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SKILLS FOR TOMORROW’S PUBLIC SERVICES   
KEY ISSUES FROM LONDON WORKSHOPS 30 JUNE & 8 JULY 2009
Introduction
In the summer of 2009 Professor Paul Joyce led two workshops focusing on the future of public services, the skills required, and the role of the UK Universities in supporting development. The first, a half-day event held at CIPFA’s headquarters at the end of June, brought together civil servants and PMPA members from the private and voluntary sector for some in-depth discussion. The second, an hour-long session, was held at the 2009 Civil Service live event and attracted over thirty practising civil servants interested in every aspect of skills development. Both events raised issues and questions, and this note summarises the five key issues raised in the debate so far. 

Looking Ahead: Futures Forecasting

A key assumption underpinning the development of skills, knowledge and capabilities for the future public services workforce is that we can predict the nature of public services in the future, and prepare ourselves for that future. The first issue raised in the discussion was the challenge of this assumption, and how effective public service organisations were at looking and planning ahead. 
Scenario planning on different dimensions (such as big/small state or more/less concern for efficiency) could help to define possible futures. This would allow structured thinking about which skills might be needed in different futures.  Contributions from colleagues from the Foresight team at the Government Office for Science reminded us that, if some skills were needed under all possible scenarios, it was worth investing in these now. 
The relationship between skills acquisition, organisational capacity, and public service improvement

This was the second assumption we debated. Much of the thinking about skills in public services assumes that there are two linear relationships – between an individual who undertakes training and development and their organisation’s capacity; and between an organisation’s capacity and the quality of the public services it delivers or leads. 
Focusing on the first relationship, surveys done by Government Skills showed that in most cases where individuals sought training and development opportunities, there was little structured opportunity to feed back what they had learnt into the team or organisation, and little relationship between the organisation’s strategic priorities and the content of training undertaken by individuals.    
Project work was considered to be the easiest way in which organisational and individual priorities could be aligned, and we heard of Anglesey Council, where students undertaking further qualifications selected their projects from a priority list chosen by the Chief Executive. For an organisation, projects undertaken by MPA or PhD students could be a way in which new ideas could be developed without risk, and new approaches tested.  
A specific suggestion was made for the development of a network or “report back” opportunity for Masters Graduates to feedback what they have learnt in their studies to their manager/organisation and public managers more widely, possibly through the PMPA. 

Effective Routes to Skills Acquisition

Professor Joyce’s presentation outlined some research by Charlesworth et al (2003) which compared the types of development opportunity taken by public service managers, and how effective they were considered to be. This suggested that structured training programmes were thought to be the most effective (used by 60% of organisations and 56% considered them effective); while 84% of organisations used short training courses, but only 54% found them effective. Secondments were used by 38% of organisations with 48% finding them effective and mentoring was used by 50% of organisations with 52% finding them effective. 

This led to a debate about how public servants would learn the skills they needed for development, with support for Mary Parker Follett’s summary “Managerial skill cannot be painted on the outside of executives.” This reinforced the view that mentoring, secondments and structured training programmes, where the learning was explicitly connected to the role and future roles of the individual, were likely to be most successful in developing lasting changes in individual managers’ behaviour.

Professional Skills for Government 

Throughout the workshops there was general acceptance that the “Professional Skills for Government” programme was having a positive effect on the culture of training and development within the civil service. However two specific concerns were raised. The first was the challenge of developing future managers and leaders who were flexible, responsive and outward-looking, when many of the roles they came from (eg tax inspectors or benefits managers) required them to be rule-bound, narrowly-focused and specialist. There was a contradiction here.
The second concern was that, in reinforcing and celebrating professionalisation within the civil service, departmental silos would be replaced with professional ones. Those in the policy or finance professions might find their job opportunities limited, or worse, that they were unable to understand and work constructively with colleagues from other professional backgrounds, and that joined-up service delivery would be jeopardised. This was felt to have happened in other parts of the public sector – such as local government where training programmes now focused on helping “joining-up” to take place, and was considered a risk for the civil service. 

Implications for Universities; as institutions and for the academics who teach in them

Finally, we debated the implications for the Universities of these issues. If structured training, projects, mentoring and secondments were considered to be the most effective development activities, what did that mean for the delivery of traditional MPA or similar courses? Should the traditional “knowledge transmission” model be adapted to focus more to help students make the link between learning and practice? Is the concept of a “public service academy” in which senior managers and academics work alongside each other to develop their students worth exploring? Professor Joyce gave as an example the academy that the police forces in the North West of England were developing, which was along these lines. 

There were also implications for the academics in these institutions. For such learning to be successful, they may need to function more as coaches and supervisors, making close links with employers and line managers, rather than lecturers expecting the students to come to them to listen and absorb knowledge. These debates were considered to be interesting ones to put to the PAC conference in Glamorgan in September, when a group of University academics would be gathering for the third workshop in the series. 
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These events are run by the Public Management and Policy Association (www.pmpa.co.uk) and the National School of Government (http://www.nationalschool.gov.uk/), drawing on their contacts and experience in public policy and administration. By bringing together civil servants, managers delivering public services and independent experts to share different perspectives we can develop a wider view of the issues and identify solutions and successful ways forward.

