participating as leaders
and followers are liable to have a strong sense of what these might be in
practice in relation to any given leadership regime.

Conclusion

This paper has tried to sketch out how realist evaluation might approach
public leadership. The emphasis is on contexts, mechanisms and outcomes.
The product would be context, mechanism outcome pattern configurations
(CMOCs). What kinds of leadership work in what ways, according to what
conditions, to produce what sorts of positive and negative outcome? For
example, what kind of leadership structures generate the delivery of what
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kinds of activity effectively or ineffectively to reduce public harms or create
public goods? Some of the findings would likely parallel those that could be
expected from leadership in any setting. Others would be particular to the
distinct conditions of public service.

The concrete study of any given public sector case would likely involve
both an overarching examination of the leadership washing through the
organisation or partnership as a whole and interrogation of the specific leader-
ship activities, mechanisms and follower outcomes occurring within the
organisation or partnership, resulting in differing patterns of service delivery.
The latter, if related to a judgment over the patterns of public benefit (and
cost) achieved, would ultimately yield empirically based guidance on what
kind of leadership activity produces what kind of positive and negative out-
comes in what conditions. It is difficult to gauge the level of abstraction that
would emerge. Grint’s classification of problem-types looks promising as a key
basis for differentiating contexts where the activation of different leadership
mechanisms would produce varying outcome patterns, but only empirical
study could determine whether or not this is, indeed, the case.

Technically, any realist evaluation of public leadership is liable to be highly
challenging and would require the use of diverse techniques, involving
qualitative, quantitative, documentary and comparative research.

Given the fluidity and complexity of public service it is unlikely that an
experimental approach would be practical. There could also be no guarantee
that a realist approach would yield useful or valid findings. The argument
of this chapter, however, is that it provides a promising starting point,
offering some prospect of theoretically informed but empirically grounded
reasons for promulgating one form of leadership or another according to
the conditions faced.
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21
Epilogue
Reform, Realisation and Restoration:
Public Leadership and Innovation in
Government
Stephen Brookes

Reform – NPM as the nemesis of leadership?

Chapter 1 suggests that understanding context is critical for public leader-
ship. The more recent context is characterised by reform that is focused on
‘delivery’ (HMSO 1999) with an unprecedented obsession with measure-
ment. The context of public services is also one of crisis, a lowering of trust
and confidence and a growing acceptance of the need for collectivity (as
opposed to collectivism – the former representing a quality or condition
rather than the latter which denotes a movement (Allen 2004)). The overall
outcome of good public leadership should be the creation and demonstra-
tion of public value and not the single minded pursuit of easily measurable
but relatively meaningless targets.

Part I of this volume1 reviewed the impact of reform on individual public
services and each author identified the deleterious impact that the obses-
sion with ‘performance’ and ‘targets’ has had on the ability of leaders to
lead with a tendency to introduce structural reform rather than address
underpinning values. At its worst, NPM can be viewed as one of an aven-
ging nemesis for those organisations that do not ‘perform’ regardless as to
the strength of their leadership or the institutional constraints that leaders
operate within. At its best, NPM can be viewed as a foundation upon which
public leadership can flourish. Of course, the authors identified some clear
benefits in introducing means to continually improve performance, but the
real challenge for public leadership is to determine whether the focus is 
on ‘counting what counts’ as opposed to ‘what can be counted’ (to quote
Albert Einstein). 

Some commentators have boldly declared that New Public Management
(NPM) is in crisis (Evans 2009: 48), and some even go as far as saying that it
is dead. (Dunleavy et al. 2005: 3). Dunleavy and his colleagues argue that
changes in public management regimes have resulted in increased levels of
institutional and policy complexity but have reduced the level of
autonomous citizen competence and levels of social problem solving,
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which were the aims of NPM. Others suggest that NPM and its impact have
been overstated (Kickert 2001), that it fails to address the inter (as opposed
to intra) governmental needs for delivery (Rhodes 2001; Osborne and
McLaughlin 2008) that it’s benefits are partial and contested (Pollitt and
Bouckaert 2004) or that it has failed (Farnham and Horton 1996) – which
brings us back to the declaration that NPM is dead! So – can a new public
leadership approach supplant the worst of new public management while
preserving its better attributes?

Realisation: NPL as the phoenix – Rising from the ashes 
of NPM?

‘Realism’ as a doctrine suggests that matter ‘as the object of perception’ has
real existence and, as a philosophical theory, while agreeing that objects exist
independently of the mind, that they differ in accounts of appearance, per-
ception and illusion and are assessed in ‘terms of their truth to reality, rather
than in terms of their verifiability’ (OED 2009). As Nick Tilley argues com-
prehensively in the last chapter, realistic evaluation (Pawson and Tilley 1997)
holds real promise in helping us to both understand and assess the benefits
and outcomes of effective public leadership. Tilley suggested that realistic
evaluation helps us to understand ‘what kinds of leadership work in what
ways, according to what conditions, to produce what sorts of positive 
and negative outcomes’. For example, what kind of leadership structures 
or behaviours generates the delivery of what kinds of activity effectively or
ineffectively to reduce public harms or create public goods?

In Part II, our authors examined the essential features of public leader-
ship that may help in identifying this realisation and the mechanisms that
can bring about the desired change. Although this volume argues strongly
for a collective approach one cannot ignore the importance of individual
agency which Lord Turnbull examined. This was followed by an examina-
tion of the different forms of leadership including political and community
leadership mechanisms. Essential features of public leadership include the
need for leaders to ask intelligent questions in a problem solving way rather
than trying to portray themselves as the ‘font of all knowledge’. The required
skills are explored within the context of networks and whole system work-
ing and from the experience of current leadership development programmes
which highlight the challenge of change for public sector leaders. In Part III,
some practical applications of public leadership are highlighted to show
respectively how competing values can be effectively harnessed in highly
charged and emotive contexts and the extent to which narratives can help
in elucidating the challenges that change brings. Missed opportunities through
leadership-enabling legislation and the difficulty of making partnerships
work better show some of the mechanisms that are available and the chal-
lenges that face public leaders. Part IV explored some of the lessons that
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can be learned in taking forward a public leadership approach including an
acknowledgement of the strengths and lessons to be learned from mixed
modes of governance and the third sector. Tilley’s question in the penul-
timate chapter explored whether public leadership can be evaluated. This is
a critical question and one that this epilogue places at the heart of a public
leadership challenge for the future with innovation as its main goal.

Based on the arguments presented in the foregoing chapters, it is argued
that a new public leadership challenge should be set for 2011 and beyond
through the ‘Purpose’, ‘Process’, ‘Praxis’ and ‘Public Value’ of public leader-
ship. Once again with the assistance of the Oxford English Dictionary, each of
these will be briefly unpicked and can be traced back to earlier chapters.

Purpose

The ‘purpose’ of public leadership is to set out clearly what it is that public
leaders seek to attain through clearly stated intentions or aims. It takes
account of, and seeks to balance, the prevailing contextual conditions pre-
sented by the political, social, economic, technological, environmental and
legal drivers and barriers. It also provides a discourse that articulates the
reason for these intentions and aims, the result or effect intended or sought
and the end to which the intentions and aims are directed towards, within
a climate that is conducive to publicly valued outcomes. Within the con-
text of public leadership the purpose will include the need for the active
participation of both internal and external stakeholders, the development
of a shared vision based on an agreed mandate and identifying the desired
public good to be pursued or harm to be eradicated or minimised. 

Process

The ‘process’ of public leadership represents the sequence of leadership
actions that are required to transform the purpose of public leadership into
practice and how activities are coordinated. The process commences with the
development of policies and procedures based on the purpose and the prin-
ciples to be adopted in the implementation of the purpose through problem
oriented approaches. Heifetz argues that it is within the process of leadership
that leadership activity can be evaluated and, further, that theories shed light
on the practice of leadership. Heifetz (1994) argues that we ‘forget our past at
our peril’. Handy (1985) and others make similar points (Yukl 1989) and the
importance of collective leadership within a partnership setting cannot be
understated (Agranoff 1986, 1990; Agranfoff and McGuire 2003).

Praxis

The ‘praxis’ of public leadership represents the actual practice of particular
public leadership styles at all levels. This is in support of its stated purpose
in the achievement of shared objectives and in a way that it is accepted as
habitual practice through shared learning and insights. Personal impact is
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vitally important through the development of an effective personal leader-
ship style, use of constructive challenge and the enhancement of trust
although there is a need to consider the complex interrelationships, both
synergies and conflicts (Young 2000). Heifetz and Laurie (1997) argue for
the collective intelligence of all employees and that leaders should get away
from the habit of providing solutions, and devolve this responsibility.

Public value

‘Public value’ as the outcome of effective public leadership requires an align-
ment between the social goals identified by stakeholders, the trust and legit-
imacy which leaders secure in the delivery of these goals and the extent to
which organisational capability matches the stated purpose to practice through
the process of public leadership (Moore 1995; Kelly et al. 2002). Benington
and Moore (in press), Benington (Chapter 12), Evans (ibid) and Stoker (2006)
argue that the time for PVM (Public Value Management) has come of age. The
creation and demonstration of public value includes the need for probity in
relation to delivery of public service agreement targets pertaining to all stake-
holders in accordance with the mandate and wider value-related measures
including perception and pride.

The framework is illustrated in Figure 21.1.
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The framework draws together the following elements: 

• The differing forms of leadership represented by the upper and lower
segments which respectively illustrate the inputs received through 
both political and community leadership and the four inner segments.
These inner segments together represent the way in which these 
inputs are transformed through both organisational and individual 
leadership.

• Transformative leadership relies on the process of defining and 
implementing the purpose of leadership (based on political and com-
munity inputs) into publically valued outputs through the praxis of
leadership.

• The collective leadership style is represented by the combination of
shared (horizontal) and distributed (vertical) leadership.

Restoration: Public leadership and innovation

The volume will conclude by highlighting the role of innovation as a means
of drawing together leadership, management and governance networks
within a virtuous circle of collective leadership. This volume has spoken
much of the distinction between leadership and management. The impor-
tance of inter and intra governmental networks is similarly critical (Rhodes
2001) and – some argue – understated (Conlon and Posner 2007).

With the assistance of the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Innovation’ can
be viewed as the introduction of new elements (of the phenomenon under
review – in this case – public leadership), the alteration of what has already
been established (public management) and the changes made in the nature
or fashion of its delivery and its processes (different forms of leadership).
Innovation can also be viewed as ‘revolution’ (in this case – a policy revolu-
tion) as a means of determining the practices (of public leadership). It 
can also be considered as the substitution of a new obligation for the old. 
If the old obligation was about NPM and the measurement of easily quan-
tifiable outcomes then the new is about NPL with its focus on publically
valued outcomes and leadership processes. 

Interestingly the provenance of the word innovation derives from the
formation of a new shoot at the apex of a stem or branch. This epilogue
argues that to innovate in government against the crises described earlier,
build confidence and trust in the public and to encourage collective
approaches in doing so, requires more than just management and gover-
nance – it requires leadership in setting a vision and in showing the way 
to ensure that the ‘green shoots’ of recovery (economic and performance)
and restoration of confidence (public and institutional trust) become 
the genesis of excellence and generate organisational learning (Senge
2006). 
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A time to think differently about public leadership

NPL versus NPM

There are three suggested areas of significant difference between New
Public Leadership and New Public Management: 

i. The role of public leadership in the context of reform which is about
transformational rather than transactional change within a collective
context. We thus argue for public leadership as a form of collective
leadership.

ii. The importance of relationships through networked management. It 
is about collective influence not power. As Grint argues in Chapter 11
‘We thus argue for a form of intelligent leadership that makes the 
most of knowledge and expertise across diffuse but collaborative
networks’.

iii. The overall goal of public leadership vis-à-vis the overall goal of public
management which is about the identification and balancing of, com-
peting values in the creation and demonstration of socially useful out-
comes (as described by Heifetz ibid). We thus argue for a value-oriented
approach to leadership which defines the purpose and determines and
delivers the public value outcomes based on the effective process and
practice of public leadership.

If leadership is about ‘doing the right things’ and management is about
‘doing things right’ (Drucker 1966, 1975; Drucker and Zahra 2003) then
governance, it is argued, is about ensuring that the right things are done 
by the right people, in the right way, in the right places with and for the
right people. Quite simply then, governance can be described as the act of
mediating among networks, markets and hierarchies (Stephenson 2008) in
ensuring that practices and processes are fit for the purpose in delivering
public values. This is illustrated in Figure 21.2.

Conclusion

Why should an approach that advocates new public leadership as opposed
to new public management be any different from its predecessor? Based on the
four P’s of public leadership (described earlier) the following distinctions
are offered: 

• Purpose: It goes beyond NPMs emphasis on disaggreation, competition
and incentivisation (Dunleavy et al. 2005) and instead seeks to iden-
tify public priorities based on identified public values in which some 
of NPMs features are the means by which these wider aims will be
achieved.
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• Process: The process of NPL represents the means by which the values,
strategies and aims of public leaders is transformed to delivery through a
combination of shared, distributed and individual leadership rather than
the managerial framework that NPM has so clearly encouraged. It has a
potentially unique focus on networked governance as a form of ensuring
adherence to shared values and the shared vision of collaborating partners. 

• Practice: The NPL practices rather than NPM practices focus on value
based leadership in the encouragement of adaptive approaches such as
those proffered by Heifetz (1994). It similarly seeks to encourage an
appreciation of the different forms of public leadership including com-
munity, political, organisational and individual leadership (in mitigating
the links between the process of shared and distributed leadership).

• Public Value Management (PVM) moves the lens from one of perfor-
mance regimes to one of a public value framework and a public value test.

In conclusion, this volume has illustrated that NPM has resulted in some
positive impacts in modernising public services but that the negative con-
sequences have resulted in an almost single minded pursuit of ‘easy to
measure’ quantitative targets that do little for the long term improvement
of public service delivery. The challenge for public leaders is to create a
climate of public value through a process of transforming the purpose of
leadership into practice through a collective leadership style that take due
account of differing contexts and problems profiles and where evaluation
of the effectiveness of public leadership is assessed against agreed standards
to the same degree as the current focus on improved performance. This
requires a more focused concentration on a new way of thinking about
NPL in addition to the narrower focus on NPM.
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Note
1. Includes findings from the ESRC Series (The Public Leadership Challenge) which led

to this volume.
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