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Feature civil service

Open-plan
government

Labour’s campaign to accelerate reform in the civil service
is at last taking effect. At the Home Office - seen by many
outsiders as the epitome of insular bureaucracy - the walls
are coming down in more ways than one. Eila Rana describes
how the changes are affecting the ranks in Whitehall

he scene is almost Orwellian: an endless maze
of cormdors lined with brown doors that open
an to gmall, cellular offices, each one the same
as the next. These are the headguarters of the
Home Office,

The ]1':;:.':.;:_'.;|| malatton of the '|1L-1|]:l:.|.' who work here, oot
off from each other as well as from the outside world, is a
powerful symbol of the old civil service. But this is all
about to change. The walls of the Home Office are coming
down, literally. The department’s 10,000 staff, currently
occipving six central London buildings - all in varving
stages af c.h_-.:uj. are to b rehoused in a single, largely
open-plan centre.

This move to a new world will be in keeping with the
prime minister's campaign for change in the civil service,
ervstallised in the Modernising Govermmend white paper,
published in March last year

The document. borm of government frustration with
the slow pace of civil service reform, summed up the new
agenda for modernising Whitehall. It outlined three aims:
“joined-up” and strategic policy-making: a shift in focus =
from public service providers to users; and delivering high-
gualitv and efficient public services {see panel, page 38).
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The white paper seems to have instilled a new
sense of urgency across all central government
departments., The new Home Office hu‘ildiﬂ; wall
take three or four vears to complete, but envil ser-
vants there are already getting to grips with
|.'|'|.|.I'|;.‘_l.'. Even before the PapeT Wis ;h:bli:‘.'h:_u] lh.*.':'-
were faoed with tough new policy targets, set by
Tonw Blair and his ministers

“The home seeretary has set s e diffienlt things
for us to do that involve real and positive changes
in society] says David Omand, permanent secre-
tary at the Home Office,

A 30 per cent reduction in vehicle crime by 2004
iz only one of the “big challenges”. Another is to
halve the time from arrest to sentencing of
persistent young offenders by April 2002

“If we don't improve the way we make policy,
connecting up with people outside the department
and seeing it through to delivery - and if we don't
manage our performance in a professional way and
use project management to bring in changes - then
we can't deliver the programme the government
has given us,” Omand says

In response to the targets, the department pub-
lished a booklet, Modernizing the Home Office -
Oerr Contribution o Better Government, in 19098_ [t
reviewed the Home Offices role, whittling it down
to a single purpose for all employees to focus on.

This aim was: “To build a safe, just and tolerant
society in which the rights and responsibilities of
individuals, families and communities are properly
balanced, and the protection and security of the
public are maintained,”

“Drawing up that document was a big step for
=, savs David Pepper, director of corporate devel-
opment, who was drafted in 20 months age to
oversiee the ereation of the new building, the instal-
lation of an IT system and the new HR processes.
“It created a clear statement of purpose. It was the
first time something like that had happened for the
Home Orffice.”

The single purpose was to be achieved through
ST AN, el ol |'|:-. Jack Straw, the home secne-
tary, In line with the culture of project management
that Omand was keen to instil, the heads of direc-
torates at the Home Office each took ownership of
an aim. The fourth aim = “effective execution of the
sentences of the courts so as to peduce reoffending
and protiect the public™ - fell to Sue Street, hewsd of
the sentencing and correctional policy directorate

SCPD) since January 1998,

Although Street has been a civil servant for most
af her life, she spent three years as a management
consultant. It was there that she picked up the
ri!;q;n,Lr:. of the ;:.rllljwﬂ. TARAEEment culture.

“What I've learnt is that I don't have confidence
in a policy unless its been “reality tested’ It is not
the _i-nh of the civil service to think up brilliant
policies and then push them out, because that sim-
ply doesn't work,” she savs, "If that was the percep-
tion of the directorate, we had to address it
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Before she took up her post, Street spent time
finding out how her directorate was viewed by its
partners outside the Home Office. She concluded
that it was 2een “as a high-performing directorate
with very skilled and intellectual people, but it
was also considered to be rather remote, with
traces of arrogance”,

Stres pae She g down
= jn MiGTT “.l._"-}\. :]1:.11 [ al '.":h:' .i’l."';-l‘:\.‘l.":! in':l.'.'l:".'
dent consultants Fiona Coffey and Tony Page to
lesign 4 training programme, on the project-based
appreach to working, in conjunction with the C
Service Collegeisee-panel; T

The request set alarm bells ringing with Coffey,
who was a former colleague of Street’s at
PricewaterhouseCoopers. Together they had
previously worked on a similar project when Street
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Sir Richand Wilson top);
hiessd of Bhae civill pervice
and Ewart Wooldridsge,
chiel expcutive of the
Civil Service College

.WhE“ yuu face gui“g was head of the fire and emergency planning

directorate in the Home CHfice.
f h i “We got so far, but then we realised it wasn't
nut u uSI“EEE- Yuu making anv real difference,” Coffey sayvs. “There

dnn‘t “EE[‘ 10 create was a lot of talk about what the new approach was

= going to do and people wanted to follow Sue. But,
a I:IlmﬂtE fl]l' Ehﬂl’lgﬂ. in reality, they didn't understand how it would

change anything on the ground.”

¥ -
It 5 "ﬂt thE >dihe ln At the SCPD, after discussions between Street,
thE puhli: sentnr' Coffey, Page and Home Office consultant Tony

Williams, they realised they first needed to create a
CWAET WOOUDROCE. CHIEF EXECUTIVE, CIVE, SERVICE COLLEGE desire for change among the directorate’s 300 staff,
If Strect was to fulfil her objective, she had to
-I,'!E;l.,’l.;l."' 1|'I1' 'n.'-'.'l;'a' t]:ll.' l:!1:l.'l"|||:|'|!“' '|'||::ll"l‘|.|.'\l|j ) j:l’l:l;'ﬁ'l"_'u
needed to be made from the outside in, there had
to be more flexible teamworking and a greater
rq_"lu:l.tin_- -::-I' talent and wleas, n-:.::::l.lh.wi- -rl';:mu.'!r.
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Momentum for
modernisation

“We had been putting bricks on top of people’s White-howse summit: the

heads instead of under their feet,” Street savs, "We permanent secretaries
were missing a bot of innovation and ideas because RN S e
1.||, |'|'|'|:1:1.|.ﬂ..| 0% i ...|_. 1 i Le reblL far red falaariin &
of the deferential enliure. eritical meeting at the
The change in working styles is intended to have Civil Service College

long-term effects. More immediately, it should
help people to prepare for a new computer system
that iz to be introduced this summer.

Strect asked her senior team to help design a
proposal for stafl on how to prepare for change.
Emplovees who had been cooped up in the Home
Office for years were encouraged to go on field
visits to see how their work was affecting people on
the front line. Stakeholders were invited in to let
staff. know how civil servants were viewed by
outsiders, And _i:l.rli-:-r siafl were given a chanee to
alr anv of their misgivings about change,

Crash course

The field visits were illuminating. Mike Boyle,
head of the directorate’s mental health unit, even
found himself directing traffic after the Metro-
politan Police officers he was shadowing were
ealled to deal with a road accident.

“I found that day very educative. It showed me
that keeping a broader perspective is key to our
work, he says,

The meetings with stakeholders were more dith-
cult. “Visitors told us pretty plainly what they
thought about us, which was quite hard to take,”
Strect says, “Staff at the meetings became quite
distressed. Some barriers went up straight away, g0
wie then had to break those down” The frank and
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SCFD views: See Street (thind from
lefEb, Bead &l the seatenciog and
cerrectional palicy directorale, wilk hed
codleagers (from lett) Lesle Bateman,
Bervad Omand snd Rigel Sheckistond

May to deliver the remaining three: tailor-made
training, open dayvs and more contact between the
directorate’s units.

In return, Street’s enthusiasm has been spread-
ing through the directorate, *It's been more than
empty words = I've lost count of the number of
timei=s v been invalved in jmli:r'_'.' formulation,
says John Cross, assistant chief of Wiltshire
Probation Service, who has been seconded to the
Home Office o work on the modernisation of
probation services. Street has called him her

‘Visitors told us pretty plainly what
they thought about us, which was
guite hard to take. Staff at the
meetings hecame quite distressed’

R FTROET, HEAD F THE SEMFEMCING AND [DERTITIONAL POLICY [NREL TORLEL

N VR e

open meetings between junior and senior staff
were equally difficult. “The messages were blunt,”
Street savs. “They said we needed to provide more
people and more money, But they were pleased to
be given the chance to talk in that way,

If the project was not to be regarded as simply
the latest fad, Street and her team had to act
quickly on what they had heard. They came up
with a set of 19 short-term commitments Of
these, 16 have been met. The 2enior team has until

40 FEOFLE MANAVGEMENT 2 MARTH 2000

“reality tester”, because he demonstrates, from the
outside in, how policies work in practice.

When Cross arrived at the Home Office a vear
ago, modernisation was being dismissed as the
flavour of the month. He now detects a change in
peoples attitudes and senses they are willing to
make the leap of faith that Street is asking for.
Two years on from her appointment, she thinks
the directorate is 70 per cent there in terms of atti-
tude and 50 per cent there in terms of action. The
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United in support

project-based approach to work i on the increase,
but not all work is deliversd on a project basis.
Staf are working more flexibly, but there is still a
lot of working “up and down the line”, More meet-
ings between staff and stakeholders are planned
and Street wants evervone to make at least two
field visits a year. The challenge now is for her and
her team to build on the momentum they have
triggered. They are facing the problems experi-
enced by all organisations going through change,
such as gaining people’s commitment.

“I certainly haven't got evervone signed up,”
Street savs. “I'm sure there are still those who feel
!I'li'l'|:|:"\-\. don't need to change, What we do know is
that the sutside world detects a big difference and
that's very encouraging.

Sir Richard Wilson, head of the ¢vil service and
:n.'hEm:wi:h]u for |:E|.-|i".'|.'|‘i.l'|;|; reform, SAVED "We do

‘The key thing will be top-level,
consistent leadership and
championship for change that
will inspire committed followers’

A0FF ARMSTRONE, [MROCR0R-CENERAL, IPT
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have to address people’s concerns and, 2o far as we
can, persuade staff that change is necessary to
improve their working environment.”

For Wilson, one of the biggest risks to the reform
Programme: 15 the losz of momentum. “One should
be persistent in driving through a programme of
change. It would be a big mistake to stop telling
]:u:-l:.plr 1.'|.'|'|;|.|; wie aant o |;|-:1 amwd 1o hl!-::l|rj.1i.l.'i1!|g_ L
a sense of where I:hl.'_'.' are now, he SAVE. “We will
never achieve everything we want to achieve,
because there will always be ways to improve
|_1q'rﬁ.rrn1:.1:|:||.1,', but the effort and energy we need to
put into these things is very important for the
reputation of the cvil service.”

A personnel involvement

Geoff Armstrong. director-general of the IPD,
agrees. “In any organisation managing change it is
very important to understand why change is
pecessary, and to paint a clear picture of how
behaviour will need to change,” he says. "The key
thing for the civil service will be top-level, consis-
tent leadership and championship for change,
communicated and articulated in a way that will
inspire commitied followers”

Because of his experience of change manage-
ment, Armstrong has been drafted in as one of the
first two non-executive directors on the Cabinet
Office ManaEEment board. From such close uar=
ters, he is convineed that the reform programme is
not _~:'i:mp'|.1.' a fad. but he = 2till cautions

“I'm relatively confident that change will happen,
but we have got to have a little reservation, because
these people are superbly intelligent. They have
murde a career out of refining and refining, so it is
possible to intellectualise things to a standstill,”
Armstrong says. My sense is that there is a recog-
nition from the top that, for the sake of the service
for the third millennium - and for the sake of the
maintenance of its integrity, impartiality and
chjectivity — they do need to deliver”

The SCPD project - the Home Office’s first stroc-
tured project to have developed new working
micthods = is ::1.:|.-|‘I|:.' the sort of work that will help
the dvil service to achieve its ambitions.

F‘ru:.-g]'-_*—g-_: may be =low, but omne hi:r_!:|_1. Hij_':ﬁ!ﬂi'il.l'ﬂ
]'_n:utin;'_'.' timng:_' b :|.|r¢'.'|.-||l1.' urn:'r_l.;vl-ti. from the work in
Street’s directorate. When Jack Straw announced
that his original plans to turn the probation sendee
into a national ageney had been dropped, the change
of heart was heavily influenced by the closer rela-
tionship with the probation service developed by
middle-ranking civil servants in the SCPD.

The insights from this enabled them to recom-
mend that the probation serviee’s current local
structure should be kept, but streamlined, and
supported by a national directorate. The compro-
mise gives Straw the accountability he wants and
the operational staff keep the local discretion they
wanted to maintain. If anvthing demonstrates the
case for change, this is surely it. rur



