Swindon Borough Council  -  VSC Swindon Sept 04- May 05

Kim Burgess & Alison Chamberlain 

PDA Project: Competency Based Appraisal Systems

Background:

We are both part of the Planning & Resources division of Swindon Borough Council’s Education Department.  The Education Department has for the past three years been under a direction from the Secretary of State and has been run by a company called Tribal Education.

The past three years have been a revelation of sorts for the department with Tribal leading the way with good practice and best value and some trail-blazing initiatives.  The Direction comes to an end in August 2005, and we then come once more under the auspices of the Council.

We are also undergoing lots of changes because of the Every Child Matters  agenda from the Government and from 1st October we will become a Children’s Service when we link with those elements of Social Services which deal with Children.  

For our team this will involve significant changes in the way we record data and collect management information.

It is also worth noting that since we started our VSC course in September 2004 there have been a number of changes in the Council that have affected the way we could progress.  The Council itself is now under a direction from the Secretary of State and we are being led by the ex- Chief Executive of Kent County Council, Sir Mike Pitt who will be with us for the next year to help us become an ‘excellent rated’ Council.   He has made the people of Swindon a  50 promises pledge which is included in our new Swindon 2010 document, and this has therefore changed the focus of the department.  

The Planning and Resources Service within the Education Department are working towards the Investors in People (IIP) Leadership and Management accreditation. We are lead officers on this project and one of the areas the group have been focusing on is staff appraisal.  The new revised IIP standard that came into effect in April 2005 states that ‘There is now stronger emphasis on the vital role of the managers in the development of employees’ 

Competency based appraisal is now part of the standard IIP accreditation.  The P&R Service will be reviewed for the standard IIP accreditation next year so we decided to focus our project on competency based appraisal for the department - initially with the Knowledge, Information and Performance Team.  

Since we started the project we have also taken on the function of admissions within the team and are now the Knowledge, Information, Performance and Admissions Team.  This involved taking on a team of what should have been six but were somewhat depleted and a bit fed up with having no clear line management or appraisal systems in place.  This tightened our resolve to make the competency based appraisal system work.  The admissions team is now fully integrated into the larger team and has a full team for the first time in four years.

There has also been a change in the business planning and appraisal process.  We now have the Compass Calendar that details Business Planning, Appraisal cycles, Budget Planning deadlines and how they fit into corporate planning.  This is now the Councils Business, Financial Planning and Performance Management Calendar and all our deadlines across all of these areas come into this.  It is also the vehicle via which monthly performance returns and information relating to Local Performance Action Reviews and Quarterly Performance Action Reviews will be communicated.
Why did we pick this project and how does it link in with our PDP ?
We decided to do our project on competency based appraisals as we felt it linked into our own personal development plans, which were discussed on week 2 of the course, and also gave the team a chance of being ahead of the game when in came to the Council roll-out. 

The main areas we wanted to focus on for our personal development within the project were:

· Effective strategic planning – knowing what we can do 

· Leading or being part of a project group

· Coaching and peer mentoring

Being part of the Corporate group has been an additional area of work that has developed from our original project plan and has been really worthwhile to our personal development and ‘networking’ across the Council.

When we were completing our PDP we found the task of the 360 degree appraisal to be quite a daunting one, however this turned out to be quite a revelation making you think about your strengths and weaknesses and how you can improve and maybe alter the way you do things.  We were also fascinated by the discussions we have had with colleagues on the course as some people have found it has made them think totally differently about there way of working and even about what they want to do in the future career. This was also useful because the new system, which is being rolled out by the council in September, asks all staff to complete a 360 degree appraisal. 

We also found the Education Managers competencies list helpful.  It  made you focus on your own area of work but also highlighted diverse areas that you work in but do not realise how much work you do and how much knowledge you have about different aspects of the service.  

Q:
What is a competency framework ?
A:
We believe that a competency framework defines the behaviour needed by an employee to achieve effective job performance.  The framework should enable employees to be clear about what is expected of them in terms of their behaviour and specific job role.


Basic competencies and behaviours can cover an entire organisation – highlighting clearly employer expectations for example; Equalities.  A behaviour for the organisation around equalities would ensure employees know what is expected of them and how they need to behave within the organisation it would also declare to anyone looking at the organisation from outside what sort of organisation we are and what our value system is.


Competencies can then be broken down into directorates, teams or individuals.  Directorate and team competencies can show what are the key responsibilities and levels of understanding expected within that area of work.  These will come from and fit into the departments Business Plan and individual competencies should be developed through Personal Development Plans (PDPS) and individuals job descriptions, appraisals and one to one sessions with their manager.  

These should also come from the team business planning process as this will then give individuals a clear understanding of how they personally fit within the organisation.

Q:
How can a competency framework be designed ?

A:
We considered the following suggestions from the Employers’ Organisation for Local Government when we helped to put the framework together:

· Encourage co-operation, ownership and commitment of employees by involving them throughout the process;

· Ensure the framework is relevant to both individual and organisational performance;

· Include a planned analysis of relevant jobs to combine the imminent changes which will affect the ways employees work;

· Ensure that the necessary data gathered in is as objective as possible and is put into practice with discipline;

· Ensure that the relationship between competencies and job performance is not taken for granted;

· Make sure that the language used within the framework relates to its users and is easy to comprehend.  It should also be tried and tested before its implemented. 

Q:
Why switch to competency based appraisal

A:
Measurements against competencies allow individuals and their managers to define strengths and areas for improvement. It also encourages people to review their own performance and assess their progress against a predefined measure, managers can then review their own and their teams progress and improve performance across their area and individually staff can own their development feeling enabled to influence their own personal management. 

Swindon Borough Council were moving towards competency based appraisal and appointed a consultant to manage a programme for 1st and 2nd tier managers across the Council. The project was being managed by the Leadership and Development Team, who agreed that we could join the corporate working group.  This was a new initiative for us as we had not worked on a corporate project before and new to the Council as well as this was of the first times staff from within the Education Department had been included as a member of the project not just consultees.

The Education Department already complete monthly 1:1 meetings, yearly appraisals and six monthly reviews so competency based appraisal will be a natural next step.

The Knowledge, Information, Performance and Admissions Team agreed to pilot this project as it enables us to be one step on the ladder with the competency system and allows us to use it as our project for the VSC with a view to developing competency based appraisal initially across the department and across the whole organisation in the future.

Our first step was to think about how to pitch the idea to the team and how to manage their expectations.  We had to talk to the team and try to motivate them as the task of competency based appraisals can be quite a daunting one and is very new to anyone who hasn’t worked in private industry.  We looked to Mullins for inspiration for motivation tactics, setting goals and managing expectancy.

It is a well known fact that people who are motivated and have quantitative and defined goals perform much better than those who have no defined goals or who are given vague statements to work to like ‘do the best that you can’.

We had to think therefore about setting realistic goals for the team, so that they would be able to understand clearly where they were and what the expected outcomes would be through each step of the process. 

At our first team meeting we laid out a timetable which told them when they would be expected to fill in each form and what date they should expect to receive it back to them with comments.  We then went through a step by step explanation of what they could achieve and what were the aims and objectives for the project.  We made sure that the team fully understood that we were using the project for our PDP and they all confirmed they were happy with this and we then made sure they all felt part of the project and that they would get something from it for themselves and had a clear understanding of what that would be for them individually. 

All of the team signed up to the timetable and were happy to put other things aside so that they would fill in the paperwork and return it to the originator with comments.  This worked really well for our team possibly because we had been so clear from the beginning and everyone felt part of the process – but the people who used other staff in other departments, who had not been as involved in the feedback process, to complete 360 degree appraisals were not so strict or stringent and what actually happened was that some forms were not completed or returned.

Motivating the team turned out to be really easy, they like a challenge and are a positive team used to working in a learning environment.  We also have Investors In People deeply embedded into our team and department work so the staff feel valued and empowered to make decisions and move things forward.  The best teams and companies have stimulating workplaces where their staff feel motivated and valued.  They do not end up this way by accident. The creation of a good team always comes down to the management of that team being fair and focussed. “You don’t motivate individuals, you provide them with an environment to be self-motivated.  It is a personal decision, but it’s management’s job to provide the right environment”. (Kathy Schofield, director of Human Resources, HFC Bank)

Managing expectancy was more difficult as some of the team have worked for the Council for a long time and felt that this was a step towards performance related pay (Always a difficult topic within Local Government!) others who had worked in private industry felt this was a really positive step but found it difficult to relate into the organisation they had become used to.  We were concerned about raising peoples expectations too high and then having them feel let down.  We tried to encourage people to see that it was a self development tool and what they gained from the experience could be defined and managed by them.  This really helped those on the team who felt as if this was going to be ‘done to them’ rather than ‘with them’ which was surprisingly quite a number of people.   

When the KIP Team was established 18 months ago we decided to use the Belbin system to look at relationships across the team and also at the teams strengths and weaknesses.  We were a large team (approx 30 staff) and the services we provided had not been put together in this way before.  The aim of using Belbin was to give us a clear understanding of what sort of team we had and an appreciation of what roles we all play in making the team a success.  Armed with this knowledge we knew that the KIP team were ready and an ideal team to try out the new framework.

We thought we would do some further research on how team’s work and found reading Andrew Leigh and Michael Maynard’s book – Leading your Team which talks about ACE teams and team reviews incredibly helpful and supportive.   

We see the KIP team as an ACE team:



Aligned



Creative



Exploring

What is the project about?

When we thought about putting the project together we referred back to book 2 of the VSC course (Professional development analysis and management development project), which talked about current trends in research thinking.

We looked at the information from Kurt Lewin who said that; 

“it is clear that an action research approach to solving difficulties must be operated by people who are initially prepared to be sympathetic to the needs of others”.  

As this is crucial to the success of our project we thought about how we could apply this thinking and decided that using his ‘circle’ of Planning, Acting, Observing, and Reflecting would enable us to ensure the project progressed well and that the team felt supported and encouraged.

· Planning:
Our first priority was that we needed to develop a competency based appraisal system specifically for the team and develop Personal Development Plans for each member of the team.

Before we started we looked at Mullins Management and Organisational Behaviour to give us a clear definition of competencies.  

We felt that an  area of particular relevance was Marijke Dieleman in the section on the Management of Human Resources: “Competencies should become the building blocks of successful organisations in the future.  To sustain and develop the required competencies for future success, an organisation needs to have a system with which it can discriminate good to superior from poor to average performance by means of critical observance or measurement.  Because, as you know: competency refers to good/superior performance”.

At the corporate project teams request the KIPA team became part of the pilot group for the Council to test the new electronic system by McLaren Enterprises, which will be rolled out to the whole of the Council by the end of this year. They will be the only team throughout the organisation to do this as all the other officers involved are 1st or 2nd tier.  This means that the feedback from our project will be vital to the corporate project but could also cause some difficulties if the system has been developed with only senior colleagues requirements.

With this in mind we were asked to join a sub group of the corporate group to review how the project is running across the Council and how we move it out ‘to the masses’ by the end of the year.

We were involved in working on the format of the competencies to ensure they were understandable and easy to use. The consultant for the Council initially developed a standard for Leaders and Managers across the organisation.  The combination of the requirements of the group the work we had done personally within our own PDPs and the feedback from our KIPA Team pilot helped us to develop a staff based competency system much earlier than originally planned.  

The process started with the KIPA team completing an electronic self assessment form which was then sent via McLaren to the other nominated 360 degree appraisers, it then came back with the 360 degree appraisers completed comments and their assessment to the individuals line manager.

(Each person had to pick up to 5 people to appraise them – this had to include their line manager, a subordinate and ideally someone from outside of the team).

The appraisal is based on 6 competencies that are then broken down into definitions.

The assessment (score) for each category is then broken down into:

1. Working Towards

2. Competent in most areas

3. Competent in all areas

4. Advanced

· Acting

We ensured we kept the team involved and informed of progress at all stages talking to them both at our team meeting and individually in one to ones and they confirmed they were happy to take part – they have asked for this to be included in the team business plan for 2005/06.  Part of developing the system is to ensure our business planning process and timelines are linking individual targets to team/business plans effectively. 

We met with the consultant who worked with the Council on introducing a competency based appraisal system, and set up training for the team so that everyone would have training on the McLaren electronic system that the Council is piloting.  We thought this was particularly important to allay any fears that people might have had before they started the process.

This turned out to be quite an interesting experience!  The team took to it well - even though the pilot was all about management competencies and some of the definitions and competencies were not applicable to all of the team.  All the team completed their appraisal pages by the end of February – which was the end of stage 1.

Explanation of the Strategic Overview Diagram below:

We talked the team through the strategic overview (vision of the Council) diagram below so that they could put into perspective how the system would work throughout the Council.

· This shows how things stand at the moment.  It is the template that we follow during our appraisal setting process   - the diagram shows how individual objectives can be traced to the corporate enablers and clearly shows something called the ‘Golden Thread’.  This highlights to all staff how their individual performance affects and achieves the Councils goals and how their job affects the work of the Council across the Borough.
· What are corporate enablers?  (Vision for the Council) in our case are the Community Strategy, Corporate Plan, 50 Promises and the Medium Term Business Plan.  The objectives come from corporate enablers.  
· When we talk about Competencies and Objectives we see them as ‘the How’ and ‘the What’ – Objectives are what come out of business planning and the Competencies are how we deliver those objectives.  The competency based appraisals will also help us to know what additional skills we need to enable us to deliver the objectives.

· The Strategic Management Plan, Educational Development Plan, Departmental Service Plans and the Team Plans all come from the corporate enablers.  All individual plans feed back into the Strategic Management Plan through the aims and objectives of that plan.  



· Observing

Getting other areas of the Council and some colleagues in education to fill in the electronic 360 degree appraisal turned out to be problematic - they were sometimes not as proactive as we would have liked and had to be repeatedly asked to fill in their assessment.

We also had problems with the system in so far as it was still in its developmental stages so some of the pages we had to use were not as robust as we hoped they would be!

Some of the wording in the definitions was confusing and very wordy which made us realise they were not as simple as we first thought.  This was an interesting learning curve for the project team, as we believed we had made everything simple and understandable.  We learnt very quickly that you need to involve a lot of people before you sign off something that will be used across the organisation by people at all levels.

· Reflecting

The results from the team were quite interesting and reflected that in fact everyone didn’t use the system as they should have.  The idea was that the competency questions should be answered by referring to the document that outlined the definitions more fully – the mixture of a paper document and the electronic forms proved to be quite confusing.  

Quite a few of the staff marked each definition as 4 – which is the most advanced.

This really wasn’t the point of the exercise – 4 being the ‘best’ and actually being ‘mentor’ material.  People felt that unsure about putting lower marks. Obviously this will have to be looked at closely when we roll out properly at the end of this year.

· What did we do next?

Our next stage was to get together with the consultant and feedback comments from the team.

We then did a number of things – the first was to talk to the corporate group about making the definitions more ‘user friendly’ and less ‘wordy’. 

We met with the group to let them know what the team thought about the electronic system, what the pitfalls where and any other comments constructive or otherwise that we thought they needed to know.  Some of the lessons learned during the process from the team were:

· Communicate, Communicate, Communicate – keep everyone informed of changes to the process and the order in which things need to be done.

· 80% of the team who filled in the electronic forms thought that the process was quite easy to understand.

· 20% were confused by some of the definitions and didn’t think that they applied to them.

· 75% of the team thought the system was easy to navigate

· 1 member of the team asked if the competencies could be linked to national standards – we said we would look at this and feedback to her.

· There were problems with the Swindon Intranet – which meant that if you stopped and thought about things for too long the site locked you out and you had to start all over again !!!

· We then did further work on the ‘all staff’ definitions as well as the manager definitions.

Performance Management Cycle Diagram

The Corporate Group we have been working with have developed another flow chart showing the performance management cycle clearly, and to show staff the establishment of the team plan and PDPs and also to make the process easier to understand.  

At the moment we start at step 3 with the Business Plan in the future we want to start at step 1 with a review of individual competencies

As you can see in the green box we would like to link these into Job Description or role specific tasks.  This is hopefully the plan for the future – but we will obviously have to discuss this with our HR Leadership and Development colleagues.

Step 1 :  COMPETENCIES 

The Council’s performance appraisal procedure is designed to support the development of all employees by providing feedback on performance, measured against the Council’s core competencies and the individual’s work-related and personal development objectives. 

Step 2 :  STRENGTHS AND AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT  

Measurement against the competencies allows you and your manager to define your strengths and your areas for improvement.  With the results of the assessment, you can maximize your strengths and identify areas for development in the way you do your job.

Step 3 : BUSINESS PLANNING 

This process enables you and your manager to prioritise workload and decide which are the important areas for development for you for the coming year.  Your KRAs will be linked to the Council’s overall objectives. 

In that way you can see how your work contributes to the achievement of the Council’s objectives. 

Step 3a :  Personal Development Planning
Review competencies and areas for development alongside business objectives to develop Personal Development Plans and KRAs that are meaningful to the individual and the organisation

Step 3b and 4 :  1 2 1 and review cycle
The flow chart covers individual contributions to the overall goals of the Council.  It starts with the annual assessment and moves into the monthly 1:1 meetings, business planning and defining objectives and then onto the 6 monthly appraisal review.  The theme running through this is the monthly 1:1 support and supervision sessions that check that objectives are being met and that the goal posts aren’t moved. 

We must be sure that we are setting quality objectives that are SMART and that focus on the most important areas of the Council’s work.  

Specific

Measurable

Achievable

Realistic

Timely



What Happened next ?

Unfortunately, due to changes in the Council’s priorities, the decision was made that we would be unable to purchase the McLaren electronic system.

This hasn’t stopped the roll-out of the competencies going ahead – the new system will be paper based and not electronic as anticipated.  The IIP group has had a training session on the new paper based system and whilst cumbersome, they felt that it will work, but that people will need to be properly trained.

They also liked the idea that the whole Council will be using the same system and not going off into individual teams and doing what suits them most.  

Investors in People update

When we had our initial assessment in March 2005 the Planning and Resources division achieved two thirds of the Leadership and Management accreditation. 

One of the areas where we failed to achieve the full indicator was on competencies and how they are built into the performance management appraisal regime.   We are being re-assessed in September and because of the work we have done on the team and with the corporate group and as the competencies will be on line for roll-out we expect to gain the full Leadership and Management accreditation at this time.  We will then be one of only 2 companies in the county that have gained Leadership & Management accreditation in the South West, the other being Nationwide.

Conclusions

· Although it is the end of the Mclaren system – the competencies will still be rolled out to all staff from 1st October 05.   The new procedures have been developed from the work of the corporate group. 

· Although we are somewhat disappointed that we will not be continuing with the McLaren system, having a clear understanding of our own personal development has enabled us to adapt to changes in a far more positive manner than would have happened previously.

· We found the whole experience was an excellent team building tool – the team worked really hard, threw everything into it and then unfortunately couldn’t continue along the path that they had already taken.  It was a hard lesson to learn considering the amount of time and effort we had put into it.

· It was also a learning achievement for us – it showed us that how you approach a project, build it up and work with the team to adapt can enable the outcome to be significantly different to what you first expected.

· When you go into a project things don’t always go as you had hoped – and although we were all disappointed at not being able to use the electronic system and mortified at the idea of reams of paper, things don’t always turn out like you would like them to.

Lessons Learned

No project can take too long - at the moment local government is a fast moving changing environment and if we had completed the project in a shorter timescale then the conclusions and the project would have been much sharper. 

Outcome of the initial project

Swindon Borough Council now have an effective competency based appraisal system for all staff starting October 2005.

We felt very lucky to have been included in this project and look forward to helping with the roll out.

Changes since the start of the project

A lot has happened within the Council and to us since we started this project.  These changes were made in October 2005 following an extensive advertisement campaign nationally.  The new top 30 managers have now started and are taking a strong lead.

The post of Chief Executive has been filled interim by Sir Mike Pitt and is now being advertised nationally.

The impact of all this change on ourselves is that opportunities have arisen within the Council and we have both made the most of them!

In September 2005 Kim moved over to the Partnership and Policy Directorate as Acting Director.  This opportunity was as a direct result of the corporate work we had been doing with the project groups.

Kim explains here the process of change she used with the team  -

One of the main areas of responsibility I had was to begin the restructure before the new Director was in place.  The staff on the team were fairly demoralised as they had had a succession of managers over the past few months that they felt were not permanent and therefore did not understand, or want to, the needs of the team or even the function the Policy and Partnership Directorate were there to provide.

The team have overall responsibility for Policy, Performance Management and Partnership working, Risk Management, Project Management, Sustainability and Emergency Planning.  

As one of the Performance Teams main areas is Business planning my priority was to put the teams Business Plan into place and to do this effectively starting with individual plans. I met with each member of staff to discuss their overall objectives and to get to know each other better.  I wanted to discuss how we would develop personal development plans across the team.  This tested my management style to its limit as I had been used to a mature team who needed little direct management previously so my style had been a ‘delegating’ one.

I quickly found that this was not appropriate for a team with the mindset these were in and I had to improvise to develop a different approach.  The style I developed was a ‘selling’ approach.  The team are all senior staff used to working at a corporate level and needed to be lead but not in a directive or ‘telling’ way.  They had lots of excellent ideas so one of the first things I did was to get them away from the office and encourage them to share ideas across the team and build them into a creative business plan.  

I took a lot of inspiration at this time from Leading your Team by Andrew Leigh and Michael Maynard.  Some of the quotes included in their book felt like they had been written by me or for me!  One particular one that has stuck with me is by a Senior Digital Manager

‘You can’t control a large organisation like Digital – you can only steer it and try and harness the energy within it, hopefully pointing it in the right direction’

This was exactly how I felt with the team I had been given.  To their credit as individuals as they began to realise I really wanted us to work together and intended to see the project through they all began to respond.  I truly believe that as I was so inspired by the opportunity I had been given they began to feel the same and we began to gel.

The team business plan came together quickly and alongside it we developed PDPs and rewrote job descriptions so that when the new Director started all of this was in place.

I used our appraisal project as guidance for them to understand the processes we needed to go through and to help those on the team who had staff of their own to manage to understand how to ensure they were supported as well.

The most important thing I did at this stage was to recognise how the team were feeling and give them my support.  I encouraged listening - asking people to link their comments to what the previous person just said in team meetings.  I set deadlines and goals for the team and for the individual ensuring they were SMART and everyone understood what the objectives were.  The main benefit that came from these initiatives was that the team soon found that relationships improved.  By encouraging them to have frank discussions and acknowledge strong feelings we began to see that we all had the same goals and by working together would achieve them more effectively enjoying the process along the way.

The surprising point that arose at this time was that up until now no one had recognised that there was no vision let alone that it was not a shared one.  We had an ‘away day’ and discussed the teams vision checking that everyone held the same vision and understood their role in reaching it and what success would look and feel like if it was achieved.

This was a real turning point for us.  It came at about the same time as peoples PDPs were coming together and suddenly everything began to fall into place.  We agreed on a ‘strap line’ for the team, which is –

‘’Challenging for Change’’

We have included this in our business plan and on our appraisal documentation.  We agreed on some key drivers that would enable us to recognise success particularly that we would ‘influence by working with rather than doing to’.

We agreed our values as ‘We will operate as one knowledgeable, influencing, risk taking listening team who are role models, collaborative, questioning, challenging, open and honest, approachable and friendly’ Overall -

‘We will treat people as we would wish to be treated’.

It cannot be underestimated the impact this had on the team – it was the first time many of them had participated in something like this and they were amazed by how much they got out of it.  I became an ambassador for VSC and went through my file individually with many of them using the processes I had learnt to help and support their development.

I also had 17 appraisals to do using the new corporate process with a team who had had little if any experience of appraisals that was positive.  A Dilbert cartoon quoted in Mullins was exactly how most of them saw the appraisal process -

‘If a miracle occurs and your boss actually completes your performance appraisal it will be hastily prepared, annoyingly vague and an insult to whatever dignity you might still possess’ 

This was going to be quite a challenge!

Using this project and my now expanding abilities to support staff and get the most from them the completion of the appraisals went well.  Each person has between one and three individual competencies and between three and five work based objectives.  These have been developed through the business plan and their perseverance with their own PDPs.

The new Director started in January 2006 and I was asked to remain with the team as Head of Performance, Projects and Planning.  The most important thing for me was that the team wanted me to stay.  The last year has been a amazing one for me – a complete change from where I was this time last year.  

Although I am now working in the corporate team the training and support I had from the VSC course to develop my skills for Children’s Services has proven invaluable.  The work I have done with the team using the project has clearly shown me that the processes we put in place can be used with a little improvisation to help anyone within local government.  

The future for local government officers is to be adaptable and ready for change and I think both Alison and I have proved that we are!
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