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INTRODUCTION

On the 8th of October 2019, NLGN 

partnered with FutureGov to deliver 

the latest in its Innovation Exchange 

programme, with an event focussed  

on Transforming Organisational Cultures, 

hosted at FutureGov’s offices in London 

Bridge. 

The event marked the first time that NLGN 

has held such an event exclusively for chief 

executives, and we were delighted to be joined 

by some of the most influential people from 

across our network. 

The day was designed as a series of in-depth, 

peer-learning sessions, where participants 

could speak freely about their approaches 

to changing the internal cultures of their 

organisations. We also had a guest speaker 

contribute to discussions, with NLGN Chair 

Professor Donna Hall sharing her experience 

of transforming the working culture at Wigan 

Council through introducing the Wigan Deal.

The first half of the day was geared towards 

identifying aspirations for change, and the 

challenges that may be stopping people from 

achieving them. The second half was more 

focussed on proposing potential solutions. 

This Insights Report provides a summary of 

the discussions, and is structured around three 

key questions that were identified early on. 

These are:

1. How do you match infrastructure with a 

plan for cultural change?

2. How do you maintain diversity and 

authenticity whilst enacting cultural 

change?

3. How can you ensure rapid and profound 

buy-in for your vision of cultural change?



2 3

FOREWORD

FutureGov was delighted to host NLGN’s 

latest Innovation Exchange in our London 

Bridge studio, where chief executives 

from local authorities across the UK came 

together to openly share their stories of 

transforming organisational culture. Through 

a day of open discussions, we shared our 

approaches to internal culture change, 

considered our aspirations for change, types 

of blockers faced and practical solutions to 

achieving radical, lasting change.

There is a great ambition in many local 

authorities to build organisations that are 

outward-facing with highly autonomous 

employees - organisations capable of 

examining their processes and structures 

from the end-user or citizen perspective. But 

shifting the foundations and mindsets of any 

organisation is a major challenge. 

Combined with the raised expectations 

and demands of the 21st-century, most 

organisations are beginning to realise they 

were never designed. We need to set out 

recoding our governance frameworks with 

the same enthusiasm we afford to the arms 

and legs of social care, health and all other 

council services. For over a decade, FutureGov 

has supported a number of councils to think 

beyond leadership development and culture 

change programmes to considering their 

organising models over operating models, 

clearly defining what they’re organising around 

to create the conditions for change.

Transforming the culture and structures 

in councils relies on meaningful internal 

engagement. We discussed how building 

on existing strengths, working incrementally 

to achieve goals, listening to staff and the 

remembering importance of language are 

all needed to begin changing organisations. 

Ultimately, it will take senior leadership teams 

who are united with a relentless focus on what 

is possible and how we can achieve better 

outcomes for citizens.

FutureGov was proud to partner with NLGN 

for this discussion, providing the space for 

honest and open conversation. At a time when 

organisations need to meet and exceed 21st-

century demands and expectations, it’s more 

important than it ever has been before that we 

think counterintuitively, with new approaches 

to radically change our organisations.

DOMINIC CAMPBELL
FutureGov
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DISCUSSION

To start the Innovation Exchange, we 

asked attendees to think about what their 

aspirations for organisational change were. 

To facilitate this, we borrowed a framework 

developed by academics Robert Quinn and 

Kim Cameron,1 which organises institutional 

cultures along two axes: one which measures 

the extent to which employees are directed 

or autonomous, and another which measures 

the extent to which their work is inward-facing 

or outward-facing.

 

Using this framework, we found that while 

there was a lot of diversity in where chief 

executives though their organisations were 

right now, there was near unanimity about 

where they would like to be. 

Almost all attendees expressed a desire 

to create a culture where work was 

outward facing, and employees were 

highly autonomous. Under the framework 

laid out by Quinn and Cameron, such a 

working environment is called an Adhocracy. 

It is conceived of as the opposite of a 

bureaucracy, and is characterised by its 

flexibility, creativity and openness.

The key challenges that need to be overcome 

in order to turn these aspirations in to reality 

include things like ‘unconscious, subtle 

1  Cameron, K. S., & Quinn, R. E. (1999). Diagnosing 
and changing organizational culture. Reading: Addison-
Wesley.

blocking’ by senior staff, the difficulty of 

ensuring buy-in from members as well as 

officers, and the institutionalisation of long-

term members of staff into certain ways of 

working. 

These issues, as well as many others that 

were identified, have been summarised into 

three broad themes, which will form the basis 

for the rest of this report.

CHALLENGE 1: HOW DO YOU MATCH 
INFRASTRUCTURE WITH A PLAN FOR 
CULTURAL CHANGE?

Shifting the foundations of an organisation – 

it’s institutions, infrastructure and the skills of 

its workforce – in order to enable the cultural 

changes that you want to see, was identified 

as a major challenge.

All too often, attempts to enact change 

ignore these key details, rendering the whole 

process impossible. The challenge is to align 

the day-to-day processes of an organisation 

with an overarching, ambitious vision for 

transformation. 

This is a particular issue for the local 

government sector, because many of the 

structures and organisations which govern 

local authorities were created decades ago, 

with different civic visions in mind. 
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It is easy for councils to defend ways of 

doing things, simply because they are 

deeply entrenched, and ‘how things have 

always been done’. Such a reflex, while 

understandable, is completely antithetical to 

transformational cultural change.

One proposed way of getting around this 

is through making use of peer reviews. 

Having an outside perspective may help you 

to identify the infrastructural snags in your 

agenda for cultural change. They may also 

give chief executives more leverage to then 

change engrained working practices, as they 

can then point out that this isn’t just their 

view, but the view of an outside expert.

During a break-out discussion of this issue, 

participants also considered the ways in 

which the basis of relationships with the 

community might need to change in order to 

facilitate cultural transformation. It was felt 

that through empowering the community, 

and having honest conversations with 

them about the councils’ ambitions, further 

impetus for cultural change within authorities 

could be generated.

CHALLENGE 2: HOW DO YOU MAINTAIN 
DIVERSITY AND AUTHENTICITY WHILST 
ENACTING CULTURAL CHANGE?

At the start of the day’s discussions, when 

asked to define the existing working culture 

at their organisation, one chief executive said 

that they found this a difficult question to 

answer, as different parts of the council have 

different cultures.

This contribution stimulated conversations 

that went on throughout the day, about 

whether or not this was problematic. Should 

an organisation have a single culture, or 

should the focus be on ensuring shared 

values, which can underpin, at times, very 

different cultures?

The problem, some argued, with values-

based approaches is that they have a 

tendency to be somewhat platitudinal, and 

to lack the kind of substance that truly 

transforming organisational cultures requires. 

However, it was felt by most in attendance 

that this could be overcome through use of 

things like published toolkits and training, 

which can put meat on the bones laid out 

by the values, and ensure that they are well 

understood and meaningful.

Fundamentally, the work that councils do is 

incredibly varied, and it is neither realistic nor 

desirable for there to be the same working 

culture among those working in adult social 

care as there is among those working on the 

highways. Diversity, in this sense, is valuable.

However, it is absolutely possible to have 

things that underpin these varying cultures 

that are non-negotiable, and that bind the 

entire council together to be one organisation. 

For this kind of approach to work, the key is 
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to have the right managers in charge of front-

line teams, as they can translate a vision for 

transformational change into something that 

makes sense for their part of the council. 

Their buy-in can also help bridge any issues 

of mistrust that may exist between senior 

council leadership and those on the ground.    

The consequence of this reliance on team 

managers to enact organisational change, 

while preserving the authenticity and 

diversity of their staff, is that this layer of the 

organisation suddenly has immense power to 

block progress. To prevent this happening, it is 

vital that senior leadership are constant in their 

reinforcement of the vision that they want to 

see enacted, and that the cascading process 

is never allowed to drop down the agenda.

It is also important for senior staff to remember 

that they ‘promote what they permit’. This 

means that there have to be consequences for 

those who do not promote the new agenda, 

with bad behaviour being called out.

CHALLENGE 3: HOW CAN YOU ENSURE 
RAPID AND PROFOUND BUY-IN FOR 
YOUR VISION OF CULTURAL CHANGE?

When asked what they had found prevented 

them from gaining a deep and rapid buy-in 

from staff into a vision for cultural change, 

chief executives at our event came up with 

a varied list of answers. Problems identified 

included:

 ■ Political uncertainty, leading to staff being 

sceptical over whether any change will 

last, leaving them less willing to engage 

and invest in the process

 ■ The sheer size of council workforces 

making it difficult to get everyone on the 

same page

 ■ Institutional risk aversion and an over-

reliance on bureaucratic process that 

slow things down

 ■ The stresses of councils’ daily business 

meaning that many employees lack 

the bandwidth to engage seriously in 

processes aimed at cultural change

 ■ Blocking by other senior members of staff

However, after identifying these issues, 

discussions soon turned to how we can 

overcome them. One general theme that 

emerged here was that it was felt that if 

the senior leadership team is united, and 

relentless in its focus, change is always 

achievable. Bearing this in mind, more 

specific recommendations for how rapid and 

profound buy-in could be won included:

 ■ BUILDING ON STRENGTHS: By 

focusing on building on what your 

organisation is already good at, you can 

quickly make noticeable progress on the 

path to transforming your organisational 

culture. By achieving these ‘quick-

wins’ early in the process, momentum 
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can be built behind the new vision for 

the organisation, and you can ‘build-

out’ from there. This relates to another 

recommendation that was made in 

discussions – to set small, achievable 

goals and to not be scared of working 

incrementally 

 ■ LISTENING TO STAFF: It’s important 

to remember that not all opposition to 

plans comes from a place of seeking 

to block change. Often, staff will have 

insights about why particular parts of a 

plan to transform organisational culture 

may not work, and working with people to 

overcome these, rather than against them 

to bulldozer things through, is a valuable 

and necessary part of the process

 ■ THINKING ABOUT YOUR LANGUAGE: 

Getting people to buy into a process is all 

about communication, so it is important to 

think about how you can best present your 

vision to convince the relevant parties 

 ■ NOT BEING AFRAID TO SAY NO: 

Notwithstanding the importance of 

listening to staff and working with them, 

as discussed above, saying no is actually 

a vital tool that chief executives have at 

their disposal to retain focus and keep 

plans on track. The key is to do it at the 

right times and without alienating people

 

PRESENTATION FROM NLGN 
CHAIR DONNA HALL

We closed the day with a short presentation 

from NLGN’s Chair, Donna Hall, who was 

able to offer reflections and expertise from 

her experience as Chief Executive of Wigan 

Council. During her time in post, she instituted 

the Wigan Deal, which represented a radical 

shift in the council’s organisational culture.

Donna identified four questions which 

employees ask themselves about their place of 

work, the answers of which, she argues, define 

organisational culture. These questions are:

 ■ What am I able to do here?

 ■ What do I have to do to get on?

 ■ What are the rules?

 ■ What are the consequences for not 

following the rules?

Defining, creating and embodying 

organisational culture is one the principle roles 

of a chief executive. Every action taken, as well 

as every inaction, is noticed and scrutinised by 

employees, and this is what sets the tone for 

the working culture of an organisation. 

With this in mind, Donna offered the following 

advice to chief executives looking to 

transform organisational cultures: 

 



8

 ■ THINK CAREFULLY ABOUT YOUR 

SENIOR TEAM. Whilst you can’t pick 

your elected members, your senior 

team is an area where you have a lot of 

control, so think carefully about who’s in 

it. Ensure that you think about attitude 

and behaviour alongside technical ability 

in your recruitment. Keep an eye out for 

people who may mimic the values you 

are seeking to promote, but don’t truly 

buy into them. Don’t be afraid to out and 

confront bad behaviour among senior 

staff

 ■ HAVE A SET OF GUIDING 

PRINCIPLES. An overarching vision of 

this kind, like the Wigan Deal, is helpful 

in creating a clear message that can 

reach all staff, and lead to real behaviour 

changes 

 ■ BE HUMBLE AND PREPARED TO 

LISTEN. When dealing with staff and 

residents, keep an open mind and 

look for feedback. Pick up on how 

you are perceived as a leader, as this 

is key to setting the tone in terms of 

organisational culture. 

 ■ BE PATIENT! Sometimes this process 

is bound to be three steps forward, 

two steps back, but if there is a clear 

set of organising principles, and a clear 

overarching goal, progress can be made.

CONCLUSION

In the local government sector, no 

matter what the problem is, the solution 

always seems to rest to some extent on 

changes to organisational culture. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly then, truly transforming 

councils’ ways of working is one the most 

difficult journeys that chief executives can 

embark on.

However, examples such as the Wigan Deal 

show us that it absolutely can be done, 

and our discussions were very helpful in 

identifying a number of steps councils can 

take to ensure success.

One such step is to ensure that the 

organisation’s infrastructure – meaning 

everything from its IT to the skills of its 

employees – are lined up to facilitate 

change. Another is to think carefully about 

how you can value and retain diversity and 

authenticity in your workforce, whilst at the 

same time, pushing to ensure that everyone 

is on the same, new, page.

Our discussions were also valuable in terms 

of coming up with clear strategies to ensure 

that buy in to an agenda of transformational 

organisational change is rapid and deep. It 

was felt that chief executives should focus 

on getting started and building momentum 

through picking up ‘easy-wins’ early on in 

the process. This will help to get people on 

board. Once this has happened, it is very 
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important that staff are listened to, and that 

people are worked with rather than ‘at’, so as 

to ensure they remain committed. Throughout 

the process, it is vital that chief executives are 

clear and consistent in their communication, 

and that they have recruited a talented and 

committed senior team.

 


