0:00:08 - Kirsty

Hi everyone and welcome to Governance Matters. I'm Kirsty, your host for this new
series, where we'll explore why good governance is so crucial. We'll invite guests to dive
into a variety of issues, sharing their expertise, advice and practical solutions based on
their unique insights and experience. At Governance Matters, we believe that
governance really does matter, especially to those of us working in local government. If
you're listening to this, it probably matters to you too. Good governance is built on many
moving parts, from attitudes to processes, and we'll be unpacking those building blocks
to help you improve, influence and evolve the governance practices around you,
catherine, welcome. Thank you for joining us today. So, to get things kicked off, if you
wouldn't mind telling our listeners a little bit about yourself, Sure, and it's lovely to be
here.

0:01:00 - Catherine

So thank you for the invite. So I'm a Professor of Public Management and Leadership at
the University of Birmingham, so | work in the Institute for Local Government Studies.
I've not always been an academic. | did have a life before academia, which was that of a
public servant. So | started off in the civil service and went from there into local
government and then also worked at the much missed Audit Commission. So | have real
sort of skin in the game in terms of this research, and | really want it to be research and
approaches that help the public sector to change. So | really don't want our research to
be sitting on a shelf somewhere. So that's why we're really pleased to be talking to
people like yourselves about how we can perhaps use this to to shift some of the ways
we work in the public sector.

0:01:45 - Kirsty

So | appreciate it's essentially what you do, but | ask all of the guests that join us on our
new podcast Governance Matters? Why does governance matter to you? So | think?

0:01:56 - Catherine

governance is absolutely at the heart of doing public services right. That doesn't sound
very eloquent, but it's about making sure that we have residents and citizens at the
heart of decision making and that decision making is done ethically and properly and
that we make the most of the scarce resources that we've got in the public sector to
really improve outcomes for residents. And | think the processes that we have to make
sure that people's views and voices are absolutely at the centre are the most important



governance processes that we have. And that also means that people then are more
likely to trust our public services and on our governance structures, and we can see
what happens when that trust disappears and that causes us huge amounts of
challenges. So | think governance although perhaps you know is not the most exciting
thing that people want to talk about is absolutely crucial and fundamental to getting our
public services right for our residents.

0:02:57 - Kirsty

Great, thank you. So we've invited you here today because you've recently revisited the
question what does it mean to be a 21st century public servant? 10 years on, what are
the things that have still resonated from your original research?

0:03:12 - Catherine

yes, it's quite scary that it was a decade ago that we did the first piece of research. Uh,
makes me feel really old, um. So | think we were a bit surprised, actually, about how
many things had stayed the same, given the sort of seismic changes that we'd had in the
world. So | think for public servants, some key things have stayed the same. So the
changing nature of public service, the sort of flux, the levels of complexity, the ambiguity
that they're working in, is something that is definitely still an issue.

| think perma-austerity we called it perma-austerity. We called it perma-austerity 10
years ago and clearly that was correct um, and it's just getting, you know, more and
more pressing. | think at the time we saw that it was sort of catalysing innovation as well
as perhaps, you know, sort of inhibiting change. But | think now, because of the nature
of the cuts, you know we've got several councils who have issued Section 114 notices.
Really that is sort of, you know, absolutely a driving factor in all of our research, that you
know we just don't have any money to do anything other than the basics anymore.

I think a couple of other things that have stayed the same.

So citizens are definitely more assertive these days that enter, that sort of sense of
deference to the town hall, to public servants, being held in sort of high regard.



So you know they want to sort of, you know, advocate for themselves, they want 24-7
responses, they want a sort of single door into our public services and they're not
content anymore with being sort of passed from pillar to post and waiting a long time for
aresponse.

So that sense of we need to work differently with our residents because of their
expectations and | think the other thing as well is the importance of place. So we really
found that the public servants have a very strong affinity to place and they want to serve
that place. But actually the sense of place is becoming more and more sort of
fragmented and challenged and | think with devolution, um, the sort of the mega
councils as somebody called them yesterday when | was talking at the event, this sense
of place and the sense of the residents in that place is going to be something that is
becoming more and more challenged and difficult and fragmented for public servants
to really get their heads around. So | think there are lots of things that stayed the same
and perhaps just been a bit exacerbated and emphasised, magnified over the past 10
years.

0:05:36 - Kirsty

So what would you define as the new challenges that have emerged in the last decade?

0:05:41 - Catherine

So | think the nature of permanent austerity certainly you know really deepening and
having to make really difficult decisions. Okay, not just about perhaps you know what
we prioritise but what we don't do anymore. So you know, perhaps we don't have a
library service, perhaps we don't deliver anything for our young people. You know those
really. You know very difficult decisions that people are having to make. | think the our
communities are really now in in distress. You know they've come through the
pandemic. We've still got a lot of people, you know, suffering with long COVID, suffering
from the effects of unemployment because of the pandemic, and things haven't really
settled down, even though you know you might imagine from the way we talk about it
that the pandemic's sort of done and finished and we've moved on.

| think you know welfare cuts, service reductions have really intensified inequalities,
health inequalities, particularly in poorer areas. We've also got, you know, the cost of
living crisis which | know from talking to councils hasn't just affected residents, butit's
affected. You know the cost of living crisis which | know from talking to councils hasn't



just affected residents, butit's affected. You know a number of their employees as well
who are on perhaps lower wages. And then we've got things like climate change, which
probably 10 years ago we knew was coming and perhaps we'd seen a little bit of, but
now we've got, you know, regular flooding.

You know some really difficult issues for our communities to have to to deal with. So |
think there's a sense that communities are really under stress and probably quite angry
as well about the fact that they can't get, perhaps, support when they want to a couple
of other things. So | think, levels of incivility in public life, so citizens just becoming
really, really demanding and feeling able to say you know awful things about both public
servants and councillors on social media we've seen that a lot that's sort of because
you're divided, you can't see a person people feel able to really have a go at them and
you know really sort of say awful things.

So | think that sense, that anger, is really being played out on social media and there's a
real lack of trust, particularly, | think, because of what people have seen happening at
national government level, you know, sort of local politics, local councils are sort of
almost tarred with the same brush, | think as well the rise of some of the equality,
diversity and inclusion sort of topics. So things like the movements like Me Too and
Black Lives Matter have been, you know, fantastic and they have really raised the profile
of EDI. But | think there is an issue, you know, because we see real pushback of that. We
see this whole sort of, you know, accusations of being woke, the sort of woke karate,
what we're seeing happen in America. | think you know public servants are really alive to
these issues and want to do the best by their really diverse communities and diverse
employees. But | think this is a difficult territory to be working in at the minute. And then,
finally, | think one of the new challenges is we haven't really yet come to an agreement
about what the new normal looks like in terms of how we work.

So, you know, we're all working from home today. Which is lovely is some of our
colleagues are being asked to go into the office three days a week. Two days a week?
Yeah, not at all. And you know, some local government officers have to be in the office.
So there's a real sense of you know, perhaps are we creating two-tier workforces? You
know, how do we create that sense of a culture if not everyone's in the office? It's very
difficult having. Perhaps, if you're, you know, working with challenging cases and you're
doing those from your kitchen table at home, what kind of support are you then getting?
Because you're taking on those very difficult, you know, professional issues in your own
house and there's a difficult device. So | don't think we've had that conversation,
probably across any sectors actually, but | think, because of the nature of the work that



public servants do, it's really particularly challenging for local government at the
minute.

0:09:33 - Kirsty

So | appreciate you saying how challenging itis. So let's get back to those public
servants and the characteristics that they need to have as defined in your report. So
you've put them into three key areas. So | wondered if you could help unpack these for
our listeners. So I've got working with complexity, developing and valuing new ways of
working, thriving in the new environment yeah.

0:09:57 - Catherine

So perhaps if we just unpack those three sort of themes so within working in complexity.
So one of the things is we've talked about public servants working at the thick end of the
complexity wedge. So what we mean by that is that the simple cases now the
straightforward cases, are probably dealt with through you know customer service
centre or ai or the website. So actually cases that appear on you know an officer's desk
are going to be challenging ones. So individual cases are really challenging and also the
nature of the case, sort of the whole issues that public servants are dealing with. So
homelessness, for example, is really challenging, is really complex, so there's no easy
work anymore. So every single day.

0:10:42 - Kirsty

The simple fixes have been implemented Exactly. We've done those, yes.

0:10:47 - Catherine

So that means there's no sort of downtime anymore in an officer's life. Everything
they're dealing with is complex. We're also asking them to take a whole systems long-
term view of where we're going as a sector. What is it going to look like in five years'
time? Particularly things like devolution, reorganisation these are really big shifts in
terms of how we work, the powers that local government's going to have. So at the same
time we're asking public servants to look at that long term. We're also asking them to
look at the day to day and live in that space as well. So that's really challenging and also
because of the world in which they work.



There's this idea of what we call a sense exchanger, so somebody that has to be able to
understand where the other organisations are coming from, you know, what their
priorities are, what their motivations are, and then sort of translate that back into their
own organisation, perhaps back to residents. And an example of that is where we've
seen the Metropolitan Police pull out of responding to mental health calls and clearly
we can all understand why that's happened, but then as an officer perhaps for you know
London boroughs having to explain why that's happened, what the impact is then on
them. That's the idea of sense exchanging, being able to sort of translate issues for
others. So that's the whole complexity piece. And then we're seeing some new ways of
working that have come out and | think we really need to start developing those and
valuing those, and they all sort of sit within the sort of relational working piece. So the
first idea is that of a relationship curator. So | think what we're saying here is that
perhaps 10 years ago building relationships was an maybe a nice to have bit of the job,
and now it's absolutely central to the job. You know, it is the job. So building those
relationships with residents, with other organisations, building up that long-term
trusting relationship, is something that's absolutely crucial to be able to deliver the
residents together.

We're also seeing that all of our public servants, irrespective of sort of what profession
they come from so perhaps you might be a planner, you might be a lawyer you've all got
to that all of our public servants, irrespective of sort of what profession they come from.
So perhaps you might be a planner, you might be a lawyer you all got to be a leader as
well. We don't have enough slack in the system anymore to have our sort of leadership
sitting over here and then our professions over here, everybody's got to be doing both.
So we've called that sort of you know, ambidextrous approach You've got your
certificate over here for your professional qualifications, but at the same time you've got
your certificate over here for your professional qualifications, but at the same time
you've got to be doing that leadership piece as well. And then the final characteristic
within sort of that new ways of working is somebody who's multilingual, so who can
translate sort of almost like the jargon that we get in our different, you know, in the NHS,
in the police, um in, perhaps, the combined authority you know we're getting new types
of jargon in combined authorities so somebody who can understand that and translate
it for others and also for residents.

And then the final theme around thriving in this new sort of complex environment. So we
talked about public servants needing to be frugal innovators, so trying to weave together
some sort of golden cloth uh out of you know the very sort of you know tiny pots of
money that we've got, you know looking for different uh sources of funding and trying to
sort of pull something together. We need our public servants to be what we've called um



data curious and digitally comfortable, so not experts in that space and we recognise
that there is definitely a generational issue here with perhaps some of our longer-term
public servants not being as, um, you know, sort of up to speed in this space. But as
long as we can get people to be comfortable in this space, | think that that's the way
forward. And you know, we have got a huge amount of data on our residents but we
don't use it. You know we often sort of do, you know, a snapshot and then we'll present it
at council, for example, but actually we need to be dealing with that real-time data
which is telling us about how our residents are, are living their lives, um, and then just a
couple more. So, uh, this sense of being a hybrid operator, so that sense of somebody
who can work in the community in formal settings from their kitchen table, but
recognising, perhaps, the toll that that might have on people and you know what is the
right setting for the right work, so supporting people to do that.

And then this final characteristic that public servants are hardy perennials, so this
sense of, you know, a sort of flower that comes up year after year after year, despite the
harsh snow and the harsh winds of winter. You see them sort of popping back up, you
know beautifully sort of presented, keep coming back, keep coming back, exactly which
I think is genuinely how people that work in local government operate. You know you get
a huge amount of all these budget cuts but we're still here, we're still doing the best for
our residents. But to keep a hardy, perennial, blooming and healthy, you need some
rain, you need some nurture, you need some sunshine shine. So | guess it's about you
know making sure that we are offering, you know coaching, support, supervision,
mentoring, you know space to think, so that our local government officers and public
servants can be that sort of blooming, hardy, perennial and can keep coming back year
after year without sort of really diminishing their sort of you know stores and having an
impact on that, on their health.

0:16:11 - Kirsty

So you can imagine, because of our role, working with councils across the region on sort
of workforce challenges, one of the things that interested me within your revisited
research you've showed that the public service sort of skills but roles and careers are
more fluid than a generation ago and | wondered what you thought that meant for the
sector.

0:16:32 - Catherine

Yes, it's really interesting. When we did the first piece of research, we did a survey of the,
the National Graduate Development Programme, alumni, and so that was about 400



new entrants into local government and at that time a large proportion of them said they
didn't expect to be in local government five years later and we have seen that come play
through. So | think that is inevitable and we see the new generation of workers much
more willing to leave organisations. They're much less attracted by security, by
pensions. They want organisations that fit their value set and | think that's inevitable and
therefore we need to be much more agile, offering perhaps, you know, organised
secondments, sabbaticals, opportunities for sort of job swaps, those sorts of things, so
that we have a much more porous career approach and people can sort of, you know,
move in and out of local government rather than you with job swaps into civil service
and out. And | think we could perhaps build on that more to also then work more with
the private sector organisations that deliver our public services and voluntary sector
organisations, not for profits us having more sort of porous career boundaries.

Otherwise we will lose, | think, new entrants into local government who | mean there
was al can't remember what was an article the other day saying millennials don't want
middle management jobs because they're too hard? Yeah, and actually, well, yes, they
are, and in the past we would have seen them as a necessary in order to climb the
career ladder, but actually millennials are just saying, well, | don't want to do that, I'm
going to go out then and possibly come back, but we need to make sure that local
government is attractive enough to get them back. So, yeah, | think that is a real
challenge and we're probably not yet set up for doing that in a particularly fluid way, |
don't think yes, so | was interested.

0:18:32 - Kirsty

I read your article about making a difference, attracting new generations into local
government, and | and | will, and | appreciate you've touched on some of these things
but | was sort of interested in how the changing nature of public service, um has
impacted on the recruitment of that sort of newer you know, younger generation.

0:18:50 - Catherine

Yeah, so we looked at the research across the globe, looking at the challenges to
attracting. We're particularly looking at millennials and gen z, which is a horrible phrase
which | hate but | recognise | need to use it. So gen z um joining public sector,
particularly local public services, and so what we found is that younger generations still
have a very strong public service ethos. They really want to make a difference, but the
sort of financial constraints that are operating at local government level mean that
they're not necessarily attracted to local government as a place where they can make



that difference, because they see it as a place of perhaps you rationing, you know
holding sort of down demand, rather than being able to be perhaps more creative and
closer to people where they feel they can make a difference.

And | think that sort of sense of local government being perhaps quite bureaucratic still
quite slow moving. | mean that's not necessarily a fair judgment, but that is definitely a
concept that our younger workers have. So they don't necessarily feel it's the right fit.
We know that Gen Z particularly want values sets to be alighed and they don't
necessarily see thatin local government. So they want to do local government work, but
not necessarily in local government, so they're moving to the voluntary sector and not-
for-profit organisations instead. So | think that is a real challenge for us. How almost like
how do we protect some of those perhaps the new apprentices, who are joining local
government? How do we protect them from perhaps some of the necessary
bureaucracy that we have and enable them to sort of flourish and recognise that they
can make a difference in these roles?

0:20:30 - Kirsty

Okay, so before we started recording, | was up front about being a bit of a fangirl of your
work sort of over the years and my sort of career in local government. Solam a
practitioner and | am practical and part of what we're trying to achieve in the podcast s
really offer our listeners some sort of practical solutions to the issues that they're
finding working in the sector. So what I'd be interested in is thinking about your research
and the public service skills and really what are the synergies with the government's
plans for the local authority landscape? How can we use the information that you're
sharing with us to attack that issue as we're facing it coming up in the next few years?

0:21:11 - Catherine

So | think we all recognise that we don't have a huge amount of bandwidth in local
government at the minute to you know, perhaps totally throw up in the air our
competency frameworks or the way in which we recruit. So | think what we're saying
with the research is that these are the characteristics that we see public servants as
needingin order to thrive and operate in this new world. | think the new world of
devolution and local government organisation is exactly that world, and they are the
skills and roles that we need from our public servants. So | guess it's about two things.
It's about having the conversations within your teams, within your leadership team,
about well, what does it mean to be a frugal innovator?



Thenin | live in Worcestershire, so I'll say Worcestershire. What does that look like for us
in Worcestershire? And if that's what we want to be doing, how do we support our public
servants, our local government officers, to work in that way? And | think particularly
around the new ways of working? If this is what we want to do, how do we support our
officers to do that? So if we want them to be hybrid operators you know in and out,
working wherever is most convenient. You know, close to our residents. What kind of
support processes and structures do we need to put around them so that they feel
supported and comfortable doing that?

And we've created some coaching cards as a real tangible sort of way of interacting with
the research and really asking questions about well, how might | do this? Then, if | want
to be arelationship curator, what might be the things that | would be doing? What would
be the questions | would be asking? So one of our West Midlands employees, one of our
partners, asked us to develop these because they thought they would be useful for
councils to actually engage with the research, and they've been brilliant. Actually,
people have really enjoyed using those and | think it's brought the concepts in the
research to life so you can have actual concrete conversations about what would | need
to be doing differently and what support would | need if | was going to work in this way.

0:23:10 - Kirsty

So how do people get hold of those?

0:23:12 - Catherine

So they can email me and ask for the cards. So we have a stock of physical playing
cards. They're quite nice and glossy, paid for by the university. Thank you, university of
Birmingham. Also, on our website, there is a digital version that you can print off and cut
up. When the stocks run out we might have to revert to that, but for now we have enough
stocks that so people want them. All we ask is that there's a gr code on them and for
people justto let us know how they're using them and just give us a bit of feedback
about do they work? Is it anything you'd like to see us? You know differently, so that
would be great in terms of just getting a bit of a sense of how people are using them,
because you let them go in the wild and then it's like letting a load of balloons go. It's like
I don't know where they've ended up. What are they doing?

0:23:57 - Kirsty



no, | love that. | love that analogy. Okay, so again, ever the ever, the practical. You've
revisited the research from 2014 into the public servant. The obvious question is then
what does it mean for councillors? So are you now looking into your previous work into
the 21st century councillor?

0:24:16 - Catherine

Yes, I'm glad you asked me that question, Kirsty, because we launched our refreshed
21st century councillor research yesterday at a Northwest Employers event. So that's
out there now. We got some really good feedback from councillors who | think felt sort
of heard and seen in terms of what we were sort of reflecting back.

0:24:36 - Kirsty

So that's out there.

0:24:37 - Catherine

What we've done this time is aligned it very closely with the public servant work. So
we've got the same three themes around working in and with complexity, developing
and valuing new ways of working and thriving in the new environment. So what we are
hoping that councils can have conversations between councillors and officers about
what does this new world look like for us then and how do we work together in this
space. So we've tried to align it really closely so that that enables those conversations.

0:25:08 - Kirsty

So | appreciate it will be in a future series, but I'm going to take the opportunity now I've
got you to invite you back to come and talk to us about that at the point when you
launch that research. So we would really would love to love to hear more about that. So
thank you so much for joining us today. Really appreciated you sort of taking us through
your research and really what it means for councils in our region that are facing so many
different challenges in the next couple of years. So thank you so much for your time and
look forward to speaking to you again. Thank you very much. Lovely to talk to you.

Thank you for joining me for today's Governance Matters podcast. If you're a member of
South East Employers and you have any queries relating to today's episode or for any
other governance queries, please email info at seempcouk. This is also where to send



any suggestions for future topics. Please see the show notes for any links to resources
we have referred to, or visit the governance matters web page at wwwseempcouk.
Forward slash Governance Matters for the full list of available episodes. Be sure to
subscribe to the podcast on Spotify, apple Podcasts or wherever you get your podcasts
from. We also have HR edit and seed pod podcasts available covering HR and
leadership issues, and visit the South East Employers website for more information on
how the team can support you with anything governance related. Thank you again for
listening and we hope you will join us next week for the next episode, in which we
discuss inclusive services with Councillor Simon Minus-Bound.
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