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Solving Problems Effectively Within The Working Environment: Using Methods & Procedures to Evaluate Solutions.


Executive Summary 

The content and aims of this report is to firstly, outline the problem and then to determine the nature and impact of a workplace issue. The workplace being the entire department of a London Borough Council. The methods used were by way of a qualitative anonymous survey and the results, along with relevant theories and models were evaluated, to resolve the issue and set about reaching a conclusion and finally carrying out any appropriate recommendations.



Introduction

This fictional setting is the Legal Department of a South London Borough 
Council.

I have been employed here as one of (5) Head Legal Secretaries, on a full-time 
basis for the past (6) years. The department deals with all legal matters 
concerning the borough e.g. education, local amenities, parks & open spaces, 
parking management, the built environment, commerce & local trade, youth 
provision, elderly & early years provision, disability provision etc…

My previous experience involved working as a PA for the Department Head.
The entire departmental staff comprises 553 employees including managers. This is made up of full-time, part-time and flexi-time workers, with an almost even gender-balance of 52% female and 48% male and an age range of 18 – 60 years, with 3% of the staff working from home on a regular basis.

The problems are multi-faceted and historical – with complaints and allegations being made by both junior & senior members of staff.
The entire department is housed in a pre-war, thirties-style, purpose-built, corporate office block on (5) floors. The building is Grade II listed, with the structure and general amenities showing extensive signs of wear and tear – adding to the overall rundown nature of the building. 
Further aims, are to provide a suitable resolution – or solutions for the whole department, that will bring about change and solve the difficulties.
This report will be limited to the workplace setting only of Newmeadow Borough Council employees and not to any other location(s).
Workplace Issues
· bullying allegations 
· petty theft
· minor colleague squabbles
· time-management issues (arriving late/leaving early)
· minor accidents occurring (no records kept)
· generally unpleasant working environment 
· unproductive / de-motivated staff
· uneasy working atmosphere
· Un safe / stressful working environment
· Poor managerial leadership 

The impact these concerns are having on the general day-to-day working environment are numerous, in that the department is an unproductive, unpleasant place for staff members to do their job and ultimately apart from colleagues in other departments, it is the inhabitants of the borough who are not receiving the service which most of them are paying for – and deserve. 



Report Objectives 

The aim of this report is to identifying the on-going workplace concerns faced by employees and the management of Newmeadow Borough Council in South London. The impact that these problems create among the workforce, management and wider community is also addressed. An examination is made of the issues and using recognised theories and systems, suggestions are then made, in order to implement a solution. A recognised decision-making model will be used, along with a data collection method, to identify a solution that will create an appropriate outcome for all concerned and also the overall situation. 


Define The Problem?

The objectives here are to define a recognised problem – or problems.
What are the issues here? Why have they become apparent? And how will a resolution be reached? It is essential to investigate and find the source of what is causing the discontent among the employees and management and further to uncover the reasons for the unproductive and unpleasant working environment in the Legal Department of Newmeadow Borough Council and that is that over the past 6 to 12 months, several complex issues have arisen within the department and come to a head during the last 8 weeks, manifesting in numerous concerns. 

It is necessary to conduct a wide-reaching examination of the situation to come to a structured decision.
In discussing the difficulties with decision-making, Stuart Williams (2017, p.181) says, 
‘The majority of difficulties are complex and those that have to make judgments on them, must decide which elements should be deliberated on to find a solution to the difficult situations they are dealing with. People who come to absolutely sensible conclusions would recognise all the significant principles that might have a bearing on the course of making a final result. The might be a variety of potential purposes for a particular issue... If specific conditions are not acknowledged as being important, then they have no influence on the successive resulting procedure. As soon as significant principles become apparent, the person coming to the conclusion, should be able to distinguish that not all of the aspects are as individually essential to conflict resolution.’

SWOT ANALYSIS – (Newmeadow Borough Council)








Peter Morgan (p.298), argues, 
‘In some companies, or businesses, stresses may exist between what   individuals say and what is understood, or between what is stated and what the fundamental concerns are in actuality. In these cases, the disposition of a person will have an effect. Being anxious about not offending others, or wanting to make other people happy, then it may be that disputes between groups will not be dealt with and any resolutions will be ineffective in assisting the company, or business to make progress. Alternatively, the end result may allow the current set of circumstances to continue. The test for resolving any issues in this circumstance is how the problem is defined. There will be important consequences, with regard to the ways in which the concerns are put forward and ultimately decided upon. If the actual aim is not made clear at the start of the procedure then it is doubtful that the difficulty will be resolved. The outcome will also be identical to the current problem, if it is not acknowledged appropriately.’
















PESTLE ANALYSIS – (Newmeadow Borough Council) 














Possible Solutions 
	Culling the workforce
Results from the survey show/indicate that there is an excess of staff in the department


	Re-locate department to larger building
Move part of the workforce elsewhere

	
Re-train managers and other staff members
Begin a new programme of innovative new structures and systems

Change working days / hours
Construct new working timetable to adapt to employees lifestyle. Introduction of ‘flexi-time’.

Introduce new working practices e.g. 
Financial controls 
Greater management input
Zero-tolerance bullying policy 
Updated accident record keeping 





Methodology

Data Collection 

For the purposes of this report, my enquiries were carried out by means of a data gathering exercise in the form of interviews via a (10)-question survey. The structure of the questions were based on issues that staff members had previously reported. 

Each of the 553 employees and managers completed the survey. No specific individuals were singled-out, nor were groups of people in the department selected to answer my survey questions and the responses used were not chosen at random. 

The measurements I made were based on the survey results. 

Problems I encountered were initially were hesitancy in answering some questions.

The procedures I followed when collecting primary source data, were in line with carrying out surveys correctly.

If a piece of data has been acquired via a primary source, this rests on how much it was connected to the proceedings during the period. A secondary source in one situation, may be a primary source in a different one. As an example, a biography is usually a primary source, but may duplicate imitation, first hand pieces of material that are primary sources…

Cottrell, S. (2011)




Data Gathering 
The information necessary to formulate a decision, was acquired in the form of a qualitative ‘Employee Satisfaction Survey’, via a 1-2-1 interview.
Based on the nature of the complex problems in this workplace department, the data collected for this report allowed for opinions and also further analysis but was and not a questionnaire, as this would have contained a choice of pre-defined answers for the respondent to pick and may not have given the extensive, or impartial answers needed to be able to solve the issue. 
Collecting meaningful and productive answers to questions in a survey can be difficult. It was necessary, however to carefully consider the construction the questions I wish to have answered. As this assisted my analysis of the responses that came back.
Factors which also need to be taken into consideration when gathering data via a survey, questionnaire, or interview for example, would include ‘social desirability’.  This is a person’s need to feel as though they are a valued member of society and so will respond to a question in a way that is seeming to make them appear so – even if it this not true.
Respondents would also need to be assured of strict confidentiality and that their answers to the survey questions would remain anonymous. 






(10) Survey Questions: 
(Data from 553 respondents used).
1. Have you encountered any problems while at work during the last (6) months?  431/553 77.9%
2. Have you taken any time off work during the last (6) months that was not scheduled/non-emergency? 483/553  87.4
3. Are you aware of any ‘time-management issues’ among your colleagues in the department? 342/553 33.4%
4. Would you describe working relationships between staff members (incl. managers) in your department as ‘strained’ over the last (6) months? 298/553 53.8%
5. Have there been any occasions where you have felt unsafe whilst at work during the last (6) months?  325/553 58.7%
6. Are there opportunities for promotion within the department? 195/553 35.2%
7. Would you say, ‘this department is a great place to work?’ 35/553 6.3%
8. How likely are you to leave your current position – within the next 12 months?  165/553 29.8%
9. Are there areas within the department that need immediate attention?  545/553 98.5%
10. Would you say changes need to be made to the ‘physical’ working environment of the department?   553/553 100%



Fig 3. Survey Results

Findings 
Following on from the collection of survey responses and the subsequent analysis of the data, the results have been broken down into percentages and show that there is an pressing need for wide-ranging consultation regarding the levels of discontent within the department and also a strategic system to clearly identify reasons for the dissatisfaction within the department and the possible resulting consequences. 
The over-arching outcome of the survey and at this early stage, shows that every one of the 553 respondents agree that major and significant adjustments need to be made within the department and this can be seen in the 100% response to the question: ‘Would you say changes need to be made to the ‘physical’ working environment of the department?’   
Going forward, there is also an obvious need to devise and implement an action plan, in order to resolve the current problems within the department.

Were There Any Problems When Conducting the survey?
During the investigation, some staff members were initially reticent about answering questions put to them. The reasons for their hesitancy could have been due to fears about remaining employed with the organisation or, about a potential backlash from colleagues.  
This was overcome by ensuring the anonymity of all responders.













Effects of Problems
· bullying allegations
· petty theft
· minor colleague squabbles
· time-management issues (arriving late/leaving early)
· minor accidents occurring (no records kept)
· generally unpleasant working environment
· unproductive / de-motivated staff
· uneasy working atmosphere
· Un safe / stressful working environment
· Poor managerial leadership
· 




Excess Staff
Out-Dated Office Block 

Overcrowded Environment 

Ineffective Management 

Too Many People 

		

	

Lack of resources 

Lack of Rules Enforcement 
Ineffective Processes 
Out-dated Concepts 
Ineffective Procedures 











Fig. 4.  Fishbone diagram – Defining causes, contributing to the overall problem/effect.




Organisational Control & Change Management 

Management Functions 

· Planning 
· Organisation 
· Leading 
· Controlling 

Which when implemented, leads to an organisation accomplishing its specified goal. 

Organisational Change 

When a business, or a company needs to make changes in the way it operates, it may be pushed into this situation because of staff/worker performance, or historical institutional behaviour and as a result, its efficiency or productiveness may decrease – which may even threaten the very survival of the institution itself.  

The management of businesses or other organisations, often use various tools when trying to identify problems and then follow this up with techniques to work out solutions.


Change Theories

Physicist Kurt Lewin explains in his Change Management Model via his ‘Unfreeze, Change, Refreeze’ Model, that during the ‘Unfreeze’ stage, it’s important everyone concerned understands why a change, or changes are being made. During the ‘Change’ phase, people need to be re-assured that although things will be different, it will be to their benefit and processes will be improved. In the final ‘Re-freeze’ stage, staff/employees need to receive the correct on-going support and training, in order to be able to adapt to the new culture of the organisation.  


Lewin’s Change Management Model
[image: Image result for lewin's change model]








Fig. 4 Lewin’s Change Management Model 
The ADKAR Change Management Model, is a contraction of:-

A – Awareness (the requirement for change)
D – Desire (to take part in and maintain the change)
K – Knowledge (on how to make changes)
A – Ability (to put in place essential skills and activities)
R – Reinforcement (to withstand the adjustment)



In relation to the workplace problem being discussed here, 
Peter Conradi, ponders the ongoing current civil unrest in Paris, which could be compared to the tensions that cause difficulties within the working environment and indeed the workplace example given within this report…
‘Police flood into Paris as rioters set streets ablaze.’

More than 200 hundred ‘gilets jaunes’ were detained on the 8th January 2019, after four weekends of disorder in various cities throughout France.

Reinforced vehicles rolled along the Champs Élysées and 8,000 police were positioned on the roads of Paris, as French establishment began a huge safety manoeuvre in reply to the fourth Saturday of demonstrators destabilising the administration of President Emmanuel Macron. 

Protestors, clad in the yellow hi-visibility jackets that are the representation of the gilets jaunes crusade, upturned and set cars ablaze, constructed blockades out of Christmas trees, rubbish receptacles, metal railings and whatever else they could lay their hands on. 

Riot police and law enforcement officers responded with tear gas, water cannon and the use of truncheons, dispersing groups of demonstrators virtually at the formation. At least 71 individuals were hurt, amongst them were seven gendarmes. 

The number of police officers were less than half present the preceding week, an indication of the Macron’s resolve now to recover authority in Paris. 

Over 1,150 were detained in Paris, 620 of whom were arrested, many of these had been discovered to be carrying potential arms, or missiles such as hammers, baseball bats and metal pátanque balls.

Many hundreds of those detained, seemed to have been spotted early yesterday by safety officers scanning through online profiles to find likely agitators. A total of, 1,385 individuals were apprehended – 974 of whom were arrested.

The first serious effort by the Prime Minister, Edouard Philippe, came on Friday evening, when he met a group of ‘gilets jaunes’ in order to communicate. Responding that, such interactions should carry on: “The dialogue has begun. It is now necessary to rebuild national unity.”

Macron, while condemned for saying little throughout the turmoil, would put forward suggestions to promote this discussion in an announcement to the country, which would probably go out within a couple of days, the prime minister reported. 
Donald Trump, who has become a ferocious opponent of Macron, made his view known on Twitter, attributing the country’s insurrection problems on the French government’s observance to the Paris Agreement on opposing environmental transformation.

“The Paris Agreement isn’t working out so well for Paris,” Trump tweeted. “Protests and riots all over France. People do not want to pay large sums of money, much to third world countries (that are questionably run), in order to maybe protect the environment.”

Notwithstanding the strong unrest, which went unchecked intermittently into the night, along with the plundering of businesses in the east of Paris, most of the demonstrators in Paris, protested non-violently, flying flags and insisting on Macron’s leaving office. 

There were those that prostrated in the street, or in front of police, hands on their heads mirroring the 151 pupils in Mantes-la-Jolie, west of Paris, who were made to kneel down by law enforcement officers, after days of rampaging there last week. 

A large number of the marchers were middle class members of the public, who had journeyed some miles to reach Paris, supporters of what is largely a regional uprising. “It’s all about being seen and showing our discontent,” said Karine, 49, a retail worker, amid about 12 from Hauts-de-France, in the north. 

Protests also took place in numerous other cities, some of them ferocious. The most severe disorders took place in Bordeaux, where blockades were set alight in the middle of the city. 

Approximately, 89,000 law enforcement officers were positioned, while the total number of dissenters – assessed by the government at 125,000 – was much more reduced than the 280,000 who took part in the initial protests on November 17. Some demonstrating groups also overlapped the border into Belgium. 

Macron has observed, seemingly ineffectively, as the gilets jaunes ‘crusade’ has evolved from a dispute to counter an increase in the tax on diesel, into a wider insurrection with a call for his ‘letter of resignation’ and insisting on a termination of ten years of austerity. The president supposedly delayed speaking the country, pending the outcomes of yesterday’s marches, looked upon as an assessment of the government’s abilities, following the dire management of the unrest last week – the largest public turbulences in Paris since 1968, on this occasion there were 263 people who were hurt, 412 in detention and in excess of €4m of vandalism caused to municipal properties. 

Macon give the impression of being able to claim some achievement: the safety powers extinguished potential violence much more swiftly yesterday. Adequately, sustaining the campaigners’ complaints will be a move larger task, however. 

In a noteworthy compromise last week, Macron decided to abandon the intended tax rise that had prompted the dispute, but the long-festering dissatisfaction that it has kindled will be much more difficult to confront.

“The tax rise hadn’t even come into force yet, so what kind of concession is that,” said Veronique, 48, an architect who had travelled for more than four hours from Brittany. 

“We have to change the whole way this country is run. It’s meant to be a republic but it’s more like an absolute monarchy.” (Conradi, 2018)


	


Having defined the problem, difficult decisions now have to be made regarding finding the solution. Changing the working practices of any group or business involves managers finding a way to increase the reasons behind making changes; reducing anything that prevents changes being made – or doing both concurrently. There are potentially many different techniques that can be employed to resolve the matter. One of these, is Lewin’s Force Field Theory of Change, or Force Field Analysis, which was devised in the 1940’s by Kurt Lewin and is a structured decision-making tool, that looks at organisational behaviour and is frequently used when making work-related, or professional resolutions which, by weighing up the forces for and against making changes, allows for better-quality results and in turn increases opportunities for success.











Force Field Analysis
						 
Positive forces for change					Obstacles to changeStaff resistance to redundancy

Relocation of Dept. 


New Working Systems & Practices to Encourage Harmonious Workplace &   Productive Working Environment



									
Lack of training



Reducing Staff Numbers



Staff against payment 

Staff paying for new training courses



Staff resentment 

Introduction of new working processes 

	

Staff reluctance to relocate

Greater management Input




Staff against the Disruption 

Introduction of new working processes 




Staff against reduction in days/hours 
Change to staff working days & hours 





Fig. 6 Newmeadow Borough Council – Force Field Analysis



Other helpful techniques and models might be:-

Six Sigma Model
‘Six Sigma Model – created in the 1980’s by Bob Galvin and Bill Smith, is a way of enhancing a working system that is currently in use, by minimising flaws, so that they become insignificant. There are basically (5) states – Definition: Explain the problem.  Measuring: Track the progression   Analysing: Recognise the source of the difficulty.  Improvement: Put in place a workable resolution. Controlling: Preserve the result.’ 
(DMAIC: The 5 Phases of Lean Six Sigma, 2012)

Gantt Chart 
This chart shows the total amount of work produced over a certain period of time and this will relate to the amount of work predicted to have been completed over the same time period. This could be used to calculate productivity hours before and after recommendations are implemented. 

[image: Image result for Gantt chart]

Fig. 7 Sample Gantt Chart





Evaluation of Problem-Solving Options 
	Culling the workforce
Results from the survey show/indicate that there is an excess of staff in the department and depending on the numbers, a reduction would make a significant difference.


	Re-locate department to larger building
Move part or all of the workforce elsewhere. A much larger building could accommodate all staff. Or, move half the staff to another location to ease the pressure in a too small building.

	
Re-train managers 
Begin a programme of innovative new procedures and systems. Send staff on relevant courses. Workers skills need updating to improve performance.

Change working days / hours
Construct new working timetable to adapt to employees lifestyle. Introduction of ‘flexi-time’, ‘job-share’ and more effective working opportunities. Other departments that operate these working styles are more productive, with fewer employee difficulties. 

Introduce new working practices e.g. 
Financial controls – reduction in finance-related irregularities 
Greater management input – hands-on approach would improve working relationships.
Zero-tolerance bullying policy – better working relationships.
Updated accident record keeping – Compliance with Health & Safety Regulations.




	










Conclusion 

It can be seen that the overall significance of this report is the importance of being able to clearly recognise and solve complex problems within the workplace and as a consequence, the management team have a wide-ranging document they are able to use for the continued improvement of working relationships within this department.

Central Issues

· Inappropriate accommodation 
· Outdated technological systems 
· Ineffective management 
· Lack of basic work systems/processes 
· Size of the workforce has outstripped the building capacity

It has been demonstrated here – following an examination of the impact of the findings, that the aims and objectives of the report have been met; in that there is clarity around the purpose of this report and also that the objective has determined that the most important points to emerge from the completion of this report are that by working through established processes and using accepted theories, to make fair, informed, decisions about making the necessary changes in the department. 


	


















 
Recommendations 
Based on the contents of this report and the survey results in particular, it can be seen that there are many areas within this department that need urgently addressing and there is room for much needed change in some areas and improvement in others. 
The next logical steps are to arrange a meeting, or to circulate information throughout the whole department, (and to any other stakeholders outside of the department) outlining the survey results, setting out an Action Plan – which is to be implemented as soon as possible and within a given time-frame.
From time-to-time, plans can veer off course and in these circumstances, it would be important to monitor this Action Plan all along the way, reviewing the techniques used, so that in the case of a mistake being made, or an unforeseen circumstance, there would be a systematically-mapped trail of evidence to refer back to and could be easily fixed next time. 
On deeper analysis, the report suggests that, more than 1 in 2 employees within this department, have a ‘strained’ working relationship with other staff members and that this is an area that should be further scrutinised. Also, that the working environment plays a more significant role than is generally realised. This can be demonstrated in part by the 100% ‘positive’ response of staff members wanting changes to be made to their ‘physical’ surroundings. 
Finally, this comprehensive report could also be used by others to as a guide to researching and then defining the nature of a workplace problem. By exploring various theories and then applying them to the issue, it would be possible to arrive at a workable solution.   
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WEAKNESSES


OPPORTUNITES


THREATS


Diverse / gender-encouraging organisation 


Flexible working arrangements


Outward-looking & innovative


Historical negative financial reputation


Poor senior management reputation


Previous in-house scandals


Possibility of reducing the Legal Department i.e. job losses, redundancies, (people leaving their jobs...) 


Re-locating department to outside of London 


Re-assigning all positions


UK-wide - well-known London borough


Reduced finance from Central Goverment



STRENGTHS
























Re-assesment of Council objectives


New top-tier management 


Numerous opportunities for change/improvement


Possible court cases
















POLITICAL 


ECONOMIC


SOCIAL 


2-Party control currently. Election could mean the overall control by one party, may impact community plans. 


Potential reform of The Welfare Act could force more women out of the home to gain employment


Changes in the interest and inflation rates could mean less money to be spent on the vulnerable in the borough 


Fluctuations with sterling could cause the closure of major services


Less money from Central Government could cause a rise in crime levels - because poverty


Demographic trends could cause imbalances e.g. higher elderly population - needing greater funding


Higher proportion of under-5's needing additional nursery & early years provision


Lack of council housing in the borough could cause a strain on neighbouring boroughs


Brexit uncertainty will have an impact on council policy


Austerity policies will continue to have an effect on the borough


Businesses in the borough affected - due to increases in Business Rate and rents













TECHNOLOGICAL


ENVIRONMENTAL 


LEGAL


The updating of new computer systems could mean improvements to the dept.


Increase in technologies will mean costs to the department initally


New GDPR rules - increase workload e.g. gaining permissions regarding handling data & compliance agreements


Re-training necessary for the department


Possible work-related court action from employees


Social-Housing building programme halted - Brexit?


New systems could also cause job losses


Increase efficiency & processes - which could translate to a better, more efficient working environment


Employment Law changes - following Brexit












Survey Results

Total Staff Nos. (553)	
Q1.	Q2.	Q3.	Q4.	Q5.	Q6.	Q7.	Q8.	Q9.	Q10.	553	553	553	553	553	553	553	553	553	553	Total Responses Received 	
Q1.	Q2.	Q3.	Q4.	Q5.	Q6.	Q7.	Q8.	Q9.	Q10.	431	483	370	298	270	194	0	165	545	553	Percentage of Whole	
Q1.	Q2.	Q3.	Q4.	Q5.	Q6.	Q7.	Q8.	Q9.	Q10.	0.77900000000000003	0.874	0.67	0.53800000000000003	0.49	0.35199999999999998	6.3E-2	0.29799999999999999	0.98499999999999999	1	Question responses from staff (incl.) managers       


sample size of people questioned 
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