
The revolution will be improvised 

 

We need a revolution in the way our public services are delivered. Analysis from all parts of the 

political spectrum shows some remarkably similar messages – we need to join up services and we do 

this best by listening harder to the people who use them. The recent report by the Public Service 

Transformation Network put it well when it described: “better, more open public services … centred 

around individuals and families’ needs rather than working in traditional Whitehall silos” – whilst 

also dealing with “demographic changes, increasing expectations and the need to reduce the cost”. 

Systems Leadership + Local Vision 

I’ve written in previous blogs about there being no simple solutions for complex system problems – 

and its easy to get downhearted when faced by the scale of the challenge – but this week I’ve been 

inspired by stories of success in two great new reports. The first, from which I’ve unashamedly 

pinched the title of this blog, is from the Systems Leadership Steering Group (@SystemsL_ship). It 

draws lessons from 25 Local Vision programmes across the UK which have been developing local 

solutions to a range of long term and complex public health and social care issues. Each of these 

programmes has taken an emergent approach, bringing together service users and service providers 

from many agencies and voluntary organisations with a trained systems leadership enabler. The 

description the learning process that each of these groups went through, the false starts, the 

challenges of ‘being fluent in different languages’, the conflicts; of differing priorities and between 

long term and short terms goals, all strike such a chord with my own work on collaborative 

leadership. But the inspiring thing is how the groups worked through the difficulties, build stronger 

relationships, learned to share control and delivered great results. Their 10 point summary of the 

building blocks for success deserves much greater attention and wider application. I won’t steal their 

thunder by paraphrasing it here – its on page 12 of the report. 

A framework for social innovation – in a complex world 

The second report comes from my colleague Henry Kippin and was written for the UNDP Global 

Centre for Public Service Excellence based in Singapore. Its scope is more generalised than the local 

vision pilots from the UK but similarly centred on the ‘collaborative citizen’ and the ways in which 

policy makers and development practitioners can unlock the potential of citizen centred design of 

public services.  

http://publicservicetransformation.org/images/2902929_ChallengePanelReport_acc3.pdf
http://publicservicetransformation.org/images/2902929_ChallengePanelReport_acc3.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/complex-problems-need-solutions-thats-good-thing-david-archer?trk=prof-post
http://www.localleadership.gov.uk/docs/Revolution%20will%20be%20improvised%20publication%20v3.pdf
http://www.socia.co.uk/knowledge/Publications.aspx
http://www.socia.co.uk/knowledge/Publications.aspx
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/capacity-development/English/Singapore%20Centre/UNDP_CollaborativeCapacity1.pdf


The report describes a design framework for social innovation with four strands: Outcomes; 

Alignment; Delivery; and Accountabilities. And below this a set of principles for engaging individuals 

and groups in the process of adaptive systems change. 

Improvisation and inspiration 

Taken together these two papers were a timely reminder that whilst the much needed revolution in 

public service delivery may seem a long way off there are great examples of emergent solution in 

local communities up and down the UK.  And there is lots of good quality thinking going on about 

how all the lessons from these varied pilot programmes can be distilled into frameworks and toolkits 

for others to use. 

I chose a Kandinsky visual improvisation to illustrate this blog but to pursue the improvisation 

message one (giant) step further, any jazz musician knows that the greatest improvisation comes 

from listening hard to those around you, and having the agility to take what they give you into new 

directions - but also all working to a common framework of melody, rhythm and tone that keeps 

even the most revolutionary solo the right side of chaos. Enjoy. 
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http://www.guggenheim.org/new-york/collections/collection-online/artwork/1861
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giant_Steps
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30FTr6G53VU

