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Intro: Hello and welcome to SEEdPOD, in this episode we are asking How do high performing 
councils support people to do their best work, especially during LGR and change? To answer 
this question Ruth is joined by organisation development specialist Sara Turton, Director at Saint 
Consultancy Services. They unpack four foundations of performance, clear leadership and 
management standards, visible progression and career pathways, inclusion and belonging, and 
using data to turn insight into action, with practical steps you can start this month.  
 
Ruth: Really pleased to be doing this webcast on high performing teams and some of the things 
that are really important. One of the challenges and aspirations many council teams strive for is 
how to create a culture built on high performance, accountability, and a strong sense of team 
and community cohesion and purpose.  
 
I'm delighted today to be joined by Sara Turton, Director of Saint Consultancy Services, to 
explore what high performing organisations do differently and how councils and managers can 
better support people in their organisations to thrive. Sara's an organisation development 
specialist who has spent over twenty years helping organisations across the UK, big and small, 
public and private build better workplaces and stronger leadership.  
 
Before founding Saint, she worked with government bodies including regional development 
agencies and sector skills development agency, shaping employer led policy. We're delighted 
that Sara is going to be working with Si in this really important area of culture change and 
leadership of organisations.  
 
So, Sara, after you've introduced yourself, let's start with the overview. You've worked with a 
wide range of organisations. What are some of the common themes that you see in those 
organisations that perform really well? 
 
Sara: Yes. Thanks, Ruth. It's great to be here and speaking with you and looking at the ways in 
which the organisations you work with can get the best from their people. From my experience, 
there's some clear patterns on what works, and I'm excited to share those with you today.  
 
So as you said, I've been working with organisations of all shapes and sizes for a number of 
years, helping them to lead and manage their people. And there are a handful of key things that 
high performing organisations do and do well. They invest time in developing good leadership 
and management practice. They don't assume that this happens automatically. They constantly 
measure and improve so that they continually learn, review, and test what they do on an 
ongoing basis. And crucially, they involve their people in generating ideas and shaping the 
solutions. 
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 It's not about having the answers up front. It's about being curious, collaborative and 
committed to learning. And this might take a number of forms. It might be about researching 
good practice from inside and outside the sector. It might be about running surveys or listening 
sessions to hear what's really going on with your people and understanding what they think is 
important. It might be about setting up focus groups, about co-creating solutions, piloting new 
ideas across teams, or building cross-functional groups to roll out change in a way that sticks. 
But it's all about really tapping into that diverse thinking within your organisation, because that's 
where the real insight is.  
 
Ruth: One of my favourite terms in that is about organisations that are curious and 
collaborative, and that really is something that is councils go through this sort of local 
government reorganisation and change will come to the fore. But digging into some of the things 
you've said, you've identified some areas there that are quite extensive and expansive.  
 
So let's sort of chunk this down a little bit. What are the areas that, in your opinion, really make 
the biggest difference when it comes to performance?  
 
Sara: Yeah. So I think in my experience, um, it kind of comes down to four areas that 
consistently stand out that high performing organisations really prioritise and focus on.  
 
The first is understanding what excellent leadership and management looks like, defining those, 
and developing and supporting leaders and managers perform to this standard. Secondly, it's 
about supporting people understand what their potential for progression is and what those 
career pathways look like, aligning those with competence um, and pay progression. So 
ensuring that they understand how you are investing in them, your people understand that third 
area I think would be, um, building a diverse and inclusive organisation and understanding why 
being diverse and inclusive is important in your organisation. Really embedding this into culture 
as well as policy and making your people feel like they belong. And then the fourth area is 
understanding the impact of what you are doing through use of data and metrics. So using 
insight from this data to help drive smarter decisions and better outcomes for your for the 
organisation. So four key common areas that crop up again and again in high performing 
organisations.  
 
Ruth: So let's dig into all of those a little bit more. And let's start with leadership and 
management. My sort of aspiration experience when I look at this is that it's not just about 
clarity of vision, but how that vision exists in plans and management action. When South East 
Employers run employee engagement service, invariably we see really distinct patterns where 
some teams have great proximity to their manager, but other teams that proximity is more 
remote, more removed. And when I produce recommendations, it's always about elevating 
management and leadership practices. So from your experience, what does good look like in 
high performing organisations?  
 
Sara: Yeah. So I think high performing organisations are really clear on what great leadership 
and management means for them. And that's really important because it's not about having a 
generic model or a generic understanding of leadership and management. And high performing 
organisations don't assume they don't make assumptions about what leadership and 
management capability is of new or existing managers. They have a really clear view on that, 
and they spend time defining it. And then that gives them a benchmark to support their leaders 
and managers within the organisation. So they use that benchmark to underpin their leadership 
and management development framework. They use it to measure and evaluate the 
effectiveness of leaders and managers, both on an individual and a collective basis. And they 
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make it not just about the leaders and managers as well. They communicate that standard of 
excellence.  
 
So it's not only the leaders and managers within the organisation who understand what's 
expected of them, but people in their teams know what to expect of their leaders and managers, 
too. And I mean, you're absolutely right. It comes out again and again in surveys about, uh, you 
know, leadership and management. And one of the key things that I've seen high performing 
organisations do is bring their managers together to form a leadership and management 
community. So you have an affinity group, affinity group where leaders and managers come 
together. They share good practice. They work through issues. They agree consistency in how 
they practice as leaders and managers. And they're all the time establishing and developing a 
consistent approach to high performance and to their practice. And you'll often hear the 
comment that it's, you know, it's a lonely place being a leader. So it's really important to make 
sure that you have these safe, collective spaces where they can explore new ideas and issues 
that they face and give them that space to do that.  
 
Ruth: Yeah, that is exactly where I think organisations do get an advantage, and it is in that 
community and that consistency, and particularly in diverse organisations like councils, 
bringing that community together is really important. Moving on. Your second area was about 
progression, and I can hear this coming back time and time again that this is really challenging. 
In the public sector. Budgets are tight, opportunities are limited as people stay within 
organisations or when someone leaves rather than putting the opportunity out. Sometimes 
opportunities become efficiency savings and organisations create greater spans of land 
management. And so there's a general sometimes sense of frustration that progression in the 
public sector is not as available as it might be elsewhere, but nevertheless, there is that sense 
of purpose and progression that needs creating from what you're saying. So how do high 
performing organisations approach creating that culture of ambition and striving to progress 
that you've seen in your work?  
 
Sara: Yeah. So there's it's a really important and there's not there's not just one way of doing 
this. Um, and high performing organisations make sure that progression is really visible and 
really accessible. And as I say, it takes many forms, but it starts with regular, meaningful 
conversations between managers and each of their team members. So again, coming back to 
that, that that manager team member relationship. So you know, you check in on how your 
people are doing. You look at what support they need. You look at where they want to go career 
wise. So that manager capability is really important there. And they need tools to do this and to 
do this well. And high performing organisations make sure that they give them those tools.  
 
So for some organisations, that might be a performance potential grid to map how a progression 
and development needs of each member of their team. Others create clear pathways like 
aspiring manager programs or technical specialist tracks, so people can see how they can grow 
within the organisation. And they back this up with things like coaching, mentoring, 
secondments and shadowing. It's not always about people moving up in an organisation. It can 
be about people giving people breadth and growing people in that way.  
 
High performing organisations are also really transparent about how progression links to pay, 
and that's not necessarily about sharing salaries, but it is being really clear on what the journey 
looks like. So they invariably have a pay framework that links and aligns to a competency 
framework that links and aligns to career pathways and potentially job groups, things like that.  
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Ruth: Thank you. Probably one of the most knotty areas is the issue of diversity and inclusion. 
With the current debate politically that's going on with these terms and language and what that 
might mean as a priority for the sector. We at South East Employers have previously explored in 
one of our Governance Matters podcasts the importance of diversity and creating a sense of 
community belonging within the broader governance of councils, but in an organisation setting 
and as a contributor to high performance. What does good practice look like in diversity and 
inclusion, and how does it stop being just something that's very tick box by being seen to do the 
right thing and something that's all encompassing?  
 
Sara: Yeah. So I see organisations tackle this in a range of ways. And I think for high performing 
organisations, the key here is really about understanding why diversity and inclusion is 
important for your business and what it means in your context. Why does it matter to your 
organisation? And that's not necessarily just about putting policies and practice in place, 
because it feels like it's the right thing to be doing. But it's because you, you know, as an 
organisation and you've seen you've experienced that.  
 
Diverse teams perform better. They bring different perspectives, they challenge assumptions, 
and they drive innovation. And also people perform better if they feel included and feel like they 
belong.  
 
So once you're clear on that purpose, once you understand what diversity and inclusion means 
for you, you can start to embed that into your culture, not just your policies. And that starts with 
having a strong values led policy framework and values that embed through the employee 
journey. So your starting point is essentially you want to bring diversity of thought and 
experience into your business, and you want to support those diverse views and ways of working 
as people grow through your organisation. So you want to make sure that you're reaching out 
into communities and attracting people who are going to add value and are going to help you 
innovate from a wider range of communities as possible. So it starts with how you attract 
people, where you attract people from, and how you build a fair, transparent, impartial and 
equitable approach to recruitment and selection. And then it embeds throughout that employe 
journey.  
 
So high performing organisations also create environments where people from all backgrounds 
feel like they can belong and thrive. Different initiatives work for a different organisation, so I've 
seen some that set up affinity or employee resource groups to amplify underrepresented voices. 
I see some that develop an inclusive language dictionary and guide. I see others that focus on 
making sure that their policies and practices are inclusive, so they review them through that 
inclusion lens. And I've seen others that have diversity and inclusion champions or culture 
champions. Some have all of that. But what they're doing is they're listening. They're really 
listening to their people on what they need to feel supported and valued within their 
organisation. And importantly, they measure the impact. They know what success looks like, 
and they can tell the story of how inclusion is helping them grow, not just culturally, but 
commercially too.  
 
Ruth: Thank you. And last, but in no means least, and something that I feel very strongly about 
the power of evidence to support evidence led decision making. And that starts with the point 
you made about data and metrics. And whilst I'm not a statistician myself, I've seen the power of 
correlating data and metrics to help understand an organisation, to develop insight and from 
that insight, to build solutions that are really crucial to the kind of core purpose and strategies of 
the organisation. And it's one of the reasons that we in South East Employers have joined with 
other regional employers organisations nationally to really support the use of stats to help 
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councils shape and collate data and metrics. Aside from this, however, a lot of organisations 
collect data but don't always use it well, and they don't always know what good looks like in 
terms of drawing those insights out. So again, what's your experience of when this has been 
done well and what are the ingredients for doing it well yeah.  
 
Sara: Yeah that's right. Um, so most organisations are data rich, insight poor. They're, they're 
collecting lots of data. So that might be financial data, customer data, efficiency and 
productivity data, all of that stuff. Data, um, from surveys, from, from HR metrics. But there's 
often no clear strategy behind it. It's just numbers on a spreadsheet that really aren't helpful.  
 
High performing organisations take a different approach. They start by asking, what do we 
actually need to know to improve performance? And then they build a structure around that so 
they'll have clear set of strategic and operational metrics. They'll then have a dashboard or a 
series of dashboards that connect the dots, so leaders can see how individual and 
organisational performance are linked. And then they'll have or they'll develop capability to 
interpret the data. So they're not just reporting on it but they're interpreting it. They're translating 
it into action. And then they put a rhythm to it. So it isn't just a one off snapshot. It's part of an 
ongoing conversation about improvement. And high performing organisations turn that data into 
decisions. So when they get that right, it becomes a really powerful tool. It's not just about 
tracking progress, but it's about driving it. It's about really using that data and those insights.  
 
Ruth: Great. So if someone's listening, uh, I hope they're listening. I hope you're thinking we 
need to do more of this in our organisation. I suppose the final question is where should we start 
and how can see working collaboratively with you Sara. Help organisations and councils in the 
South East sort of think through some of this.  
 
Sara: Yeah. Well I suppose, um, the good news is that you don't have to tackle everything at 
once. The first step is really kind of getting a clear idea on where you need to make a difference. 
What's the area that's holding you back? Where do you see the biggest opportunity and how do 
you prioritise around those issues? So that would be the first point I would want to make. From 
there, I think again, I mentioned this at the start. It's really important to involve and listen to your 
people. So run a quick pulse survey, holds a few focus groups. Just start the conversation and 
then look for patterns. What are the common themes? What's working? What's not? What do we 
really need to focus on here? And once you've got that insight, you can start to test out those 
ideas so you can run small pilots, implement quick wins, look at things you can learn from and 
crucially, really involve you people, not just in identifying the issues, but in shaping those 
solutions. And that's how you build ownership and momentum.  
 
So that's a little bit about the how. I mean, I work with organisations at all stages of this journey, 
whether it's a one off advisory session to help you get started or more in depth consultancy to 
design and deliver the change. And I'm always happy to have an informal chat to explore what 
might work best for specific contexts. So always available to have a chat with an organisation to 
to start to work through what those priorities might be and what action they might want to take.  
 
Ruth: Thanks so much, Sara. You've given us some really practical insights there. As the sector 
goes through the changes associated with local government reorganisation and the creation of 
new authorities, there clearly is going to be considerable technical and practical HR work to 
undertake linked to structures, pay grading, TUPE, policies, but the glue that will enable the new 
authorities and new teams to come together and start performing well.  
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It has to be the focus on creating that culture built around the concept of high performance and 
of leadership, and of understanding what's going to really make the organisation perform well as 
part of our local government review blueprint for the future. Of course, we'll be enhancing the 
nuts and bolts HR services, but our desire is to go beyond this.  
 
And South East Employers working with consultants such as Sara, who bring a wealth of 
organisation leadership development expertise, is focused on supporting you to develop these 
fundamental foundations in both your current organisations. But in the future, new councils that 
you're going to be creating.  
 
Sara is one of our associate consultants. So if you want to engage or learn more or have one of 
those informal chats, please don't hesitate to get in touch so we can sort of facilitate the next 
stage of your progression.  
 
 
Outro: Thank you for listening to SEEdPOD and this overview of high performing organisations. 
We will be speaking with Sara again in future episodes to dive deeper into the four foundations of 
high performing teams. For now, catch more SEEdPOD episodes or check out Governance 
Matters and The HR Edit, wherever you get your podcasts. 


