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THE RESULTS OF AN ‘OPEN INQUIRY’ BY THE 

PUBLIC LEADERSHIP INQUIRY ON 29 APRIL 

2010, A WEEK BEFORE THE UK GENERAL 

ELECTION 

 

EXECUTIVE_SUMMARY 

“We will need to do perfect pirouettes and then run 

marathons on one leg.” 

“This is a huge leadership and motivational challenge 

for us.” 

“I hope we can muster sufficient creativity, 

resourcefulness and innovation not merely to tackle the 

problems, but also to create and seize new 

opportunities to make things better.” 

So said some of the senior public servants who 

generously participated in our first Public Leadership 

Open Inquiry1 into the challenge of boosting their and 

their people’s resilience and confidence in the next nine 

months. 

In the course of our recent work, we inquired of a 

number of senior people and their staff across the 

public sector, and finally some twenty-five senior public 

servants joined us at an event on 29 April, a week 

before the General Election. The quality of the 

conversations and debate was high, the style of the 

inquiry was open and honest and we found public 

services leaders highly engaged on the subject.   

We now have pleasure, on the day of the General 

Election, in providing a summary of the findings. 

 

                                                        
1
 The Public Leadership Inquiry conducts two forms of ‘inquiry.  Our 

‘Open Inquiries’ are generated by our own research and insights and 
are debated publicly with a broad range of senior leaders.  We typically 

invite guests to an event where the issues can be explored and tested 
amongst the group.  The findings are then made publicly available.  
We also conduct ‘Commissioned Inquiries’ that follow the agenda of 

the client and the results will only be made publicly available by 
agreement of the client.  

 

 

 

 

 

The observations and analysis in the following pages 

draw out a multiplicity of issues now facing public 

service leaders, and to get the full benefit and texture 

of these insights you are encouraged to read on.  What 

is clear though is that the scissor effect of both the 

current recession and the forthcoming election is truly 

potent, stirring up many emotional and professional 

challenges that will keep the public service spinning for 

many months and possibly years to come.  Arising from 

this are a variety of dilemmas illustrated well by the 

leaders we engaged with during this inquiry; dilemmas 

ranging from having to cut costs while also innovating 

and delivering more; from keeping ‘the show’ on the 

road while at the same time changing the structures, 

working practices and people delivering ‘the show’.   

But if there is a single, underpinning dilemma that this 

inquiry has revealed, and where we might imagine the 

battle lines being drawn, it is between the force of bold, 

engaging and collaborative leadership, against the 

force of protectionism.  On the one hand, employees 

tell us that they want engagement; that they want to be 

kept in the picture and they want leaders that are 

visible; citizens, of course, need leaders that collaborate 

to provide joined-up, citizen-centred services; and to 

deal with more complex, more ‘wicked’ problems, we 

need leaders that are brave and innovative searching 

out new and sometimes riskier solutions.  But at the 

same time, and on the other end of this dilemma, we 

have leaders who will be understandably worried for 

their own positions; who will want to protect their own 

resources, and who won’t always feel enough in the 

picture themselves to be out there selling a message 

they don’t yet understand. 
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And in this flight to safety, from which leaders are not 

immune, we may risk seeing more of the uninspiring 

routines of civil service bureaucracy; committee 

decision-making, consensus-building, and strategising 

behind closed doors instead of getting out there - all of 

which can serve to protect individual leaders against 

the freight train coming along the tracks.   

But what this inquiry has taught us is that resilience in 

these times is about not about giving in to the magnetic 

pull of protectionism.  It is not about reverting to Type 

(which for the Civil Service in Myers Briggs terms is 

about a dominant preference for ‘Thinking’ over 

‘Feeling’/engaging).  It is not about “hunkering down” 

or keeping out of the way, avoiding the slings and 

arrows of change.  

It is instead about the choices available to leaders.  And 

it is specifically about how leaders apprehend the 

challenges ahead. 

The image of a freight train coming down the tracks 

might easily be replaced with a rollercoaster reaching 

its highest point with arms held aloft.  The energy we 

saw most often being conveyed by the leaders we 

spoke to was a positive, hopeful energy, and at times 

sheer excitement.  The gauntlet of getting more from 

less or innovating while cutting can just as easily be 

framed as a fascinating conundrum; a problem that 

requires real brain power and smart thinking.  The same 

applies to the difficulty of keeping the show on the road 

while changing everything around it.  This, one could 

argue, is exactly why we need leadership – to meet 

these challenges with a sense of possibility and to infect 

employees with the same positive attitude. 

As the level of the challenge is increased, our inquiry 

pointed to the serious need for leaders to properly 

understand their own power; their strengths and their 

weaknesses, and to appreciate the mindset they 

typically bring to such problems.  We heard of the 

importance of asking for help, something that the very 

best leaders do more often than most.  And above all 

we heard of the value of consciously selecting the 

response to these times instead of letting the response 

select us. 

Our inquiry is by no means complete and given our 

proximity to the results of a historic UK election “you 

ain’t seen nothing yet”.  The real business of leadership 

is only just about to start and as public service leaders 

consider their stance towards the next 9 months we 

would commend to you the findings of this public 

leadership inquiry.   
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Themes and Contents 

 

 Data_piece 1;  TheVoice of Senior Public 

Servants. 

 

 Data_piece 2; Insights of Jane Jones, former 

CEO of Investors in People (‘IIP’). 

 

 Data_piece 3; The Voice of Your People. 

 

 Conclusion_; Resilient and Confident Leadership 

in the Next Nine Months. 

 

 Closing_piece;  Next Steps. 
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DATA_PIECE 1; Voice of Senior Public Servants 

Both in preparation for 29 April, and at the event itself, 

we inquired of senior public servants about likely 

professional and personal challenges over the coming 

nine months, their main hopes and fears, the principal 

dilemmas they face, and the leadership capabilities that 

will be most in demand. 

Professional and Personal Challenges 

The main professional challenges include handling and 

building credibility with new, impatient Ministers; 

shaping and adjusting to new priorities; developing new 

models of delivery and doing business; heading up 

transformational change (again!); and bringing cost and 

efficiencies to the centre of what leaders do. 

The main personal challenges include’ letting go’ and 

saying goodbye (to policies, practices and even people); 

creating more, different relationships; developing a new 

mindset; being resilient; managing uncertainty and loss 

of control; motivating staff, guiding them through an 

uncertain transition; leading by example; and absorbing 

pressure for leaders to prove themselves and survive. 

Hopes and Fears 

There is much excitement about the novel territory that 

lies ahead. The hope is that the election result will 

encourage reinvigoration of agendas and performance, 

act as a constructive catalyst for change and innovation, 

and provide opportunities “to get things done.” 

There are also real fears. Some of the leaders we spoke 

with wondered whether the scale of likely change is 

sufficiently appreciated and whether the possible 

demands will be too daunting for some to meet. Others 

are concerned that uncertainty might lead to paralysis 

and that some leaders will “hunker down” and just 

focus on the core business. There is also anxiety about 

the prospects of possible “slash and burn”. 

 

Principal Dilemmas 

Four dilemmas surfaced in our pre-event discussions 

and on 29 April: 

 Safe or unsafe uncertainty. There is no doubt 

about the uncertainty ahead. The challenge for 

senior public sector leaders is whether they can 

make this uncertainty relatively safe, whether 

people can still feel anchored and supported to 

do good work, instead of unsafe, when people 

are more likely to act defensively and as 

victims.  This is not about ducking the issues or 

failing to face up to hard decisions, but it is 

about creating a safe environment in which real 

issues and possibilities can be explored 

 

 Both..and...and...and. We used to talk about 

the merits of ‘both/and’ instead of the 

unsatisfying choice of ‘either/or’.  But in the 

circumstances of the coming months, 

‘both/and’ does not do justice to the multi-

faceted agenda ahead. We discussed at the 

event the multiple tensions facing senior 

people, such as innovating v cutting, rushing v 

pausing, and inward focus v external focus. The 

challenge will be to avoid getting stuck at one 

end of these polarities to the exclusion of effort 

at the other end, and to avoid getting stuck 

with only one of the many polarities faced. 

 

 To revert to type or not to revert to type; that 

is the question. We discussed at the event how, 

under considerable pressure, we can become 

less able to adapt, and more reliant on the tried 

and tested. We can revert to type. We 

discussed the choices that we might face in our 

response types (see Figure 1) at times of 

complex changes, for instance whether we 

might choose to be a thrill-seeker or keep our 

head down, and whether we might choose to 

be an innovator or a sceptic. And we 
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acknowledged that the approaching uncertainty 

and pressure might harmfully reinforce strong 

cultural norms at play in the senior civil service 

such as a tendency to agree and find consensus, 

focus on one’s own area rather than collaborate 

strongly, and choose strategic thinking at the 

expense of staff engagement when 

decisiveness, collaboration and effective 

implementation through our people are going 

to be essential.  

 

 Or will necessity be the mother of invention? 

Several senior people hoped that such will be 

the pressure on resources and the need to 

deliver that some of the past cultural 

constraints on innovation and collaboration will 

simply have to fall away. “For me, it is about 

describing the role innovation can play as an 

antidote to ‘slash and burn’.” “A twenty percent 

cost reduction presents us with a coffin, a call 

to arms and deeper collaboration that we will 

not be able to resist any more.” 

Leadership Capabilities in Demand 

Senior public servants foresee the following leadership 

capabilities being most in demand in the coming 

months: 

 Flexibility: 

o “Having the mindset to act in different 

ways.” 

o “Coping with uncertainty and ambiguity.” 

o “Getting the right balance between 

experimentation/innovation and 

discipline/control.” 

 

 Powerful role modelling: 

o “Highly visible.” 

o “Inspirational.” 

o “This is how we do things and it’s OK.” 

 

 Courage and openness: 

o “Standing up for what is right in the face of 

pressure.” 
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o “Telling it straight.” 

 

 Collaborative working: 

o “Joining even more purposefully with 

colleagues across the Department and 

across Whitehall to support each other on 

rocky seas and pool resources in interests 

of delivery.” 

 

 Emotional resilience and understanding: 

o “Calm under pressure.” 

o “Coping with vulnerability, showing 

empathy and managing anxiety.” 

o “Reassuring and enthusing people.” 

 

DATA_PIECE 2; Insights of Jane Jones, former CEO, 

Investors in People UK 

During the 29 April event we had the pleasure of 

inquiring of Jane Jones, until recently CEO of Investors 

in People UK (‘IIP’). The inset gives details of the 

significant change she led the organisation through, 

whilst IIP UK still delivered excellent performance. 

Among the many insights she left participants, the 

following stood out: 

 The importance of admitting when she did not 

know everything, and using the skills and 

knowledge of others. 

 The power of really knowing what she was 

personally good at and less good at, exploiting 

the former and finding others to compensate 

for the latter. 

 Finding that she got a whole lot more from staff 

than she ever thought possible by giving them a 

chance to contribute to the change process in 

very significant ways. 

 Engaging her people around their commitment 

to the cause, the importance of what IIP was 

contributing and delivering in the UK and 

internationally. This is where their real interest 

lay. 

 being as honest as possible with her people and 

seeking always to be positive when she had to 

implement something she did not agree with 

 Learning that despite the intense activity for 

her as CEO, with much time needing to be spent 

externally, she had to keep her people closely 

informed, otherwise they would just see her as 

absent. 

 

DATA_PIECE 3; Voice of your People 

In the course of our recent work, we have been asking 

public servants at all levels what they will need from 

their leaders to boost their resilience and confidence in 

the coming months. 

They too are “excited and apprehensive” about the 

future. They are “excited” about a possible change in 

Government with the novelty and new issues that will 

bring. But they are “apprehensive” about possible 

threats to their jobs, the challenges and uncertainties of 

a hung parliament, the potential disruption of 

Machinery of Government changes, and most 

particularly the prospect of having to do “much more 

with quite a lot less”. They are expecting the next nine 

months to be a rollercoaster. 

Three themes underpin these emotions: 

1. A clear sense of loyalty and commitment, a 

belief that staff have gone the “extra mile” in 

many ways in the last few years, bringing with it 

a strong expectation that they deserve straight, 

honest handling and talking in the coming 

months. 

2. A thirst for information and data from senior 

people who will have much greater access than 

them to all that is going on at the top of the 

office and with Ministers. 
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3. A sense that they have much less influence over 

their futures than senior staff.  

 

Four direct quotes from staff summarise what they 

need from leaders in the coming months: 

“Prioritise, make choices, and don’t simply add more on 

top, ‘really stop things this time’.” 

 “We are really nervous about having to do even 

more with less.” 

 “Be clear about expectations.” 

 “Leaders need to make decisive choices.” 

 

άYŜŜǇ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ, be visible, be 

present, speak to us!” (see Figure 2) 

 “Your visibility and accessibility will be vital. We 

will need to see you a lot, both formally and 

informally. Please tell us what you are dealing 

with and what you are thinking.” 

 “Talk to us straight, please tell us about the 

uncertainty rather than not telling us because 

you are not sure.” 

 “Involve us as much as possible, particularly in 

how we can adapt, how to change some of the 

ways we work, how we can all deliver even 

more effectively. Harness our ideas even 

more.” 

 “Follow through with us. Tell us what happens 

as a result of your engagement with us. “ 

 

“Help us to lose the things that we value.” 

 “Help us get used to losing activities we’ve got 

comfortable with. Help us as we exit policy 

areas.” 

 “Don’t lose the learning. Help us appreciate the 

learning, the skills and knowledge gained in 

working on now discarded activities. Let’s not 

think that it was all for nought.” 

 “Help us see how skills are transferable.” 
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“Attend to everyone’s well-being as we build a new 

business.” 

 “Balance your focus on workload management 

with real attention to our well-being.” 

 “Strengthen the social side.” 

 “Guide us through the uncertainties of this 

transition.” 

 “Be clear about the processes and rationale for 

selection/competition for posts and support 

those not selected.” 

 

We also looked together at the results of the recent 

Civil Service People Survey (see Figure 3). Civil servants 

are hugely interested in their work, and there is real 

strength in their clear alignment with organisational 

purpose and objectives. However, there are distinct 

challenges in two areas that will be so important in the 

coming month – change management and staff 

involvement. 

CONCLUSIONS_ 

The dominant tone of the discussion was that public 

sector leaders did not need to respond to these difficult 

circumstances in a negative way. Clearly there were 

major challenges and uncertainties ahead but   there 

was a sense of excitement about the next few months.  

Our discussion on resilience noted that leaders have a 

choice; however difficult the situation, they do not need 

to feel like victims who are “done to”. It was this spirit 

that developed most strongly during the discussion - of 

being at our best in challenging circumstances, taking 

control as far as possible, discovering strengths we did 

not know we had and drawing on the capabilities of 

others in helping us meet difficult challenges.  

And it was this spirit that underpinned the meeting’s 

view on resilient, confident leadership. Here in their 

own words, and in light of these three data_pieces, is 

how the participants on 29 April described the way in 
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which public sector leaders might boost their own and 

their people’s resilience and confidence in the next nine 

months, avoid reverting to type and make as safe as 

possible the inevitable uncertainty: 

“We convince political leaders fast that we are credible. 

We exude confidence with all our stakeholders, 

choosing to be powerful, using a sense of theatre” 

 “We find renewed energy to deal with a new or 

re-energised set of Ministers, rising to their 

expectations.” 

 “We avoid any cynicism, thinking that I have 

seen it all before or know the likely outcomes.” 

 

“We focus hard on delivery and impact” 

 “We take pride in results.” 

 “We measure and track our impact.” 

 “We take the difficult decisions on priorities, 

resource and staff numbers as early as we can 

and make them happen quickly.” 

 

“We engage our people around what is important to 

them (service, public ethos) and engender a real sense 

of pride” 

 “We are clear about our vision and goal as we 

steer through troubled waters.” 

 “We are confident and future-focused.” 

 “We show strong appreciation of our people’s 

work.” 

 

“We communicate superbly with our people, we are 

straight with them and we involve them as much as 

possible in this enterprise.” 

 “The certainty of misery is better than the 

uncertainty of misery.” 

 “We are as open and honest with our people as 

we can. We are authentic about uncertainty. It 

is better to say ‘we don’t know’ than say 

nothing.” 

 “We are highly visible and accessible. We really 

listen.” 

 “We establish strong routines for two way 

communication and make absolutely sure that 

they happen. Trust will disappear if not.” 

 “We use words that show a new intent.” 

 “Staff will have confidence in a leadership 

structure if they feel part of the decision-

making process.” 

 

“We are single-minded about what is important and 

what is not.” 

 “We clear the diary of transactional things.” 

 “We maintain focus on the things that matter 

amidst the clatter of noise to get things done 

quickly after the election.” 

 “We maintain sufficient (but not too much) 

distance from the day to day noise to stay 

focused on the longer game.” 

 “We lead in the interests of policy coherence, 

collaborating as appropriate with other 

functions and Departments, and avoiding the 

temptation to be too oriented to our own 

functions.” 

 “We stay positive and see the possibilities.” 

 

“We are highly self-aware, we know our strengths and 

weaknesses and we call on our leadership colleagues to 

compensate for our weaknesses.” 

 “We pause and reflect.” 

 “We have friends and allies who will keep us 

honest and not allow us to revert to type.” 

 “We draw on strong support from our 

leadership colleagues, seeking each others’ 

insights.” 
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CLOSING_PIECE 

Thank you so much for participating in this inquiry. We 

very much hope that you find the outputs helpful in the 

coming days and months. Please do not hesitate to 

connect with us and your fellow inquirers with 

thoughts, ideas and requests for help. 

Thank you also for your ideas about topics for future 

inquiries; we shall be in touch shortly with a suggested 

programme. 

And our website, www.publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk, 

will carry these outputs, and further news and articles. 

 

Sue Duncan, sue.duncan@publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk 

Robin Ryde, robin.ryde@publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk 

Steve Turner, steve.turner@publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk 

Julian Powe, julian.powe@publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk 

 

Election Day, 6 May 2010. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inset 1.  

Public Leadership Inquiry 

Leaders in public service today run complex organisations facing 

considerable turbulence and the challenge of providing public value 

with less resource.  

Public Leadership Inquiry is a new entity offering an approach to 

access and gain insight into these complex issues. We call this 

approach ‘inquiry’. Selecting from a range of tools, and pulling on a 

range of analytical models, we enjoy working alongside leaders to 

help them shed new light on the problematic nature of the situation 

they experience, generate alternative ways of looking at it, identify 

solutions and implement them. We aim to get right inside and 

underneath the skin of the issues that leaders face, but to remain 

objective in our search for solutions. 

Typical issues include how to become more agile, how to engage 

staff effectively in uncertain times, how to deliver in new ways and 

how to build new relationships across Government, sectors and with 

the citizen. 

Inset 2 

Radical Change at IIP 

Jane Jones joined IIP at Board level three years ago in the Policy and 

Communications role, and subsequently became CEO. 

IIP has considerable reach. As the leading business improvement 

framework in the UK, it is used by 35,000 organisations, 

representing about a third of the UK workforce. There were some 40 

staff in HQ, 100 in Regions with 13 IIP centres, and 800 assessors 

across the country. 

Jane had to lead the organisation through a period of considerable 

uncertainty and change. On 31 March 2010, strategic ownership of 

IIP transferred to the UK Commission for Employment and Skills, 

with IIPUK closing as an NDPB and trading company. Only a third of 

IIPUK's core staff transferred to the new body. 

Up until the time of final closure, IIPUK continued to perform to very 

high standards. This included a complete overhaul of the IIP offer 

and launch of a major new Health and Wellbeing Award only a few 

weeks before closure. IIP was also recognised as the government's 

only "super brand" and indeed fastest rising super brand in the UK in 

2009. 
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