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Improving the handling of the committee reports in the Children, Young People and Families department within Cornwall County Council

Background 

Like all local authority departments, the Children, Young People and Families (CYPF) directorate within Cornwall County Council is required to submit reports to numerous committees of elected members throughout the year as part of the political decision making process.  Usually, these committees request reports informing them of policies, procedures and protocols and the reports often require members to make important decisions or to endorse recommendations made by the department’s management or officers.  In most cases, committee reports become public documents that may be accessed by the general public, usually via the internet.  In addition to this; the public are also able to attend or view the committee meetings via a public gallery and may submit questions to committees for response as appropriate.  

At Cornwall County Council, the reporting process described above is managed centrally by the Committee Services team within the County Solicitor’s department.  Committee Services require all reports to be submitted in a specific template format and by an agreed deadline.  In addition to this, reports must also be ‘cleared’ by a number of individuals before they reach the Committee Services team.  In order to assist Committee Services with this lengthy and complex process, each department has appointed a representative to collate the reports and manage the process on its behalf.  As a Policy Development Officer for the Children, Young People and Families directorate, I (and another colleague) also undertake the role of ‘departmental representative’ for the directorate.  

In 2005, Cornwall County Council introduced the Electronic Document Record Management System (EDRMS) to enable the council to handle documents (including reports) more effectively.  The system works by storing all documents centrally in folders that can be accessed by relevant staff across the organisation, preventing multiple versions of the reports from being produced as was previously the case.  The system also allows changes/ amendments made during the ‘clearing’ process to be tracked enabling officers to make comments and agree/disagree changes on the system before the final version of the report is agreed.  The council provided training (centrally) for all relevant staff to enable them to use this new system.  

Historically, the reporting process has been problematic for the CYPF department and there have been many incidences in which reports have been received late or in the wrong format.  In addition to this, many staff and report authors seem to be confused and ill informed of the correct reporting procedure and the department has failed to adopt EDRMS at all.  

These issues have made my role as departmental representative very difficult and for this reason; I have decided to investigate the department’s issues with the process and to make recommendations to rectify them.  It is also intended that this enquiry will enable me to develop professionally by allowing me to focus on the areas for development identified through my 360° review.  

360° review  

Several months ago, I asked a number of my colleagues to participate in a 360° review of my performance in the workplace.  The review enabled me to consider my performance at work and the impact of my actions and behaviour on my colleagues.  The review was based on a number of skills and competencies identified from the Education and Management Competence Framework that I believed I needed to develop.  

This exercise proved to be valuable and revealing and exposed a number of my strengths and areas for development.  In all cases, my colleagues’ perception of my ability was much higher than my own perception, particularly in the following competency: ‘overall ability to take responsibility for ensuring the effective functioning of an aspect of the LA’s work’ where the difference was most marked. The review also indicated that in leadership situations, I tend to lack confidence despite having ability.  These revelations led me to believe that I should, in this project, examine the issues surrounding the reporting process as this is an important function for the department that impacts on our performance and decision making.  

Fortunately, a number of strengths were also identified in the review such as my ability to communicate and negotiate well and to manage projects effectively.  I hope to also develop these skills during this process and hope that these skills will help me to communicate with colleagues on a number of levels and make appropriate recommendations.  

Issues

As described above, the committee reporting process is a formal and important process managed centrally by the Committee Services team.  The process should operate in the following way: 

1. Members work with Committee Services who liaise with departmental representatives to compile a workplan and meeting agenda.  This may include a list of reports required from officers/ managers.  

2. Committee Services circulate the draft agenda (on behalf of members) to the departmental representatives and other key staff listing required reports 

3. Departmental representatives liaise with report authors and managers to approve the draft agenda and agree deadlines for report submissions. 

4. Report author drafts reports and save report into appropriate EDRMS folder then informs departmental representative. 

5. Departmental representative informs director/ county treasurer/ county solicitor of the report and asks them to access the report for clearance.   

6. When all changes agreed, departmental representative submits final report to Committee Services for meeting.  

Currently our department is not adhering to this system.  As outlined above, the departmental representative’s role is to assist with the approval of the draft agenda, manage the collation and clearance of reports and to provide a contact point for the Committee Services Team.  However, as many report authors are unclear of the process, reports are often received late, in the wrong format or not in EDRMS.  The departmental representative then has to liaise with the report author and other staff to rectify the situation and ensure that the report can be cleared and submitted successfully.  

Process: What are the reasons for these issues?  

The departmental representatives meet regularly to discuss progress with the introduction of EDRMS and to share ideas and areas of concern with the reporting process in general.  At these meetings, I realised that our department had failed to make the same level of progress as seen in other areas of the council.  Furthermore, these meetings revealed that other departments were also having greater success with the implementation of EDRMS.   

Through discussion with my line manager and departmental representative colleagues we noted the following differences in approach between our department and those that were more successfully managing the process: 

· Many CYPF staff (including report authors) do not have a clear understanding of the council’s political process and the role of the members, therefore they fail to realise its significance.  This may lead to the low profile of the process among many staff. 

· Report authors and managers are busy people and do not have time to take on the additional demands of this process. 

· Many report authors submit reports infrequently and therefore do not need to engage with the process for long periods of time.  This means that when a report is required of them, their knowledge of the process is limited.   

· Many CYPF staff authors were unable to attend the initial EDRMS training and so do not have sufficient knowledge to use the system appropriately.     

· Other staff chose not to attend the training for various reasons.  Perhaps they did not deem it to be important?  

These issues led me to consider why these behaviours and barriers were in place.  

According to Hellriegel, Slocum and Woodman “One reason why people behave as they do at work is to view the organisation as an iceberg.  What sinks ships isn’t always what sailors can see but what they can’t see.” (Hellriegel, Slocum and Woodman; Mullins 2005).  This suggests that, within organisations, what is happening beneath the surface has a direct impact on staff activity and behaviour.  The diagram below illustrates the organisational iceberg.  The formal aspects within organisations, such as resources, technology and organisational design are merely the tip of the iceberg and will only be as effective as the underlying behavioural aspects such as attitudes, personality, competencies and skills allow them to be.  

The organisational iceberg 
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This theory can be applied directly to our situation in that we too have the appropriate technology in place (EDRMS) and the competencies and skills within our staff to enable us to manage this process, however, in reality (under the surface), there are a number of factors preventing our progress such as a lack of appropriate training and a lack of understanding of the process.  

The question for us then is, how do we reveal more of the iceberg and tackle the underlying issues?  

The Institute of Leadership and Management suggests that an organisation’s culture can have a great impact on staff attitudes and organisational performance.  Organisational culture can be described as the way in which an organisation operates and interacts with its staff and stakeholders.  An organisation’s culture might stem from its past or might have been created by the organisation itself.  Some organisations have a statement outlining their culture.  (ILM Certificate in First Line Management, 2005).  More simply, culture defines “…how things are done around here”’.  (Mullins, 2005).  

In Cornwall County Council, it would be unfair to say that all report authors hold the reporting process in low esteem however; there are clearly some staff that for a variety of reasons are having difficulties operating effectively in this area.  

Handy develops the concept of organisation culture further by describing four levels of organisation culture: 

· Power culture: relies on a central power source at the middle of the organisation.  This operates with little bureaucracy and few rules and is often found in small or entrepreneurial organisations. 

· Role culture: relies on having logic and rational systems in place and is managed by procedures and rules.  This is often the situation for large organisations and is often regarded as bureaucratic.  

· Task culture: matches people with tasks and is job oriented and people oriented. 

· Person culture: is not found often but describes organisations which are centred around their people as in the case of doctors’ practices or consultancies.  

(Handy; Mullins 2005) 

The culture of our organisation shares the most similarities with Handy’s ‘role’ culture.  This is evident as we are a large organisation with multiple systems, processes and rules governing our actions.  It may be the case that our organisation has so many systems and processes in place that it is increasingly difficult for staff to fit into them, particularly if they are complex and based around outcomes rather than people as the classification suggests.  This perception may be compounded by the size of the organisation which may make it more difficult to embed systems across whole departments.  

This notion is echoed in Weber’s description of bureaucracies which suggests that: 

· Uniformity of decisions and actions is achieved through formally established systems of rules and regulations

· An impersonal orientation is expected from officials in their dealings with clients and other officials.  This is designed to result in rational judgements by officials in the performance of their duties.  

· Employment by the organisation is based on technical qualifications and constitutes a lifelong career for the officials’.  (Weber; Mullins 2005)  

It could be argued that these are all characteristics evident in our organisation. 

Recommendations

Assuming, as these theories suggest, that our issues stem from historical and cultural perspectives, I propose the following actions to bring about improvements to our situation: 

· Talk to report authors and managers to unearth their problems with the process. 

· Use this feedback to devise an easy to use/step by step guide to the reporting process for report authors and managers. 

· Present this guide to SLT/CYPF managers and invite comments. 

· Encourage SLT to use the Forward Plan and the Committee Work Plan as a guide/ timetable for forthcoming reports and engaging with the process.

· Ensure that committee reports feature on SLT’s meeting agendas to ensure they are aware of the issues being discussed by members. 

· Ensure detail on the political process is included in new staff induction materials to encourage an understanding of the political process across all levels of the organisation.

· Provide additional EDRMS training days for those staff requiring it.

Challenges 

The recommendations made above will be challenging to implement.  Firstly, the profile of the process will not simply be raised by talking to staff but it will be a step in the right direction.  I believe the system needs to be broken down and presented simply in order to dispel the mystery and confusion surrounding it and to encourage staff to engage with the process.  This will hopefully bring about a cultural change or change of attitude to the process. 

An endorsement of this attitude by managers across their teams would help to embed this across the department.  

The provision of training will be another challenge.  When EDRMS was first introduced, a council wide training programme was set up to train appropriate staff on the use of the system.  Committee Services  have confirmed that no additional (centrally funded) training will be provided.  Therefore additional training for our staff will need to be funded by the department.  If training is not provided, staff will need to access support from their previously trained colleagues- this could have varied levels of success.      

Expected outcomes 

It would be unrealistic to expect to achieve a highly efficient reporting process in which all reports are received on time, in the correct format and saved to EDRMS.  A more realistic outcome would be a situation in which all staff have a greater understanding of the political process and its significance.  

Another desirable outcome would be a greater uptake of EDRMS and an increased number of reports received in accordance with the appropriate procedures.  This would lead to a more streamlined and controlled approach to the reporting process leaving more time for the decision making process to take place.  

The PDA and 360° analysis has given me the opportunity to focus on a system that has not functioned well for some time.  By doing this, I have been able to investigate the problems with this process and make recommendations to improve the situation.  This should have a positive impact on my role and should aid the performance of the department too. 

Learning 

By undertaking the MDP, I gained the opportunity to focus on an area of my work requiring attention.  I also discovered through the MDP that I allow myself very little time for reflection. I decided to use this programme as an opportunity to reflect on my performance and to share experiences and perspectives with colleagues from Cornwall and other neighbouring authorities in a different setting.  I found this extremely valuable.  

Combined with this learning, the 360° review gave me the confidence to take on this project and to make appropriate proposals to improve the situation.  In addition to this, I was also required to give a number of presentations throughout the programme.  Although this was not an area identified for development within the 360° review, it was a personal observation and a skill that I needed to develop.  

It is apparent that EDRMS will soon be rolled out for use across the council as a central system for storing documents and it was hoped that by introducing the system for handling reports, staff would have the opportunity to phase it in slowly.  With this in mind, it would be proactive to now adopt and begin using the system as suggested.  This would not only aid the reporting process, it would also assist the department with a gradual introduction to a new but inevitable change.  I hope to be able to use the skills gained through the MDP and 360° review to take this work forward and to implement some of the suggested proposals.  
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