












LGCplus.com 10 October 2013 Local Government Chronicle 7

Changing up a gear     without taking a fall

competition that New York 
mayor Michael Bloomberg 
sponsored in the United 
States.

European cities with 
100,000 residents or more are 
eligible to apply.

Philip Colligan, executive 
director of Nesta’s Innovation 
Lab, says: “This is looking for 
new ideas that add value and 
provides councils with some 
risk capital to do it with.

“Innovation is hard in any 
context, as there are 
bureaucracies with rules and 
established procedures and 
you have to change that, so 
you are up against it and it 

takes a very determined 
effort.

 “It needs a relentless 
management focus but 
participating in innovation 
may be a way to bring 
optimism to staff in hard 
times, even though they may 
see it as a threat,” he adds.

Cllr Fleming’s board has 
been looking in particular at 
children’s services 
safeguarding, a costly area in 
which any innovation must 
be made safely, and adult 
social care, which is another 
budgetary black hole where 
the council is keen to find 
savings.

Stuck in the middle
As a district leader, he is well 
aware innovations can be 
made by councils that do not 
have these services.

“Districts can innovate too 
even though they do not have 
the big budget because they 
can do micro-level 
innovations,” Cllr Fleming 
says. 

“Revenues and benefits is 
an interesting one, 
particularly if we have a role 
in Universal Credit.”

One issue in innovation is 
that it has to flow right 
through a local authority to 
stand any chance of use. 

There is little point in the 
political and managerial 
leadership embracing 
innovation if everyone else 
sees it as a threat or 
inconvenience and kills it 
through inertia.

Joan Munro, who was 
national adviser on workforce 

strategy for the old 
Improvement and 
Development Agency, is now 
working independently on 
sector innovation with the 
LGA and others, and in 
particular on how middle 
managers can be brought 
into the process.

“In the last two years I 
looked at the perceptions of 
innovation of different 
groups, starting with council 
chief executives and then 
focus groups with frontline 
staff and council leaders,” she 
says.

“The latest project is to 
look at middle managers 
because the frontline staff are 
often engaged with 
innovation but say nothing is 
happening. The middle 
managers are the gap in 
between; they are the people 
who can make things happen 
so we need to understand 
what is going on in the 
middle.”

She is working on projects 
with middle managers at City 
of York Council, Suffolk CC, 
Waltham Forest LBC, 
Dumfries & Galloway 
Council, Mid-Devon DC and 
the semi-merged Mid Suffolk 
and Babergh DCs.

Ms Munro says: 
“Innovation is incredibly 
difficult to do. Councils know 
they should be creative and 
innovative but staff at the 
front line feel frustrated 
because they put ideas up 
and nothing seems to 
happen, while chief 
executives think these ideas 
from the front line are small 

and not the big innovations 
they are after.”

Her research suggests 
councils are quite good at 
seeking creative ideas but 
poor at selecting the good 
ones and then following 
them through, or else they do 
follow them through but they 
are relatively minor in effect.

“My research among chief 
executives suggested a lot of 
innovations are small things 
like recycling highway 
materials, which is fine but 
does not tackle the big 
spending areas like adult 
social care and children’s 
services,” she says.

Clear about risk
“People are very wary of 
innovation there because of 
the issues of dealing with 
vulnerable people. Lots of 
people want to take risks but 
you need to know how to 
mitigate them so you are not 
taking needless risks in 
pursuit of something that is 
not a very good idea anyway,” 
she adds.

 Innovation is easy to do 
badly, and Ms Munro advises 
that councils should not 
innovate for the sake of 
innovating but to a clear plan 
designed to save money and 
deliver a better outcome.

That means having 
everyone on board, from the 
leader and chief executive 
through the middle 
management to the frontline, 
being clear about the risks 
and learning how to adapt 
the experience of others who 
have been successful.

Could the British cycling 
team’s ‘micro changes’ 
offer inspiration to local 
authorities seeking to  
boost performance?
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it is now much more 
seamless; people are much 
more able to access the 
services they need, which are 
there to help them.

The agreement we have 
with Northgate has saved us 
money. But what is most 
important to us is that our 
customers are receiving the 
support and time that they 
need, and that the 
technology is actually 
working to change things for 
the better. Because we deal 
with people who are very 
destitute, the support we give 
is crucial.

What we are moving to is 
very much a whole-systems 
approach; a one-stop-shop 
where people can be 
supported around their 
benefits, housing and so on. 

I think community budgets 
have the potential to help in 
this evolution, too. They 
could be one important 
answer and could help to 
open up some of these 
opportunities. So, how can 
you make sure this sort of 
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 One of the biggest 
changes has 
been that there 
is no longer a 
physical front 
desk that people 
approach; which we 
acknowledge has 
taken some getting 
used to

Delivering welfare W

relationship works? First, you 
need to be clear about the 
expectations on both sides 
and try not to have any 
misunderstandings.

It goes without saying you 
need to create a ‘win win’ 
situation for both parties. 
Both sides need to recognise 
it has to add value. It also 
needs to be a genuine 
partnership, which can 
sometimes mean telling 
them when they have got it 
wrong and when they need to 
start again.

New ideas
Second, be open and honest 
and work really hard to keep 
the relations good. Good 
enough is not good enough; 
you have to thrive on 
continuous improvement. 
Yes, if you raise your 
expectations high there will 
always be the risk of 
disappointment, but in the 
current climate, local 
authorities cannot always 
afford to go for the safer 
option.

Finally, a partner needs to 
recognise, genuinely 
recognise, the local impact of 
change and the impact 
within the wider community. 

It should not just be doing 
the contract and getting on 
with it, especially in an area 
as critical as this. It has to be 
about both current and 
future opportunities, and 
being open to new ideas.
Peter Turner is director of 
finance at LBC Bromley. For 
more information contact 
benefits@bromley.gov.uk AL
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well as the fulfilment of 
awards.

One of the biggest changes, 
particularly for users, has 
been that there is no longer a 
physical front desk that people 
approach; which we 
acknowledge has taken some 
getting used to. But we were 
very aware we needed to 
keep it as accessible, as easy 
to access, as possible. So, for 
example, there is a kiosk with 
a phone where people can 
speak to an adviser in privacy 
should they so wish. There is 
both a local number and an 
0800 freephone number 
available for customers’ use.

Communicating the 
change to users has also been 
an extremely important part 

of the transition. We have 
posters and links to the 
website; we have discussed 
the changes with voluntary 
sector partners and actively 
refer people to the fund.

It has definitely been a 
success. In the region of 900 
clients have been dealt with 
and – so far – we have had no 
issues with escalated 
complaints and no adverse 
comments. 

In terms of measuring 
whether this is an 
improvement, there is 
unfortunately not a lot of 
information available from 
the DWP so it is very hard to 
judge if it has got better.

Nevertheless, one of the 
benefits we have seen is that 

Support       where it is needed




























