SJYW7001 Leadership and Management in Context

Organisational Change 

Organisational change should be viewed within a context of wide ranging and rapid social change.  Society is changing in a number of spheres both in the public sphere and in what was once regarded as private life, from housing to employment to the family and relationships.  Increasingly it has been argued, the state plays a greater role in the lives of families and individuals (Piper, 2008).

Public service organisations within either the maintained or voluntary sector are increasingly being challenged to respond to a rapidly changing social context.  For youth work organisations, and leaders and managers in particular this rapid social change is providing significant challenge.

Some of these challenges arise from a rapidly changing and modernising policy context, the wider policy agenda for young people is developing clearer requirements for quality and efficiency within what is a challenging financial climate.  Leaders and managers are being faced with challenges in responding and bringing change in organisations which utilise a dispersed and diverse staff team with established cultures and ways of working.  Increasingly better quality management information is being called for in order to improve the quality of management decisions, there is a certain logic to the notion of evidence based practice while youth work is seen as an intervention lacking in robust management information.  The deficit in the breadth and depth of management information has been identified by Estyn in a 2009 report which noted that: 

‘Data on outcomes for young people has not been fully developed and there has been limited use of data to inform more effective planning and service improvement.  Most local authority youth services do not use robust management information systems (MIS).. This means that planning at all levels is hindered by the lack of information (Estyn, 2009: 5).    
Current areas of work for leaders and managers are influenced by a modernisations agenda where goals are linked to the achievement of policy outcomes, partnerships are developed around super-ordinate policy goals, organisations are accountable for their contributions to outcomes and evaluation is carried out through ‘cross cutting’ performance measures (Newman, 2002).  Leaders and managers need to be sensitive when working with such agenda as this modernisation agenda also embodies a tight performance regime (results based accountability?) and attempts to standardise targets and practice across sometimes quite divergent areas.  

While policy is seemingly regularly updated so too is the economic climate with a continuing drive for efficiency and indeed economy within the public sector.  This situation commonly results in a tension between the predominant strategic doctrines of delivering the same for less while increasing the quality.  Effective and responsible leadership is needed in order to balance these competing tensions.

Newman goes on to suggest that in this modernising agenda organisations are often organised around the concept of efficiency (easy access, integration of services, neighbourhood delivery), well developed networks (how is a network different to a partnership?) and open organisational boundaries and where relations with consumers is governed through their participation in services design and planning (Newman, 2002).  On the face of it, at least some of these are characteristics which are consistent with the principles of youth work.  

Bloxham (1993: 1) notes that traditional organisational design of youth services, whilst matching the complexity of the work and the culture of the service, has considerable weaknesses in relation to improving practice and in providing quick and creative responses to our hostile and dynamic environment.  This suggests that at the very least there are cultural and structural factors at play which limit the ability of youth work organisations to engage effectively with a process of modernisation.

This is perhaps brought most sharply into focus when one considers the tension between a modernising managerialist agenda with its focus on impact and efficiency seeking to eliminate waste (anything that does not add value to the system) and a youth work culture and traditions, one of the central pillars of which is reflective practice.  Where is the space within the modern public sector organisation for thought and reflection?  Indeed is there a need for the modern youth worker to engage in a process of reflective practice, question what value does that add to the system?  Is a tick list check box culture an effective means of achieving success?

What does success look like in a modern youth work organisation?

Quality, efficiency, targets, key performance indicators, outcomes, effectiveness, excellence, added value, impact, these are all terms that are used in the discourse concerned with the effectiveness of contemporary youth work.

Where does this terminology arise from? 

Who owns the terminology? 

What is the meaning of the terminology?

What is the terminology used for?

How effective is the terminology at improving outcomes for young people?

What are youth work’s outcomes for young people?

What are the drivers for change?
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