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Chris Bond

Leadership for public
service: working with
notions of co-creation
of leadership and
management roles in UK
public service contexts

This paper proposes a model of leadership and management in public
service roles based on the concept of co-creation as an alternative to
current dominant approaches in public service contexts that are largely
shaped and influenced by ideologies associated with New Public
Management (NPM).

First, the paper sets out three main criticisms and challenges of NPM and
the distorting effect that it can have by privileging individualising rather
than socialising effects of governance.

Second, | explore co-creation as an approach to management and
leadership using data gathered from a two year study of leadership and
management with Methodists Presbyters.

Finally, | present my model, elaborating it further in the rest of the paper.
The model proposed offers an alternative approach to governance,
leadership and management in sectors such as education, health and
local government all of which currently appear to be suffering from a
crisis of leadership.

Key words: New Public Management, co-created leadership, public service,
governance.



Introduction

‘It’s no longer just about providing services, it’s about working with
communities and other organisations. It’s about doing more with less
and ensuring we spend our diminished budget as effectively as
possible.’

(Lord Peter Smith, Leader of Wigan Council, 2014)

Smith, speaking in support of the ‘Wigan Deal’, epitomises the challenge
faced by UK public service organisations in leading, managing and delivering
essential public services to the communities that they serve in the context of
the current financial crisis. The Wigan Deal is one council’s response to the
need to cut more than 30% from its overall budget by 2016/17. The deal
proposes a new contract with residents under which the council will work
more collaboratively with the community, offering the opportunity for local
community groups and other organisations to manage and lead the delivery
of essential public services. The financial crisis presents many challenges, but
also presents opportunities for those in leadership to rethink the ways in
which they govern, lead and manage the delivery of essential public services.

Such a re-think may be long overdue; despite successive drives over the last
three decades to improve efficiency and cost effectiveness through the
introduction of New Public Management (NPM), public satisfaction in areas
such as health, education and local government have all declined (Brookes,
2014; O’'Byrne and Bond 2014; Bond and O’Byrne, 2013; Gruening, 2001,
Barzelay, 2000). Since the early 1980s, these sectors have been subject to an
onslaught of reform, regulation and top-down approaches to change, usually
characterised as NPM (Pollitt, 1993; Hood, 1991, 1995). NPM is marked by
market-led reform, large scale restructuring programmes, increased external
accountability and a focus on importing leadership and management models
from the private sector. The ideologies associated with NPM may, recent
evidence suggests, have largely alienated professionals delivering frontline
services and their service users from local governance and management of
these services (O’Byrne and Bond, 2014; Bond and O’Byrne, 2013; Diefenbach,
2009; Broadbent, Dietrich and Roberts, 2007; Gombrich, 2000).

Other high profile cases reported in the media, such as significant failures of
management in the NHS in relation to Staffordshire Hospital (Healthcare
Commission, 2009); the attempted illegal closure of services at Lewisham
Hospital (BBC, 2013a); investigations into the efficacy and legality of
leadership practices in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets (Telegraph,
2014) and the decline of UK pupils’ scores in PISA tests (BBC, 2013b) hint at
continued deep-seated problems in management and leadership in public
services.

These apparently sustained and entrenched problems present an opportunity
to rethink and reframe current approaches to governance, leadership and
management in public service contexts. Public service organisations, and
leadership within them, are complex systems of human interaction that
embody intra- and interdependent relationships between a number of key
stakeholders including central government, elected leaders, managers,
employees and service users. This suggests the desirability of approaches to
governance, leadership and management that are socially inclusive and
recognise the complexity of human interactions in public service
organisations. It further situates leadership and management in these
contexts as a dynamic process that should both help frame and be shaped by
the communities in which they operate. In this paper | explore these issues
and propose a model of co-created leadership, grounded in the experiences
and practices of the Methodist Church, which might provide useful insights
into possible further public sector reform.



The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. First, | problematise notions of
management and leadership as informed by ideologies underpinning NPM.
Second, | present the Methodist Church as an exemplar of a model of
governance, leadership and management based on an approach of co-
creation. Third, | draw the threads of this exemplar out into a model which, |
suggest, might meet some of the shortcomings identified in the current
dominance of NPM. This is followed by discussion and conclusions that link
the emerging model of co-created leadership with some current trends in
leadership theory.

Concepts of management and leadership in UK public services

Over the last three decades, NPM has been the dominant paradigm of
leadership and management in public services in the UK. NPM is strongly
influenced by public choice theory, principal-agent theory and transaction
cost economics (Gruening, 2001; Dunsire, 1995; Pollitt, 1990; Aucoin, 1990).
An essential principle of NPM is that differences between public and private
sector approaches to management and leadership should be minimised, thus
ensuring the efficiency and effectiveness of public services (Barzelay, 2007,
Hood, 1991, 1995; Pollitt, 1990). Whilst NPM is generally associated with public
sector reform in industrialised economies, it has also exerted a significant
influence on approaches to management and leadership throughout the not-
for-profit sector in many OECD countries. Many areas of public service, from
national and local government to education and health, have been
significantly influenced by this approach to governance, management and
leadership.

There are at least three main failings identifiable with NPM-inspired
approaches to leadership and management in public service organisations.
First, evidence suggests that NPM has failed,

in practice, to empower local leaders and organisations to shape the delivery
of their services in the context of local community needs (Drechsler, 2005).
NPM, in seeking to move away from a bureaucratic model, has not
significantly secured the delivery of local services according to community
need. Provision of services such as health, education and housing policy are
still largely driven by central government and an increasing number of
standard setting quangos, thus reducing the ability of local service providers
to envision or enact alternative models of provision. As Drechsler (2005)
notes, this diminution of local leadership and management can be seen as a
concomitant of the privileging of contracting out to the private sector of
many essential local services, leading to a reduction in citizen participation
and rights, merely disguising the role of the imperial bureaucrat as the
entrepreneurial bureaucrat.

Local governance through NPM has been marked by a complex and often
burdensome culture of regulation, audit and inspection that may stifle
opportunity for local innovation in service delivery significantly. Thus Lapsley
(2009), in a paper tellingly entitled NPM: The Cruellest Invention of The
Human Spirit, catalogues how the excessive use of management consultants,
significant failures in the development of e-government, the growth of an
audit society and the increasing use of risk management have led to NPM
failing to deliver on all of its promises. Lapsley cites the case of the NHS,
which has a heavy inspection and audit culture with at least 56 oversight
bodies, and the Health Commission’s ironically titled ’light touch’ annual
‘health check’ that requires 500 separate information topics to be reported
on. Lapsley also argues that, in areas such as ambulance services and
policing, target setting can distort the activity and work of these
professionals and lead to gaming and manipulation to ensure that national
targets rather than local needs are met.

Processes of contracting out, the reduction in powers of local authorities, and
increasing regulation and inspection frameworks mean that notions of public



services meeting and being accountable to local service users have largely
remained unrealised. It may be that, because of the audit culture and
inspection regime, more central control is exerted than under NPM’s
bureaucratic precursors. Wright sums up the impact of NPM on democracy in
public services, arguing that it ‘may be convenient for politicians to hide
behind the smoke-screen of managerial decision and autonomy, but this
hardly adds to the democratic quality of decision-making’ (1997:11).

Second, NPM practices have failed to engage with the historical and cultural
specificity of the organisations and communities in which it operates; this is
marked by a correlation between NPM and the demise of the professional as
manager - part of an increasing general distrust and disenfranchising of
professionals in all areas of contemporary society (Gombrich, 2000;
Broadbent, Dietrich, and Roberts, 1997; Krause, 1995). In place of such
professionals, there has been a proliferation of the practice of ‘general
management’ throughout the public services, with management idealised as a
set of neutral, context non-specific skills and technologies. Thus areas such as
health, schools and universities have seen the role of the professional
significantly diminished in respect to their involvement in governance,
management and leadership of the services in which they work.

Recognising that such transformations might be problematic in terms of
creating dynamic management appropriate to context, there has been a
more recent emphasis on leadership rather than management. In what
O’Reilly and Read (2010) call ‘leaderism’, the new ideology is one of
leadership within the tight boundaries of market ideologies. Leaders are free
to lead, unencumbered by clumsy management strategies, but they can only
lead in tightly constrained directions. Wallis and Dollery (1997) argue that
these leadership discourses remove the need to wrestle with the challenge of
aligning principal and agent by making the issue the establishment of a
common goal between leaders and led. O’Reilly and Read suggest that such a
shift could re-empower the role of professionals:

‘The emerging discourse of ‘leaderism’ provides a potential way of
unravelling this new ‘power/knowledge knot’ by repositioning service
managers and professionals as strategic leaders and operational
practitioners whose job it is to generate the long-term visions and
develop the practical implementation technologies through which the



