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Context. 

Hertfordshire County Council is a large local authority which has traditionally felt itself to be a flagship for the model of how other authorities should have been functioning.  As early as 2001 Hertfordshire had implemented a Children’s service well before this was recommended for all local authorities under the Children Act 2004. 

However, the recent JAR report in 2007 showed that Hertfordshire was failing in several areas, particularly in relation to Safeguarding and looked after children. In response to this report there has been a big move to improve systems so that we could represent our work better in terms of targets and processes and statistics. This has lead to a move towards a more performance management culture.
It seems that the organizational culture of Herts may not have changed to keep up with the demands made on us by govt and the service users.  As handy points out “what suits them (the dominant groups) and the organization at one stage is not necessary appropriate for ever” (Handy 1993:183) In my career I have quite liked the safety of the role based culture that Local Authorities have been based around.  It seems that there has had to be a move to incorporate a more task based culture where project management has become the dominant ethos. Pure task based cultures are hard to control (Handy 1993) which would be problematic for a large public organisation. The implementation of ECM has meant that Local Authorities have had to become much more responsive and innovative. This change has needed very careful management to enable that all parties feel involved in the process and the organization is healthy. 
There has been a need for a shift towards a more collaborative method of working within Herts to bring on board staff to reach targets. Certainly since I have been working in Herts there has been a move towards consultation which has not historically occurred. 
Some of the themes that came out of the JAR and the work that surrounded it were around service users having a more open service and about Processes being clear and linking to the organisational goals. It was within this context that I began to look for a project that would develop me and also contribute to an improvement of the service. 

360 review
I was able to use the PDA process to look at .what I had achieved in the past and what skills I needed to develop to improve on myself further. I had for some time been developing an interest in the more strategic developments in the organization and often volunteering to attend working groups, project teams on various initiatives that Herts had been developing to try and improve the situation. In my Team Manager Role I was restricted in some ways by the amount of time I had available to carry out these additional tasks, but was also able to bring a relevant and up to date understanding of the pressures and views of operational staff within the authority.
I pitched the questions for the PDA to look at the leadership / management skills and interactions with others.  This review enabled me to gain feedback from colleagues about how I interacted within the organisation and with individuals.  The 360 showed that I underestimated my own skills – however, I may have been a little modest in scoring myself as people often are. What the 360 clarified for me was that I was very capable of carrying out my current post and needed to look for another role to move on to challenge myself.  It also clarified that I did not need the safety of a role based culture and work in a more unpredictable environment. 
The PDA did create a situation where I had to discuss my developmental needs with my manager which is not something that I would have done ordinarily due to the relationship I had with him. One of my developmental goals was to be further involved in the planning of the organisation. While I had consulted on projects, I had not lead on a project and this would be a new challenge.

My project would look at the criteria for application to Residence order allowances in Hertfordshire and how this process could be improved both for service users and staff working within that process.  In Hertfordshire there is a Looked after children strategy which states that Children should be placed with their families wherever possible and that as an agency we should be supporting these types of arrangements. This reflects the children act 1989 guidance in relation to applying for orders.  This support may be financial, emotional or practical, but it was clear that we needed to make these arrangements robust so that families did not feel that they were simply being dumped with children. 
Context of Project 
All local authorities are influenced by financial constraints and this had a direct impact on the piece of work I was intending to carry out. If the new procedure was too open then this could mean that the authority was paying out more money than other authorities and this would then impact on its spending in other areas.  There was a big influence from some of the stakeholders within the department who felt that we should be spending less money on this group of service users. The project needed to balance off the financial concerns against the needs of the families we provide a service for. 
A Residence Order is “an order which settles the arrangements to be made to 

The person with whom the child is to live.” Children Act 1989 S.8. The court 

will make Residence Orders either upon application, or of its own volition in 

private law matters, or in care proceedings. Once a residence order is in

Place, there is a possibility that an allowance can be given by the local 

Authority to support the arrangement. 
In my work as a team manager I have had difficulty gaining agreement from the budget holder to agree to pay for residence order allowances when we have asked family members to look after children long term.  There have also been instances when family members have been awarded money and other options could have been explored with them such as child tax credit etc.  There has been a lack of consistency which has caused confusion. Families and Social workers have not had access to ready information they can use as a basis for decision making and discussion.  
This project would challenge me as I had in the past tended to consult on changes within the organisation rather than lead on them. It would test my leadership and organisational skills in a new way. 

A complaint had been made to the authority in relation to this issue and the ombudsman upheld the complaint agreeing that the process was not clear.  There was a strong stakeholder influence from senior management due to the recommendation from the ombudsman, which placed a pressure on me to make sure that all stakeholders were able to influence the process. 
It was agreed that the best way forward was for me to work with the policy and practice worker to re-write the policy so that there was some clarity for accessibility and also to make sure that the practice was consistent across the authority. This would also allow me to develop some of my project management skills. 
Ethical and value considerations

I was aware that I had my own values about how closed or open the criteria should be.  This was not my budget but I was aware that my previous authority had not paid out in the same way as Hertfordshire and neither did other Authorities.  However as a manager I also work directly with lots of grandparents and other family members who look after children and cannot afford to look after them without our help.  Clearly these placements were made in the best interests of the children and needed to be supported. 
Once the policy was re-written we would able to confidently say to families that in certain scenario’s they would be entitled to enter into the residence order allowance application process. We had not been able to guarantee this before. This would allow us to work more fairly and openly with families.
Process of project 
The ethos behind action research is that it is practitioner based and should be a piece of work that the researcher feels is important and needs addressing. It is important to consider other people’s points of view and there should be a clear outcome that generates learning. (Mcniff, J, lomax, d and whitehead J 2003). It was on this basis that the planning for the project began and proceeded. 
Planning 

This piece of work was based on Action research principles in that it followed the Planning, acting, observing and reflecting cycle as a way to facilitate my learning through out the project.  When beginning to think about the project I used Barrett and Whitehead’s (1985) Six critical questions to form an initial structure around the project. I found this a useful tool within which to structure my learning. The project plan was then further developed by the use of the log frame analysis. (See Appendix)
The process had begun with a complaint from a service user being upheld by the ombudsman. This then created a need for the policy around residence order allowances to be more concise and consistent for service users and staff.  The piece of work was commissioned by the Deputy Director for Children’s social care to explore the current policy and the practice that surrounded it. A new policy was to be written to clarify the Local authority’s responsibilities’.  
I discussed the plan initially with my line manager who agreed that this would be a good piece of work for me to be involved in.  The project was in line with the strategic development skills I had noted from the PDA and my own personal developmental review that I needed to continue to develop.  During the meeting I also gained his views in relation to the project subject matter.  So that his input could be put into the project via the project group. 
An Initial planning meeting for the project was held on 9.1.08.  The purpose of this meeting was to establish a project team and explore the stake holders we needed to include in the process. 
Due to the complaint the process had already been influenced by some extent by service user input.  We had clear feedback from an individual who had experienced the process and had felt they had not been treated fairly. However, due to the time constraints we were unable to discuss the project with any other Service users. 
Senior management had commissioned the work and were influential stakeholders both in terms of timescale for the project and the agreement of the final procedure. The Legal department needed to be consulted to make sure we were working within the law, and the Adoption section of CSF has responsibility for budget and management of Residence Order allowances after they are granted to families. 
The other important stakeholders were the workers in the Child care area teams . Team Managers and Social workers work with the families and place the children into prospective residence order placements. They clearly  needed to know what to advise families and needed to have input on the criteria for allowing Residence Orders allowance and how this would support families in practice. 
During the planning meeting we were able to establish that there may be a possible conflict between area teams who work face to face with families and other parts of the organisation who are concerned with budgets.  It was envisaged that the new policy would remove some of this conflict. 
It was agreed that project group should involve area team representation, policy and practice, money advice unit and the head of adoption who is the budget holder.  The legal dept were to be consulted and senior management had to sign off the finished policy. All parties were allocated tasks to consult with the various stakeholders identified. 
It was agreed in the meeting that the work needed to be completed quickly and a deadline was set for the new policy to be in place by 31st March 2008. 

Action 

My role was to meet with Team Managers and Social workers in January 2008. Both meetings looked at current understanding of the procedure and recommendations about how to improve it
Other members of the project group were gaining feedback from their respective teams or allocated a group to consult on the matter. 

The following feedback was received from the groups I consulted. 
1. Lack of consistency – some managers felt that they could be more liberal with the current procedure. 

2. Social workers felt that they were not sure when talking to families if they would be allowed to apply for the money or not. Some Team managers were providing money to support families under s17 and some not. 

3. There was a lack of clarity around how long teams needed to work with families, or what level of work they needed to be doing (eg: Care proceedings, Child protection, Children in need) in order for them to qualify.

4. There was a lack of clarity around process of approval. A senior manager in adoption was approving the final application but often had little detail of the case and this could involve paperwork being rejected several times, causing delay for families. 
5. Social Workers did not have any information they could give to families to provide concise guidelines – this lead to more confusion and sometimes anger. 
Procedure documents from other authorities were received during January 08. All members of the project group read and commented on these procedures.  
A Second meeting was held on the 8.2.08 to decide what will be the content of the new procedure. I fed into the process the feedback that I had received from the areas teams and the policy was re-drafted in order to take this feedback into consideration.  Legal advice and advice from the money advice unit were also given to the meeting.  This made sure that procedure was fair and legal. Service user feedback via the complaint was also included in the re-writing.  A clear conclusion from the research we had completed was that service users needed to have easily accessible clear information about their entitlement to Residence order allowances in the future to prevent further confusion.  It was agreed that a leaflet would be produced and placed on the internet for families to access. This would explain the criteria as clearly as possible. Social workers would also be able to use this as a tool when meeting with families and discussing their support needs. 
The new policy was written and sent to the Deputy Director and head of legal by mid march 08 for approval. This was approved and on March 31st the new procedure was sent out in children in need procedures to all staff. 

In April 2008 a leaflet for service users drafted based on new procedure. (Please see appendix) This leaflet was created via consultation by policy and practice worker, budget holder, money advice unit worker and myself.  This leaflet was approved by 31st May by Deputy Director and head of legal service, and is now available on the website.
Evaluation 
The purpose of the evaluation was to check to see whether the stakeholders felt that he project had met its objectives. Some stakeholders, for example senior management and the complaints ombudsman had been involved in agreeing the final version of the policy so were clearly satisfied with the results.  However, I felt that in order the finish the project that as many stakeholders as possible should be able to feedback on the outcomes. There were stakeholders on the project team (for example the budget holder from the adoption service) who had also been able to input into the process and had been happy with the outcomes.
In June and July 2008 I spent time gaining feedback from the other stakeholders in particular managers and Social workers to ascertain if the process has been simplified for them and made more user friendly for Service users. I also discussed use of the leaflet, whether it was known about and implemented. I corresponded with individuals I had met with to discuss how the practice had moved on with the new policy in place.  I was clear from the feedback I received that the new procedure had allowed more clarity across the local authority as to which families were entitled to apply for residence order allowances. This meant that both families and Social workers were more confident about what they were entitled to and this in turn was likely to place more confidence in the relationship between them. 
There were still concerns from Managers and Social workers about the amount of paperwork and approval needed as the budget was still held by the adoption team, however, more clear criteria meant that this should not prove so much of an obstacle. 
It is positive that the concerns of workers were addressed within the project and that there is now more clarity especially around the use of Residence order allowances in Care proceedings. There had been much time wasting and confusion in relation to this prior to the project. 
Reflection.
This process has been very empowering as it has allowed myself and my colleagues working on the front line to directly influence a piece of policy that affects our work regularly. I found the Action research model to allow me to reflect back on the outcomes and look for further improvements in the future. 
There was a very tight timescale involved in carrying out this piece of work which did limit the amount of people who could become involved. Clearly with more time service user consultation would have been more useful both before and after implementation. However, I was able to use the views that had been expressed via the complaints process and also to social workers who are working with families who may be entitled to residence order allowances. 
My ability to work with a small group of people to produce a piece or work in a tight timescale has been reinforced.  I was able to use my negotiation and leadership skills to reach concise decisions about planning the stages of the project in consultation with others. 
I also found the value of carrying out a piece of targeted work in a clear framework to be very productive. It is easy to become swept up in trying to achieve many tasks at once. I found the structure made me more likely to complete the work, and will use this in the future when I am balancing the competing demands of my job. 

The process of carrying out this project has also shown me the complexity of trying to facilitate change in such a large organisation. While the process and subject matter has been relatively straightforward we have had to consult with many people. This is good practice but I am not sure that this is happening all the time. This is a small change in a sea of policy and procedure within Hertfordshire but I do feel that the project has allowed practice to improve in this area and ultimately this means that we are providing a better service to the families whom we work with. 

 While the project has improved my understanding it also made me realise that actually I have a lot to learn about planning and changing policy and practice in a large organisation. This has influenced my decision to move to work in the policy and practice team to hone those skills and improve my understanding and knowledge in this area. 
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