ACTIVE LISTENTING: A MODEL FOR ACHIEVING VALUE AND SUSTAINABILITY

Introduction:

Over the past 30 years there has been significant change in the public sector.  The groundswell of globalisation demanding a level playing field for trade, transparency and accountability led the way to financial accounting and reporting reforms.  In the mid 1980’s we began to amalgamate government departments and councils to improve outcomes for the taxpayer, started to get serious about eliminating discrimination, co-located, downsized and right-sized.  We introduced performance management, developed criteria for decision-making, grappled with Key Performance Indicator’s, documented business plans and mission statements and focused on teamwork, productivity improvements, Enterprise Bargaining Agreement’s, competencies and best practice.  We started looking more like the private sector.  At the same time as all of these productivity improvements we got rid of the tea rooms, banned the smokers, put computers on our desks, used even more paper and emailed people ten feet away.

By the late 1990’s we were coming to terms with increased governance, the purchaser / provider split, competitiveness, contestability and commercialisation.  In the true spirit of continuous improvement we embraced risk management, program evaluation, balanced score cards, Triple Bottom Line, benchmarking and braced ourselves for the customer feedback.  

By 2000, those of us who still had energy, went on to integrate and aggregate plans, streamline business processes and experiment with ‘e’ business.  Staff who had not succumbed to the unhelpful culture caused by the purchaser / provider silos agreed there was room for further improvement towards predictability – not only defining what the future will look like, the usage trends of services and infrastructure but also how much it will cost to maintain them for current and future generations. 

Now, in 2006 we have the capability to predict the shape, size and probable health and life span of families, how much space they need to live, work and recreate and the resources they consume in doing so.  Ideally, this puts us in a much better position to deliver the right services, in the right place, at the right time.  As custodians and professionals, however, we must remember to work closely with the communities we serve.  Australia today is diverse, sophisticated, educated and politically savvy.  As a nation we have come of age and are perceived leaders in many areas of expertise and service. As our assets have increased so too have the demands for infrastructure, resources, services and the environment.  The complexity of dealing with competing demands and diminishing resources is one of our greatest challenges for sustainability.

The debate over the next ten years will be about increasing community strength and citizen centred delivery.  For local government, where community consultation is a core business methodology, there will be an even greater emphasis toward shared decision making.  While theoretically being committed to this notion the reality of a community assuming stronger leadership and decision making roles may be confronting for many staff.  Managing organisational culture and human resource management will take on an increasingly important role.

In this paper I provide my view of developing community strength and sustainability and consider the environment in which we plan.  This view argues the importance of broad community dialogue as a way of balancing the vocal minority and silent majority and the essential need to achieve vitality and viability as interdependent elements of a strong community.  With this in mind a holistic, strategic process is discussed in seven steps to ensure clarity of vision and direction and following the consistency of its delivery.  

Only by having inclusive frameworks and sound processes can we blend science, business and the humanity of working at the local level to achieve all that is demanded.

The environment in which we plan  

Our overall goal is sustainability, but the environment in which we plan is challenged with increasing and competing demands as well as diminishing resources.  Each tier of government has a different role to play; federal government: nation building, state government: infrastructure capacity building and local government community capacity building (See Figure 2.) While we accept this, navigating the increase and overlap of bureaucracy and cost shifting presents a constant distraction.  Maintaining the discipline to achieve the right balance between the level of investment in infrastructure and social support services to meet the community’s expectations will be crucial to the long term result. 

To that end an outcome hierarchy is a useful framework to apply (see Figure 1).  This acts as a map assisting understanding of linkages and milestones to inform how and when successes will be achieved. 
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· Vitality represents the social aspect of the community.  In particular, the connectedness, inclusiveness, celebration of diversity, creativity and ability to generate ideas


· Viability on the other hand represents a healthy environment and prosperous economy.  






There is no one right answer for all communities.  Each community will decide what is right for them and the performance standards will be determined by what they are prepared to pay.  If an affluent community’s only desire is in being an informed community it may well only seek rudimentary Council services such as roads maintenance, rubbish collection and park maintenance.  In less affluent areas there may be limited demand for high standards of infrastructure and open space but a greater demand for programs that promote community spirit and connectedness such as social enterprises programs and local festivals.  










The outputs of vitality and viability are the more tangible results that people will recognise.  Less recognisable are the outputs of community strength (see Figure 1).  Here the evidence will be around communities setting direction for themselves and supporting one another in a variety of ways from welcoming new residents to groups becoming viable entities with a key role in the community.  

Getting Clarity

One of the most difficult things to do in such a complex environment is to achieve and maintain clarity.  What are the urgent and important issues, the best way to achieve optimal results, avoid the cost shift trap and still add value?  Once you understand the environment in which you are operating its time to consider how best to move forward with your community towards sustainability (see Figure 3 FOCUS MANAGEMENT (Facilitating Outcomes for CommUnity Sustainability).
The first three steps of the Focus Management Model (Figure 3) assist clarification of the long-term vision and the ways to achieving it.  Clarification is not only important for decision makers but also consumers and importantly the organisation (staff) charged with the responsibility to deliver. Steps five to seven ensures consistent delivery of infrastructure, products and services.  The fourth and central step is pivotal to ensure alignment of the organisation’s service delivery with the vision. 







Step 1  Engage the Community

Engagement of and consultation with the community has been the subject of much discussion in recent years by both the community and the public sector leading to  a mounting state and federal government view that the delivery at the local level is ‘the answer’.

There is a strong consensus that participation and engagement, leading to shared decision making, is the key to community strength.  The level at which the consultation and shared decision making occurs and whether it occurs from a community development perspective or a holistic perspective (incorporating social, economic and environmental elements) is subject to debate.  

I see three predominant approaches.  The reasons why they are the adopted practice is based on history, availability of resources and community preference.  

1 Community led and community delivered.  (Council delivers the traditional rates, town planning, rubbish and roads and has no active involvement in community development programs) 

2 Council led and Council delivered. (Council actively competes with non government and community organisations for federal and state grants and subsidies to deliver community programs.)

3 Council facilitated and community delivered. (Council provides support to non government organisations and community groups in their applications for federal, state and philanthropic grants and subsidies.)

While the first approach aligns with the notion of community strength it must be remembered that all communities are dynamic and as such their strengths and weaknesses alter with demographic change and circumstances.  If we agree everyone has a fundamental need to be heard the issue becomes how do we ensure the broad community has input into shaping their social, environmental and economic wellbeing.

I contend that multistakeholder workshopping is the process of choice for community planning.  By engaging a broad cross section of a community and using democratic principles to agree priorities, it is possible to collaboratively plan long term outcomes and resource allocation.

Organisational Development theory provides a number of large group methods for creating the future, including Future Search, Search Conferencing, Real Time Strategic Change and ICA Strategic Planning Process.  These methodologies are designed for groups of 60 to 3000 (see Figure 4).  Success always is supported by careful and considered process design:

· Selecting the most appropriate methodology for the demographic profile

·  Incorporating all community segments i.e. special interest groups and the silent majority

· Considering the constraints e.g. the community’s time availability; and

· Using democratic principles to agree on priorities and taking action.

My personal experience using Real Time Strategic Change in the past two years has received participants’ overwhelming support and enthusiasm for the process and results.  Participating staff, sceptical initially, have also become enthusiastic and positive facilitators.  The work does not end with the workshop.  There is an ongoing flow of change and adjustment.   New friendships, ideas and partnerships have developed as well as an increased loyalty, respect and understanding between the community and Council and the complexities and challenges it faces.  

Figure 4: Large group methods for creating the future




Step 2 – Defining Strategic Outcomes

Strategy is about the big picture and the long term view not just the length of a government term but 20 plus years.  Strategic outcomes then are the long-term results we seek to achieve.  Professional planning jargon typically alienates involvement of many capable people.  The language of outcomes and outputs is no exception in the planning arena.  Where once we talked of aims, goals and objectives we now discuss planning in terms of inputs, outputs and outcomes.  Don’t be put off, it does assist clarification and enable the best way to measure results.  By quantifying inputs, outputs and outcomes we can determine the relationships and the appropriate types of measures. See Figure 5. 

Inputs:  the resources required to develop and or deliver outputs or outcomes e.g dollars, time and labour, material and equipment

Outputs:   Things produced along the way to achieving an outcome.  Usually something tangible such as a strategy, a report, budget a product or a service

Outcomes:  The final results or benefits to the community e.g affordable childcare.

Based on the underpinning logic that if we engage the community they will share their vision, tell us what is important and what they are prepared to pay for we can shape the strategic outcomes.  Typically in the local environment the outcomes are around safe and accessible infrastructure, a healthy natural environment, wellbeing and lifestyle choices and a prosperous economy.  What this looks like in each community and the importance of one outcome over another will differ depending on the demographic profile and local issues.  

While federal and state governments encourage collaboration and partnerships we remain in a resource competitive environment.  If success lies in both community vitality (social and cultural) and viability (economic and environmental) the planning question is not only what does the vision look like and how will you get there but what is your community’s competitive advantage. How will you reflect the community’s values and build on the local attributes, pride and loyalty to achieve the vision.  

Step 3 – Establishing a community (brand) proposition

A brand is a promise. By identifying and positioning a product, a service or a location in the market place it delivers a pledge to satisfy and seeks to gain consumer loyalty (to that product, service or location).  The term branding had its historical origins with Josiah Wedgewood who discovered that his pottery had a higher value and was specifically sought after if the family name was stamped on the back.  From those beginnings branding has become an essential component of competing successfully in the market place.  The ultimate goal is instant recognition, being the most desirable and ensuring repeat purchases.  This is referred to as brand loyalty.    Examples of this are Nike with “Just do it” and Toyota with “Oh what a feeling”. For success a brand must align with customers’ perceptions of value and provide a consistent, compelling experience.  It extends beyond the signage, labels logos and stationary to the culture of the entity and the pride and loyalty of the providers / custodians and consumers.  

While many organisations have invested in logos and slogans with a view to presenting a corporate image I believe greater value can be achieved for the community by developing a brand position for the municipality or shire.  The opportunity commences with Step 1 where engaging the community enables us to identify shared values and attributes; both of which are important ingredients of a brand.

Why does branding matter?

Communities constantly change and evolve and with evolution come challenges varying from attracting or retaining population, industry and employment options or the local charm and attributes.

Australia is transitioning from an industrial oriented society to a more service and lifestyle-oriented society.  With increased prosperity, education and access to advanced digital and communications technology we have greater personal choices than ever before.  The national skills shortage too has created a greater bargaining leverage for a skilled person to negotiate benefits.  It is now possible to do business anywhere in the world while living in an alternative location offering the most attractive lifestyle benefits.  

Where traditionally communities were created around industry, industry is finding it increasingly necessary to go to where the people are. By improving a community’s attractiveness or lifestyle benefits it is more likely that business will follow, thereby improving the economic viability. 

Richard Florida (“The Rise of the Creative Class”, 2003) discussed the importance of attracting people in professions that create new ideas, technology or creative content (e.g. scientists, engineers, architects, education, arts, music entertainment). These people together with a broader group of professionals engaged in complex problem solving (e.g. business, finance, health care and law) will create the next wave of jobs in the economy.  Places most attractive will offer people environments for sharing ideas and lifestyle choices i.e. restaurants, coffee shops, nightlife and a range of arts and multi / cultural interactions, family entertainment, leisure and sport, or alternatively a natural environment lifestyle (sea change / tree change). 

We can see the effectiveness of  branding in the large scale transformation of Melbourne’s Docklands and on a smaller scale the ‘troutification’ of Cressy, a small community now popularly positioned as the gateway to trout fishing in the lake district of Tasmania. 

Creating a (municipal or shire) brand proposition will better enable people to make choices and contributions to building strong, participative communities.  

Step 4:  Align the infrastructure, products and services

Once the fanfare of launching a corporate or community plan is over it is easy to drift.  Each time a plan is developed it is critical to ensure the Council’s established policies align with the plan rather than work against it.  It is not uncommon for a large Council to have a corporate plan, ten to twenty strategies and as many key polices (e.g. asset management, child care, aged care, leisure, debt reduction, risk management and so on).  Alignment of guiding documents is important, as is the alignment of staff to the direction of the plan/s. To have misalignment impacts on resource, increasing the risk of errors, omissions, duplication and wasted expenditure.  

The relationship between infrastructure, products and services is integral to sustainability.  

Infrastructure exists as a means to an end.  The whole of life cost of infrastructure is roughly the initial capital cost plus 100% or more of the capital outlay for maintenance over its life.  On that basis it is easy to understand why we have a growing backlog of maintenance.  As declining infrastructure accelerates in its deterioration the cost to maintain it increases exponentially.  

The message is clear.  Thoroughly evaluate the need for a service/s before committing to new infrastructure.  Consider, if a service is necessary, who should deliver it and / or whether it can be delivered in a better, smarter way.  Multifunctional or shared services and costs with other community based organisations (e.g. sporting facilities, schools, NGOs) should be explored to accommodate the community’s changing usage rates and service needs.  

Remember what is borrowed for this generation must be paid for by the next!

In addition, Councils operate very diverse businesses and with that comes a multitude of professions and multiple cultures; all of which are appropriate for the business they are in.  The staff typically are experienced people who choose to be there because they are committed to ‘making a difference’.  Organisational alignment, however, can be elusive.  Sharing information, working together and knowing what the left and right hand are doing sounds obvious, simple even, but far more difficult than one can imagine when you are dealing with large, dispersed organisations, some of which are still struggling with silos and the legacy of the purchaser / provider split.  While the leadership and communication challenge is considerable, ensuring clarity through steps 1 – 3 assists enormously.  

Getting Consistency
Previously I proposed clarity is achieved through open, collaborative leadership, branding and alignment of strategies and policies.  I now discuss delivery of reliable products and services and the focus of achieving consistency.  While there is a range of contemporary management techniques available, consistency is primarily about setting targets, refining service delivery processes, monitoring performance, building capability and matching resources.  

Step 5: Establishing performance standards

 Over the years there have been numerous systems designed to promote quality and consistency.  Edward Demming,  a founder of quality systems, assisted turning the economy of Japan around after WWII to establish the country as a leading industrial power. 

Since then we have had exposure to Quality Circles, Quality Assurance, Business Excellence Framework and Continuous Improvement.  Many of us also would have worked with standard operating procedures and more recently Accreditation, which is associated with federal or state funded services.  Whatever the framework the message is essentially the same:  Determine the standard that is required and ensure there is a documented and monitored process to deliver it.  Ideally, performance is regularly assessed through a range of indicators.

Importantly:

· All work is a process consisting of steps, tasks and interactions

· Processes combine to make up a system

· Customers’ needs define the purpose of the system

· Improvements to the system or process can be achieved by reducing the variation and measured by customer informed criteria

· People are part of the process; understanding customer requirements and knowledge and skills to undertake the process are critical to the organisation’s capability. 

To enable this to work effectively managers need the tools to manage data and monitor and report performance.  Having performance measures (see Figure 5) and building useful data enables interpretation and better information.  With the understanding of the information comes business intelligence and over time wisdom.

Figure 5:  Measuring performance: relationship of types of performance indicators to planning elements






          






Appropriateness PIs– The extent to which strategy and policy align with community vision and needs 

Effectiveness PIs – The extent to which strategy is achieving the planned outcomes

Cost Effectiveness PIs– The relationship between inputs and outcomes expressed in dollar terms

Efficiency PIs– The extent to which service inputs are minimised for a given level of outputs or, the level to which outputs are maximised for a given level of inputs.

Step 6:  Build capability

Building capability is a continual challenge.  While there have been significant improvements in many fields of endeavour over the past thirty years there have also been a number of unintentional consequences of the changes to the business environment.

The most pressing consequence is the diminished level of experience in the labour market.  This has been contributed to:

· Public sector skills not transferring to the private sector (as a consequence of outsourcing and downsizing exercises) to the extent expected

· Competency based training fast tracking qualifications, which can compromise necessary on-the-job experience

· Flatter organisational structures further limiting opportunities for employees to gain incremental experience, which will lead to less experienced managers.  

In addition, the impact of the academic emphasis in secondary education and the commercialisation of the higher education sector has resulted in:

· Young people targeting highly paid careers

· Decreased ability of the trades to attract entry-level apprentices

· Increased career mobility and multiple careers. 

Overall, this lack of skill and experience in the labour market is driving up labour costs.  We also are beginning to see cases of inexperienced people being placed in key decision making roles to the detriment of consumers.  

How can we attract and retain skills and build capability in this environment?

It is increasingly necessary to stand out as an employer of choice to attract and retain the best skills and experience, a major challenge in both rural and urban areas and across all industries.  Predicted to worsen in the short to medium term the aging workforce and arguably generational differences are compounding the skills shortage to the extent that flexibility of working arrangements and staff benefits will be critical to compete for skilled staff.    Modern organisations currently view employees as their competitive advantage.  This relates to an organisation’s ability to be creative, develop new ideas and adapt to changes and needs, all underpinned by a ‘thrive and survive’ philosophy.  Employees, however, have moved from a ‘job for life’ philosophy and expectation to multiple careers and the current trend of a portfolio of concurrent jobs.  Future challenges, and increasing competition for resources and cost savings associated with sustainability will necessitate recruitment of staff that can enhance capability i.e. can demonstrate core qualities of resilience, resourcefulness, creativity, optimism, confidence, persistence, business acumen, relationship building and emotional intelligence.
From an employer’s perspective organisational culture is emerging as a key issue for job seekers.  They are increasingly selecting their preferred employer on more than just a financial basis.  Each generation will consider what is attractive to them and this depends upon a number of variables including culture, values, strategic direction, professional development opportunities and flexibility.  

In addition, retirement trends indicate that baby boomers retiring in the next decade will create another significant skill deficit.  This together with an anticipated reduction in the number of younger people coming into the workforce represents one of the greatest economic and service delivery challenges we will face.  If there is, as I believe, a trend for baby boomers to remain in the workforce the skill shortage will manifest differently.  Potentially, technology improvements and organisational expectations will surpass the existing skills.  Demand for retraining, redeployment (both voluntary and involuntary) and part time arrangements will increase. Creative and flexible managers and human resource management policies, practices and practitioners will be essential.

Step 7:  Match resources

The logic and sequence of the previous 6 steps almost precludes emphasising the need to match resources.  For most Councils the annual budget process represents the art of compromise with a detailed review of all income and outgoings.  While this is always necessary it is also useful to consider resources in the broader picture.   

Organisational culture will predispose its approach to collaboration or competition.  External funding can represent 50% or more in budgets of Councils actively pursuing external funding for service delivery.  Often community based and non-government organisations are seeking the same funding.

There are significant benefits derived from local government skilling and supporting community groups and NGOs in their quest for funding.  These benefits are amplified if local government also does not compete for the same funding.  

Experience would suggest that compared to local government, NGOs and community groups have less exposure to cost shifting and more flexible alternatives to lobby and resist a reduction in funding.

There are many reasons why it may be beneficial to take a step back and view this scenario objectively as:

· Strong communities work as a network 

· Networks collaborate 

· Collaboration offers opportunities to leverage each others’ strengths to build capacity.

Competition on the other hand reduces available funding to the detriment of our clients.

Conclusion

Understanding the environment in which we operate has a fundamental bearing on the role we play and the quality of decisions we make as leaders of communities and custodians of community assets.  The model presented considered key steps to improve clarity and consistency including community engagement processes, defining strategic outcomes and branding as a way to identify the attributes and feelings that typify and bind the community together.  Leveraging the organisational role and its resources as part of broader community resources were also put forward as opportunities to improve the uniting the commitment (of the community and organisation) to the community’s future direction and the steps along the way – even the hard decisions that need to be taken.

In closing, sustainability will rely on sharing and capitalising on ideas, adaptation and smarter use of resources.   Collaborating with our communities is key not only to improving our ability to deliver services but also developing our network of knowledge and relationships; the heart of a strong community.  I believe more creative possibilities will present themselves by working with and developing the governance skills of our non government counterparts with an ability to leverage advocacy and opportunities beyond the constraints and cost shift conundrum placed on local government.
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Figure 3: Focus Management Model
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THE SEARCH CONFERENCE


Purpose:  To Create a Future  Vision


Merrelyn and Fred Emery








Set Format: Environmental Scan, History, Present, Future


Criteria for Participants:  Within System Boundary


Theory: Participative Democracy


Search for Common Ground


Rationalise Conflict


No Experts


Total Community Discussion


2.5 Day Minimum


35 to 40+ Participants


Larger Groups = Multisearch Conference


1/3 Total Time Is Action Planning





FUTURE  SEARCH 


Purpose:  To Create a Future  Vision


Weisbord and Janoff








Set Format:  Past, Present Future, Action Planning


Stakeholder Participation, No Experts


Minimises Differences


Search for Common Ground


Self Managed Small Groups


18 Hours over 3 Days


40 to 80+ Participants


Larger Groups = Multisearch Conference
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Purpose:  Strategic Planning





�





Stakeholder Participation


2 to 7 Days


50 to 200 Participants


Planning Committee and Consultants Design Events





REAL TIME STRATEGIC CHANGE


Purpose:  To Create a Preferred Future with System-Wide Action Planning


Dannemiller and Jacobs





Format Custom-Designed to Issue - up to 2 days + follow up events


Highly Structured and Organised


Theory: Beckhard Change Model


Common Data Base


Use of Outside Experts as Appropriate


Use of small Groups and Total Community


Self-Managed Small Groups


100 to 2,400 Participants


Logistics Competence Critical
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