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Overview

Key drivers for business
transformation in local
government

As local government continues to meet the
challenge of more years of austerity and
savings, fresh thinking and new styles of
working have become even more pressing.
Significant change often happens when there
is no other option - and although it can feel
uncomfortable, or counter-intuitive, being
open to new ideas that pull us away from our
normal ways of thinking and working is vital to
making transformation happen.

Customer-centricity has become a
watchword amongst organisations in all
sectors. This should be no different for
Local Government, to whom we are bound
for so many of our daily activities. Local
government does not need to compete for
customers, but it has a moral and democratic
duty to ensure needs are being met, aiding
its citizens to navigate complex services
and systems, which in turn will improve
compliance and trust.

Local Government doesn’t always have the
best track record when it comes to turning
new ideas into sustainable transformation. It’s
not that councils and their employees lack
innovation or can’t achieve improvements
and cost savings. They can – as evidenced
by the £331 million of financial benefits to the
public and public services during the 2011
Customer-Led Transformation programme
under the direction of the LGDC and LGA.

Personalisation and the joining up of services
through more agile delivery and exploiting the
benefits of digital platforms should present
a more efficient professional identity and
approach to the outside world. The challenge
is how to leverage these opportunities when
it requires changes in culture, organisational
structures, internal processes and roles.
For more on how to improve the customer
experience in local government, see our
report Optimising the Customer Experience in
Local Government.

But ultimately these savings largely come
from projects and initiatives. In order to reap
the benefits more fully, local government
needs to do what business is incentivised to
do and undergo full transformation.

Cost-cutting and prolonged austerity
makes investment in change and
transformation feel counter-intuitive. However,
this, we would argue, makes the case for
transformation even more urgent. These
financial problems are stagnating local
authorities and undermining their potential
flexibility to address a range of emerging
challenges through real transformation.

Our work with the public sector has given
us an understanding of the unique set of
challenges faced and the critical elements
needed to drive transformation in the sector

A strong emphasis on targets and
outcomes alongside the recent financial
pressures means it is increasingly common
to find intense pressure to deliver value for
money and make business cases for any
proposed change. Cheaper solutions may
be mistaken for value for money when real
value can be something different. Forward
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Why structural overhaul
has reached the end of
the road

thinking councils are investing in ‘invest to
save’ initiatives to find efficiencies and service
improvements in tandem.
The Digital Revolution has already
transformed how we interact with information
and how we communicate. Digital is no
longer an optional bolt-on service to run
alongside traditional approaches but is
the starting point for customers. Many
commercial organisations have fallen
behind the curve and lost customers to new
entrants who have completely embraced
and understood the way that digital is
fully integrated into people’s lives. In many
cases, local government is playing catchup and therefore not yet meeting customer
expectations.

Local government has seen a number of
reorganisations in the past, leaving little room
for further exercises in ‘shifting the deckchairs’
to enhance services and achieve value for
money.
Now, faced with stark choices about which
services they can offer and which they cannot,
there is a need for local government to analyse
their organisational structure and operating
models to transform long-term performance in
a positive direction.
These structural overhauls in the UK were
mandated by central government when the
2006 Local Government White Paper for
England (CLG 2006a) signalled the intention
to invite councils in shire county areas to
submit proposals for structural reorganisation.
The desired outcome of this was to enhance
strategic leadership, neighbourhood
empowerment, value for money and equity in
public services’ (CLG 2006a, p. 20).

Political expediency and public
accountability reduces the appetite
for risk. In environments so closely tied to
the views of multiple levels of stakeholders,
a culture of hierarchy and process has been
held on to so preciously that creativity and
innovation can be seen as inhibitors to ‘getting
the job done’.
Change is particularly risky when those whose
expertise lies in delivering ‘business as usual’
services are then also asked to come up
with service improvements in the form of new
solutions and new ways
of working.

Structural change of this nature is also likely
to be disruptive rather than adaptive. As we
describe in ‘Business Transformation – why do
we keep on getting it wrong?’, many people
fear change because of the uncertainty it
brings. We are primed to reject new ideas at
the first indication of any issues. People find
comfort in sticking with what they know. In
restructuring an organisation, leaders often fail
to recognise this or address it.

Local authorities may struggle to create the
culture or time for innovation, or to find the
right people to make it happen. Organisational
transformation is often required to create a
culture where change and responsiveness
becomes part of ‘business as usual’.
Structures, processes, roles and reporting lines
may have to be challenged and transformed.
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Organisational transformation analysis should
be an opportunity to include realistic appraisal
on where the skills, knowledge and resource
gaps are. In Local Government this can mean
change programmes that start working within
the ‘as-is’ culture, whilst subtly introducing new
thinking and bringing operational staff along on
a steady journey to avoid triggering a natural
fight or flight response.

It is not just customers who are affected
by this rigid culture. Internally, Finance, HR
and Procurement processes can become
detached from the business, and risk
aversion kicks in because accountability can
always be answered by ‘well, we followed the
approved process’.
Business case planning, whether for new
projects, recruitment or investment, can
become subsumed in internal processes
and procedure and the customer-centric
perspective is lost.

A culture of immovable
process and risk aversion
Repositioning local government as
responsive and efficient services delivered
with high levels of customer service is still
a distant aspiration for many. Stakeholder
management and fulfilment can be complex
when those stakeholders come from a
spectrum of social, economic and political
backgrounds. This complexity can lead to
the failsafe position of delivering tried and
tested processes rather than the best service
possible for the customer.
In this environment, successful delivery
is measured by adherence to process,
because this offers the lowest risk and
removes the accountability of anyone in
the service delivery chain. This is the very
essence of what bureaucracy feels like for
a customer; when the experience is not
positive.

In the back office, harder contract
negotiations or ongoing contract
management with the private sector is not
always recognised or realised, and many
residents may feel that their face-to-face
experience with the frontline staff is less
“the customer is always right” and more
“computer says no”.
However, any initiatives to improve these
situations or think about how to leverage
digital are often hindered from the very
beginning when they are driven by riskcentric IT operations who are charged with
delivering solutions and benefits but start by
asking the organisation what they need. In
fact, they are asking the very people who
are very operationally minded, perhaps wed
to their processes and therefore will return
a long list of essential requirements for a
system to model the exact process they
have been following for years.

The hierarchical culture does not help as
service delivery and the responsibility to act
or make decisions is not delegated or shared
within teams. The ‘not at my pay grade’
principle kicks in and management become
isolated and make decisions without being
informed effectively by their teams. And so
the status quo is maintained by sticking to
the plan without even questioning whether it
is really working or not.

Unfortunately this is hardly a foundation for
successful service improvement because the
real issues are ignored, the same processes
are perpetuated, and the initiatives do not
deliver service improvements at all, only
the classic mistake of providing operational
staff with the ability to make the same old
mistakes, only quicker…
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What you told us - feedback from the
Local Government Strategy Forum
We took the opportunity at the Local Government Strategy Forum in November 2017 to
get feedback from you on why change is so hard. Here are just a few of the reasons you
gave us.
uu

 ear of risk, fear of failure! In too many organisations people would rather tolerate a bad
F
situation, or do nothing, than do something that might go wrong.

uu

 he initial vision and intention get lost in translation – Imprecise articulation of a vision
T
leads to ambiguity. Abandoning the planning and getting deep into ‘doing’ can lead to
a programme going off-track without anybody realising.

uu

 oo much focus on money and savings rather than value – Making cuts to make shortT
term savings, or underinvesting in change programmes leads to more problems later.

uu

 oing projects ‘to’ people – Not communicating, not explaining, not answering the
D
‘why?’ questions leads to people feeling that projects are being done to them. Often
this builds fear and resistance that will hinder progress.

Great progress is being made, with the group we spoke to sharing good experiences
and examples of successful change. However it is becoming clear that local government
requires more than change in just one or two areas in order to respond to the challenges
we describe above. There is a lot more that can and needs to be done to please
customers and stakeholders, to drive down spending and to maintain services.

The only choice: complete
transformation is needed

leadership should focus on in order to start
addressing these challenges.

Complete transformation is needed, and local
authorities need to find the right help in order
to deliver this. There is a need for discipline
and focus on the future that can only come
from leadership who will face these facts,
speak the truth, create partnerships in order
to make progress, and make tough choices.
This leadership needs to call for fundamental
change instead of running on auto-pilot and
making the same mistakes of the past.

Recommendations
Clear leadership vision,
as always, has to be the
foundation for change
Changing the way that people think and
behave has to be driven from the top.
Leaders need to be clear about what is
needed and drive through this clarity of
vision. This has become even more essential
in the era of the digital shift. Now the

The second section of the report highlights
some key areas that local government
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conceptual, though, is very important in
order to explore ideas and become excited
by opportunities at an early stage, and this
can only work if those in the discussion have
the skill set which enables them to work in
this way. They also need the time to properly
explore and discuss options before making
recommendations and suggestions of what
might be the next sensible steps to take
these ideas forward.

business transformation needed to deliver
the customer-centric ideal also requires
leaders to question their management style
and communication methods. They need to
act in a way that truly reflects their beliefs and
values, which need to be consistent, honest
and authentic.
Leaders will not catalyse transformation
by simply bringing in external consultants
and challenging those who deliver BAU
(business-as-usual) services to create the
change from the bottom up. This is shirking
their own responsibility and setting others
up to fail. Leaders therefore have to set the
agenda to empower their teams to deliver
and this can mean rewarding or celebrating
success in a completely new way.

The way of working is often counter to the
culture of Local Government or public sector
organisations where ways of working have
been engrained over a long period of time.
Creativity starts with leaders, managers
or supervisors and how they approach
this in order to set the expectations to the
workforce. If it is not naturally in them to
change their behaviour in this area then it can
be a real challenge and not something that is
easy to instil.

Punishing missed process targets only
encourages staff to focus more on the
process and disregard things that might be
causing issues or preventing improvements.

This creative thinking should also not be
confined to the departmental silo as, done in
isolation, it will not inspire joined-up thinking.
This activity is the very place where crossdepartmental collaboration can start, where
a realisation of shared issues and objectives
becomes part of a bigger and more
powerful vision for true customer-centric
services by joining up workflows and sharing
responsibilities.

Instead leaders must promote the vision and
attitude that cross-department collaboration,
agility and flexibility can lead to excellent
customer service and identify the ways in
which service improvements can have a real
impact. The culture starts to shift from “it’s not
my job to sort that out” to one where “it is my
job to help the customer” – or even “it is my
job to help the customer sort that out easily
for herself”.

Therefore, in order to improve performance
from a starting point of creative and
conceptual thinking, a number of important
questions need to be asked by Local
Government leadership teams:

Transformation starts with leadership.
By developing leaders throughout the
organisation, the conversation about how to
achieve a better future starts to shift.

Create room for creative
thinking and facilitate
collaboration

1. D
 o we have the right skills and
knowledge in our organisation to make
this cultural shift happen, and if not, can
we develop it or do we need help or ‘new
blood’ with different experience and skill
sets to be part of our BAU resources,
so that creativity is not just a project but

The starting point for problem solving or
the design of solutions requires conceptual
thinking or creativity. The ability to be
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Have clear priorities and
manage expectations

fundamental to the way the organisation
works?
2. D
 o we have the time and money to make
this happen within the organisation or,
more importantly, can we afford not to
invest in this type of activity? Are we even
going to truly transform without it when
our current structures and workforce are
simply not the right fit and need to focus
on operational activity and be guided
through improvements, not be charged
with creating the solutions themselves?

Competing and changing priorities, without
acceptance of impact, can be one of the
most demotivating experiences for workers
delivering services at the coal face.
Reactive prioritisation, without consideration
of what has already been requested and
what daily duties are immovable, can be
a real danger when encouraging creative
thinking to be part of the mix.

3. C
 an we break down the silos just by
asking people to work together? Is that
ever going to really work or do we have
to invest our own time and effort in
facilitating these conversations, making
sure they happen and making sure that
they are productive and that teams can
see the leadership behind them and
collaborating effectively themselves?

As is managing expectations in an
environment where change and risk are not
easy bedfellows. The sensitivity to change
can mean that the mere mention of an
idea can be taken as a decision to adopt
something new that will fail, before the idea
has even been properly investigated and
tested, the proof of concept run, and the
potential roll-out plan defined. The idea then
can potentially not even get past the first
hurdle without leadership clarity on how risk is
not being introduced when new possibilities
are explored. When in fact, the real risk to
the organisation becomes never getting to a
point where transformation is possible and
potential huge improvements are made for
the customer.

4. D
 o we know how to develop our
values and visions into brand
communications that are as effective
internally as externally? Are shared values
communicated to staff and customer
alike in order to build a relationship of
trust and understanding? Customers
have to believe that Local Government
really does believe in trying to create the
best solutions possible.

The organisation also has to be realistic
about how leadership will fit in the right
activities without prioritisation of their time
and ring fencing for vision development and
strategic development.

5. C
 an we work towards a point where the
problems of strict hierarchical thinking
within the organisation are broken down?
This means delegating work to people
who are willing to take on individual
responsibility and make decisions in
order to show flexibility and agility - in
the knowledge that the leadership of the
organisation is behind them and believes
in what they are doing.
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Local Government
doesn’t have the experts
in change management
to manage the employee
commitment and working
relationships

This scenario is likely to be the case for many
local governments and therefore the ‘people’
perspective on the ‘as-a-service’ model
is critical to tackle as part of the business
transformation challenge. If the potential
benefits of pushing solutions into the Cloud
are to be realised then the following are key
areas to assess:

Reorganising is easy on paper but proposed
cuts will disrupt working relationships and
undermine employee commitment. It will
need to be managed effectively. Local
authorities do not usually have the experts in
change management who would be needed
as a vital part of the equation to enable
business transformation to become a reality.

uu

 ow can the real cost of ‘on-premises’
H
be evaluated to counter the argument
that ‘as-a-service’ licensing models are
just too expensive?

uu

 hat benefits will be gained through
W
shifting risk to suppliers and achieving
more robust and accountable service
level agreements?

But better than being seen to bring in teams
of consultants, the ideal is that a partnership
is established that supports whilst transferring
knowledge to internal teams and their leaders
so that they learn better ways of fostering
employee commitment and communicating
through transformation programmes and also
how to plan these activities and be realistic
about the investment of time required to
make them work.

uu

 ow will the organisation benefit
H
from freeing up staff time to focus on
adding more value through customer
engagement and service improvement,
rather than 100% focus on maintenance
and planning further investment in
infrastructure?

Central corporate functions have a key role
to play in supporting major efficiency and
transformation programmes, especially
in assisting service leaders in aligning
processes and resources to meet current
and future requirements. meaning that the
demand for more modernised and integrated
solutions will grow.

Better use of tech:
transform through ‘as-aservice’ models
Any organisation which has invested heavily
in its own data centre, even if it has dabbled
in ‘software-as-a-service’ for smaller fringe
solutions, is likely to have a big challenge
on its hands shifting from the ‘on-premises’
model for its core applications. It is not
just the investment in the physical kit that
needs to be balanced against the cost of
Cloud-based services but also the fact that
infrastructure teams and software engineers
are resistant to the change. If they are asked
for advice on what should be done, then are
they likely to suggest that the Cloud is the
best option?

The migration to more flexible Cloud-based
solutions will help diversify the market, with
a recent Kable study identifying a growing
interest among local authorities in ‘as a
service’ models for corporate systems, with
the majority of councils surveyed agreeing
the market and solutions have matured
sufficiently to be considered a credible
alternative to ‘on-premise’ systems.
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Conclusion
For many, if not most, local government
organisations, a shift to become truly citizencentric, in line with the customer-centric
organisations experienced by their customers
in other areas of their lives, will require some
level of business transformation. This can
present significant challenges.
Learning to be responsive to digital
opportunities is only one aspect, and one
that is not likely to be successful without
a prolonged and determined focus on the
people side of the equation.
Cultural shift always needs to start with leaders
who can present a clear vision for the future
that will filter down through the organisation.
This process can require help from people
with the right skill set to make the change
happen and can also require a commitment to
developing the right skills in the workforce or
realising when new roles are actually required.
Only Local Government leadership teams who
take on these challenges, pulling together the
right mix of ingredients to enable them to tackle
business transformation head on, are likely to
succeed. But, as with any type of organisation,
it will always be a long road.
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