Organisational Leadership




July 2005

NEWSLETTER

www.organisational-leadership.com

Social scapegoats

Mid-June saw extensive media coverage of the legal attempt by Lisa Arthurworrey to win back her good name and her right to work professionally with children. Arthurworrey, you may remember, was the disgraced social worker at the heart of the series of mistakes in Haringey Social Services department that failed to prevent Victoria Climbie's murder in 2000. Arthurworrey argued that she had been scapegoated to protect senior officers in Haringey Council. Her appeal was successful, and she is now enjoying a surprise rehabilitation, given the wide-scale vilification she received at the time of that poor child’s death.

There is now no doubt that Arthurworrey served the useful purpose of being the scapegoat – not just Haringey’s, but in meeting the public’s needs too to have someone to blame. But the case raises another, largely undiscussed, leadership issue. Not only do we want someone to blame for what went wrong, we instinctively assume that it was somehow a people failure; the issue then becomes who and why. But this is the wrong lens through which to diagnose such failures.

Commenting in ‘Accountability does not mean dumping on social workers’ in The Guardian on 15 June, John Carvel argues that “retraining people who make mistakes may work better than seeking retribution”. At first glance this advice sounds both plausible and laudable. It also meets the needs of those who hold high faith or have a vested interest in evoking the power of training to solve organisations’ ills. Like so many, Carver’s faith is largely misplaced. His solution falls into the popular trap occupied by those who scapegoat others: they neglect the contribution of the system.

In Haringey social services, the systems deficiencies included an unreasonably high caseload, lengthy investigation of cases lasting months and even years, a culture that was hostile to cooperating with the police (there was a sign pinned on the wall ‘No Police’), flawed local procedures at odds with national guidance, an absence of supervision, a lack of people for social workers like Arthurworrey to share case worries with, and an unclear structure of accountability.

Retraining individuals can’t touch such systems shortcomings. To put things right we need to examine and improve the way the work works, not just the way the people work. The latter is a job for management; but reforming a seriously flawed system and blame culture takes leadership. But because a systems perspective doesn’t meet managers’ raw psychological and political needs, and is outside their education, paradoxically it takes leadership to see that the problem calls for such leadership.

In the discipline of systems thinking, it requires a super-leadership system from the top of the organisation to disturb the status quo (in this case in the social services department), to issue a specific challenge to change the way the organisation works, to license an appropriate leadership system that involves front-line staff in designing and monitoring the improvements, and to clarify where accountability lies and for what. For details of a workshop on this systems-based approach to leadership and change, phone Ian Robson on 01372 812607.

Working with the shadow side

Psychologically, shadow-side issues lie at the heart of the Climbie and post-Climbie affair – not just individuals’ shadow side, but the organisation’s too. The May issue of the new Croner journal, Developing HR Strategy, contained an article ‘Working with the Shadow Side of Organisations’. Copies are available by email on request to info@organisational-leadership.com.

Much of the article is devoted to the matter of toxic organisations in which many issues are taboo. It posits that the scale of undiscussibility in an organisation is an indication of organisational (ill)health. It offers Gerard Egan’s continuum of ‘undiscussed - undiscussible - unmentionable’ as a challenge for making life safer for employees’ voice and authenticity.

John Renesch, in Better Future News No. 83 (free electronic newsletter, 01 June 2005), writing about ‘Asking Forbidden Questions’, supports this thesis:

“… Systems tend to suppress anything perceived as a threat. The more dysfunctional the system, the more likely the distortion of trust and ‘dark’ the behaviour becomes, including possible illegal activity. … When someone dares to question these dysfunctional cultures, they are branded a troublemaker, a radical, or more politely a whistleblower, and are often ejected from the system or ostracised in some way so the system remains stable. … How do we know when the system is lapsing into a coma? …One way you can tell is when certain questions don’t get asked.”

Renesch offers some examples of questions that might reveal some dysfunctionality, as follows:-

· What question could be asked of people in my organisation that would create widespread discomfort or distortion of the truth?

· What are new people told about ‘how things are done around here’?

· What questions are asked by new members in the organisation that existing members avoid answering?

Whistleblower gets out of jail

Carol Lingard, an experienced prison officer, encountered the closing of ranks (as described by John Renesch above) to protect the system at all costs. Lingard had displayed courage in blowing the whistle on prisoners being bullied and intimidated at Wakefield Prison in west Yorkshire. But, at her tribunal claiming unfair dismissal, she said, “within 48 hours word spread that I was a grass, and suddenly I was discriminated against, intimidated and stonewalled. Work became a very hostile, unsafe environment. Backs literally turned whenever I entered a room or corridor and gates slammed in my face. I was made to feel as if I had done something dreadful, and that I was going to pay for it” (‘Victory for jail abuse whistleblower’, The Observer, 26 June 2005).

In a damning judgement, the tribunal found in Lingard’s favour. It attacked the senior management at the prison and the service. Even the Prison Standards Unit, established by new whistleblowing legislation, failed to deal properly with her allegations. Lingard subsequently received an apology from the Director General of the Prison Service.

Leadership Conference

A conference run by the Chartered Institute of Personal and Development (CIPD) in April addressed these issues:

· Are leaders born or can they be made?

· Is there a shortage of high-quality leaders? What are the main leadership skills gaps in UK businesses?

· What are the main drivers for organisations to invest in leadership development activities?

· What does effective leadership development look like? What types of activities are most successful?

Have you heard these questions before? They are well-worn themes. The problem is that discussion on leadership, wherever it takes place, is all-to-frequently stuck in this rut. A more imaginative list of questions would include:

· In an organisation, how can HR achieve an integrated approach to improving leadership across all functions (i.e. joined-up leadership definition, acquisition, recognition, development, utilisation, appraisal, promotion, reward, retention and termination)?

· How can HR help their organisations remove obstacles in the path of those who want and try to lead, so that leadership can flourish?

· How can an organisation provide appropriate context to leadership development, linking it with the organisation’s current challenges, conditions and colleagues?

· What does ‘being held accountable for leadership in practical terms’ mean?

· What comprises an organisation’s demand-side leadership strategy (to set alongside its supply-side one – the injection of more leadership talent via development activities)?

What is special about these questions is that they are OD (organisation development) ones, as opposed to the usual MD (management development) ones.

Linking training with the business

In the context of the previous item, another recent article offers guidance. Here’s an extract:

“Linked with systems changes and other HR levers, training can make a powerful contribution. Used alone, training is a weak lever. Training is frequently undertaken without sufficient regard to the systemic properties of organisations. As such, it confuses individual changes with modification of system variables, such as the business’s mission, structure and reward system. … W Edwards Deming, the American thinker and teacher behind the Japanese quality revolution, argues that most improvement in productivity comes from improving the system (the way the works works) not the people (the way the people work).

How does work come in, how is it parcelled out, how much discretion do people have, who checks whose work, who is responsible for co-ordination across functional teams, where does accountability lie, etc? It’s worth bearing these systems design and flow questions in mind when pointing the finger at training – whether for solutions or blame.”

(‘Training people for a better future’, Finance Today, William Tate, May 2005)

If you would like a copy, please ask.

Whole system leadership

Danny Chesterman, of Bath Consultancy Group, expresses frustration with ‘leadership in the wilderness’. While a licence to use leadership at a local level seems attractive, he is concerned that this may fail to locate leadership in the system as a whole. The latter allows us to see how things are from multiple perspectives. For example, he points out that:

A doctor presented with an elderly patient will see the problem as arthritis leading to impaired mobility. The answer is a hip replacement.

A neighbour meeting the same person sees someone living in a social system. She sees a person finding it difficult to maintain an independent lifestyle after his wife dies. The answer is a home help.

A psychotherapist sees the same person finding it difficult coming to terms with growing old, and locating his frustration in his arthritis. The answer is for the client to come to terms with the sense of loss that is inevitable as old age advances.

A social worker will be trained to ask the older person what they think the problem is. The client may reply that they no longer feel confident in walking down the street because of the uneven pavement and the busy road crossing. The answer is a lollipop lady.

All these definitions of ‘the problem’ are legitimate, and contestable, and all lead to different forms of intervention. We may be able to hold together two or three versions of the problem and negotiate a best fit. But what happens when there are five, six, or twenty versions?’

In these circumstances, and drawing on complexity theory, Chesterman campaigns for what he calls ‘relational leadership’. This positions leadership as requiring constant interaction with those who follow. He finds this model more valuable than leadership competency frameworks and descriptions of what great leaders do, which neglect the multiple or ‘systemic’ perspective.

(Further details are available on request.)

Making improvements or hitting a standard target

In the last issue we reported on the Commission for Racial Equality’s enquiry into racism in the police. Sir David Calvert-Smith (chairman of the enquiry) talked about the failure of national targets as a suitable instrument. Use and abuse of targets are a recurring theme in these newsletters. They are also a subject in The Organisation Shadow-Side Audit. Calvert-Smith signalled a change away from having a national target for the number of serving policeman to a local focus based on improving the recruitment of persons from such groups.

Putting people’s energy into making improvement from where they are is a better strategy than aiming everybody at a uniform standard. The reason? It takes account of people’s own context and extent of challenge, and thereby is more likely to obtain genuine commitment. Whereas (someone else’s) national target is too remote and less likely to win commitment. It is also more likely to encourage game playing with the numbers.

Getting mad with measurement

John Seddon, in May’s Vanguard News, offers some “barmy” but nonetheless real examples of misapplied targets:

Camden Council has set its estate officers annual targets for obtaining antisocial behaviour orders (ASBOs). They have a target of one a year!

Police in Thames Valley are being awarded points in accordance with their performance. Certain offences have been given a points value, and officers are to aim at 200 points per month. The top prize is said to be 50 points for ‘taking the lead in a fatal accident’. 

This second of these reminds one of the New York Fire Service’s target for the number of fires that they were expected to put out (surprise, surprise – every one was put out, but there were more fires!) This represents a failure to distinguish between an after-the-event reward and a before-the-event incentive – but that’s another story. Let’s hope we don’t need more fatal accidents in Thames Valley so that the police target can be met.

More scary stuff about leadership

This story may evoke thoughts about Falugia in Iraq. That battered town is back in the news. Having been cleared last year of all insurgents, we were assured (along with most other inhabitants), an American convoy recently came under co-ordinated attack, with major loss of soldiers’ lives.

The Vietnam veteran and novelist Tim O’Brien (1980):

“My time in Vietnam is a memory of ignorance and I mean utter ignorance. I didn’t know the language. I couldn’t communicate with the Vietnamese except in Pidgin English. I knew nothing about the culture of Vietnam. I knew nothing about the religions. I knew nothing about the village community. I knew nothing about the aims of the people, whether they were for the war of against the war … No knowledge of what the enemy was after … and I compensated for that ignorance in a whole bunch of ways, some evil ways. Blowing things up, burning huts as a frustration of being ignorant and not knowing where the enemy was.”

(Quoted in ‘It’s time to bring Najaf back home’, Naomi Klein, The Guardian, 27 August 2004.) 

When things don’t turn out as expected, you can guarantee hearing “lessons will be learned”. But they’re not. Each new generation of leaders – in politics and business - seems condemned to learn the hard lessons from scratch. Wisdom doesn’t get passed on. That is the sad lesson from history.
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