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Annual Conference 2009

“New Perspectives on Resilient Leadership”
Conference Report
“We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.” Albert Einstein

29 Royal Exchange Square, Glasgow
19th November 2009
9.30am – 4.30pm
1. Introduction

We chose this theme for the 2009 conference because we hear a lot in current times about the importance of being “resilient leaders”. But what does this mean and how do we ensure third sector leaders are as “resilient” as possible?  Through a series of thought provoking and inspirational speakers along with the opportunity to meet fellow chief officers and discuss ideas we hoped delegates would leave with ideas to take forward.  

There were 97 delegates expected with 89 attending on the day.   Eight people did not attend, of whom two sent replacement delegates.  Of those attending 37 were members.
We wish to thank the following organisations for their support of the conference.  

· Law at Work

· CCLA

· Royal Bank of Scotland

· Scottish Government 

· Institute of Leadership, Napier University

· Lindsays

· RSA

· Know-How Non Profit

Annie Gunner Logan the Director of Community Care Providers Scotland (CCPS), the association of voluntary organisations providing care services in Scottish communities was an extremely able conference chair.  
We were fortunate in securing the following speakers: 

· Christine Carlin, Director, Scottish Government Third Sector Division.

· Carol Craig, Centre for Confidence and Wellbeing 
· Heather Sim, Space Unlimited  (with pupils from Brannock High School and a representative from the Wise Group)
· Joanne Gibson, Vanguard Consulting

· Jay Niblick, Innermetrix Inc. 

The day was designed to be interactive and to allow time for delegates to discuss key issues in small groups.  Three questions were set for the day.

· How can Third Sector Division support Resilient Leadership in the sector?

· How can we build confidence and resilience within Third Sector Leaders?

· How can we best bring new perspectives into the way we lead?
2. Making the Links - The Third Sector, the Third Sector Division and Scottish Government

The conference opened with a presentation from Christine Carlin, Deputy Director, Third Sector Division, Scottish Government. Christine highlighted that she was pleased to see that the theme of this year’s ACOSVO Conference was ‘New Perspectives in Resilient Leadership’. She also highlighted that it was important to understand that this was also about finding new ways of working differently together. Christine outlined the structure within Scottish Government and the roles of various Divisional Directors before providing details of Third Sector Division; its people and their roles.   Christine highlighted the key themes the division was working on   She mentioned the imminent launch of the Third Sector Skills Framework and encouraged delegates to actively participate in its delivery.    Christine also reinforced the view of the Cabinet Minister for Finance and Sustainable Growth of the importance of the third sector, especially in the current economic climate, to the Scottish economy and the wellbeing of its citizens as evidenced by the:

· Cabinet and Ministerial discussions with third sector organisations that took place earlier this year and focused on how the sector is responding to and coping with the recession and its longer term resilience, in both weathering the downturn and making the most of emerging opportunities.
· Provision of increased support and development to ensure the sector is as enterprising as possible
· Joint statement by the Scottish Government, Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), Society of Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) and the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO), to create partnership and encourage joint working in Community Planning Partnerships throughout Scotland to support economic recovery
· Introduction of the Resilience Fund: This fund was launched by Scottish Ministers in September 2009 in response to Roundtable discussions that took place earlier this year between Ministers and the third sector. A total of £1.7million has been made available to third sector organisations providing front line services. It aims to mitigate the twin impacts of the recession on these organisations from increased demand for their services and cash flow difficulties. 
· Development of Interfaces to ensure that the third Sector had a key seat at the CPP table and to facilitate more active engagement between the sector and CPP’s. This will also create an opportunity for the sector to become involved in the design and development of services
Delegates were encouraged to put questions to Christine.  

2a)
Plenary Discussion

The first question related to working together when differences existed between views of third sector leaders and either local or national government policy or action. In response Christine recognised that at Community Planning Partnership (CPP) level different participants wanted different things and because of this the process required to be managed sensitively.  She also stated that Third Sector Division was committed to having the Third Sector as participants in the CPP process; not solely as a deliverer of services but in deciding how services were delivered.  

One delegate suggested that although they do have ‘a seat at the table’ they have been disappointed with the responses from Local Authorities who claim to be powerless to make changes to systems and processes.  The same delegate felt that the system needs to be more dynamic, but found this difficult when participants don’t feel able to fully engage.  Christine responded that CPPs need to have decision makers around the table and that the Single Outcome Agreement gives them considerable power to make their own decisions.  For some this may be the start of a journey while others are further down the road.  Third Sector Division is keen to hear examples of where things are working well to disseminate these more widely - there is a need to get more examples of best practice out there.  A key role for Third Sector Division is to ensure others within Scottish Government understand the Third Sector and the role it can play in delivering outcomes and the Economic Purpose. 

The Chair felt that although the Cabinet Minister was enthusiastic about engaging with the Third Sector there was a feeling that the message has not been widely embraced across all Local Authorities.  For example, competitive tendering has raised many issues for third sector organisations. Christine responded by saying that the statement jointly agreed between the Scottish Government, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) and the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO), was the first stage of the process– the statement was not an end in itself.  
Delegates were then asked to consider in smaller groups, “How can Third Sector Division support Resilient Leadership in the sector?”
Feedback from the groups:
· Resources and proper investment were required to build capacity on all fronts, and there was a need to develop leadership both at Local Authority level and within the third sector.

· There was a plea for staff across all levels of government to demonstrating listening skills.  

· There is a need for Third Sector Division to focus on both local and national issues to support the development and dissemination of good practice across and within sectors.  Third Sector Division could also help the sector make connections at all levels of government and lead in developing guidance for umbrella organisations that experience most difficulty in engaging at a local level across 32 Local Authorities and other public bodies.
· Moving to a ‘one voice’ approach within the sector does not recognise the diversity of organisations or that a ‘third sector view’ may not always be possible. The downside could be a loss of autonomy for some organisations/parts of the sector – centralisation versus independence was raised as was the danger of a network of networks that becomes so generic they cease to be effective. 
· Two way communications between Third Sector Division and the sector could be improved.  A newsletter from Third Sector Division may be a useful start. Third Sector Division needs to ‘get out more’ and speak to local organisations.  Government could perhaps be clearer about what it expects from the third sector.  
· As expected the issue of funding was raised.  In current turbulent times short term funding was felt to be a barrier to capacity building and the ability to contribute to planning and decision making. Project funding is now the norm with little core funding support available.  The resilience fund was not accessible to many organisations despite increased demand.  
· Continuity of people within Third Sector Division would be helpful, however delegates realised this was not always possible and suggested a methodology be in place to allow a transfer of knowledge as people move on.  
· There was a view that third sector leaders were already resilient but would welcome support to help navigate the changing policy landscape.

· Delegates acknowledged and welcomed the positive messages from the Cabinet Secretary and the Third Sector Division in supporting the Third Sector’s positive role in Scottish life. 
· Good leadership can help manage tensions.  However, service delivery has to focus on needs and be driven less by bureaucracy.  

· How best to filter down the core message of ‘equal partnership’ to local decision-makers in the public sector given that the experience on the ground in the delivery of public services is at times different to that promoted by the Scottish Government.

Examples of this included:

· Third sector leaders at local level having little influence on decisions affecting local services (some exceptions were identified where third sector organisations were working creatively with certain CPPs)
· Local authority staff were seen as the key drivers and decision-makers and sometimes don’t ‘buy in’ to the equal partnership model promoted by central government.

· Successful service development involving the voluntary sector is often dependent on building positive relationships with key public sector personnel, the personalities of which can often change and leave the sector vulnerable.

· It was suggested by one group that the Third Sector Division had a shared responsibility to be a critical friend of the sector and to find ways to support the sector by:

· Advocating the positive role of the Third Sector with other Directorates at the Scottish Government (and thus avoiding sometimes poor planning decisions)

· Promoting further the Scottish Government’s core message (equal partnerships) to empower local government colleagues and decision-makers in their work with the sector
3. Fixed Mindsets or Growth Mindsets?
The second speaker was Dr Carol Craig, Chief Executive of the Centre for Confidence.   In opening her presentation Carol defined resilience as the ability to bounce back after adversity and cited the key ingredient to do so as ‘optimism’.  
However, in Carol’s view we need to be careful about how we represent optimism.  For example, as a society we need people who are able to point out flaws and problems during times of change thus offering  a more balanced view to challenge the premise that “‘everything is going well’.  She urged delegates not to use optimism if the cost of failure was high.  
Carol felt that how we cope with failure is important for personal growth and wellbeing.  At the moment there appears to be two attitudes towards personal achievement either described as good or not good with very little middle ground.  This she described as either a fixed or growth mindset.  A fixed mindset suggests that ‘you only do things if you are good at them’ and any kind of failure is not allowed.  This mindset constantly praises any achievement but neglects to point out things that are not so good and could be improved 
On the other hand a growth mindset promotes the idea that ‘hard work and effort are important and learning from failure promotes resilience’.   Carol questioned how the fixed mindset approach would impact on our children’s future if they were sheltered from experiences of failure.  She quoted examples where parents approached schools or individual teachers when they felt their children had been unjustly criticised.  Daunted by fear of failure Carol felt that many children and young people actively avoided undertaking specific activities.  However, research has supported the idea that a growth mindset is more beneficial and that if you work hard your brain responds accordingly. For example, if you apply yourself at something you get better at it.  Critical feedback is important for children at school and for adults in the workplace but this has to be given in positive ways which lead to learning and builds resilience. 
Within organisations there is a growing emphasis on talent – finding talented people and fast tracking them.  This rising stars approach is based on fixed ability and potential and can lead to pressure as the ‘stars’ themselves cannot cope with any form of failure.  What does this approach say about others in the organisation? Carol advocated that the more leaders adopt a growth mindset there is evidence this leads to better performance both within teams and within the organisation.  
At a societal level Carol talked about a breakdown of support mechanisms in society.  For example, research into wellbeing has identified that it is important for men to be married as they tend to become more detached from the things that matter if their relationship breaks down.  In the workplace the high number of redundancies has led to a breakdown in the psychological contract between employees and employers/employing organisations. Older people, especially those who lived through the war years tend to have more resilience than younger people, they feel part of something in society and typically respond when things go wrong.   On the other hand some young people have grown up to think that if something goes wrong the response is ‘why me’.  
Carol advocates that failure is part of a learning process and adversity is natural and normal and we are naturally resilient as a species.  She quoted a book ‘the loss of sadness’ which offers a persuasive argument that as a society we should recognise that loss or sadness results in feelings that are normal and we should not confuses normal loss or sadness with depressive mental disorders or ill health and treat them as such.  There may be times when this approach is appropriate but most people can bounce back if given time to work through their feelings. 
In summary, Carol believed there were no easy answers to being resilient.  In her view the key was to create an environment where feedback leads to learning which builds improved performance and resilience.  This in itself Carol felt offers paradoxes and challenges.   

In her forthcoming book focusing on wellbeing in Glasgow (which has a similar profile in many indicators to cities such as Manchester or Liverpool) Carol explores ideas about why Glasgow has a 30% higher rate of ill health and what could be done.   
Delegates were then offered the opportunity to raise any issues or questions with Carol.  The result was such an active dialogue that the chair decided to use the time allocated to the roundtable discussion to continue the question and answer session. 
Two examples of the points raised are listed below:
· Government has a role to play with the current climate of political correctness leading to over protection of individuals of all ages.  Trying to stop any bad things from happening to people only makes the situation worse.
· There was a commercial imperative for drug companies to sell drugs for depression and it would be difficult to shift this.
4. Thinking differently – young people as creative consultants
After lunch delegates heard from Heather Sim of Space Unlimited, two young people from Brannock High School (Catriona Clark and Alan Douglas) and Bernie Milligan from the Wise Group - the client for the project being discussed.

Space Unlimited was set up to challenge current thinking and create fresh insights.  All their ‘consultants’ are young people who are able to undertake projects with support from educators and schools.   Projects generally last up to one week.  The theme of this particular project was “How can the Wise Group help young people to find employment in a recession?”
Two young people from Brannock High School presented the methodology and findings from their project.  Although they felt confused about their assignment and how they should go about it, the team decided to find out what young people from Lanarkshire felt about employment and training generally and specifically to seek their views on the Wise Group.  They went out into the town centre armed with a series of questions and stopped people to seek their views.  Alan and Catriona said they struggled to find a way to present their findings back to the client and after deliberating took a very unusual approach.  They made the client experience the unemployment journey, to better understand the thoughts and feelings of a young person looking for employment and how they were treated when approaching agencies such as the Wise Group.  Key messages were around the overly formal behaviour of staff, the words and language used and how these were perceived by young people.  The project team concluded that the approach taken could leave young people feeling intimidated and they generally found approaching agencies such as the Wise Group could be a frightening experience.  

As a team the young people felt the experience although difficult at times gave them a rare opportunity to work through challenges themselves and as a result they came out of the experience stronger as individuals and as a group. 

5. Improving the system to benefit the customer.
The next presentation was from Joanne Gibson from Vanguard Consulting which specialises in systems thinking.   Joanne used a quote from Deming by way of an introduction.   

“Most people imagine that the present style of management has always existed, and is a fixture. Actually, it is a modern invention – a prison created by the way in which people interact.”  W Edwards Deming

Joanne focused on a different way to think about the design and management of work.  She felt that standardisation lowered the value of service provision by levelling out rather than designing a service to meet individual needs.  She identified that control by budget/ targets / rules should be replaced by control using measures that reflect purpose (in customer terms). Joanne was not in favour of ‘best practice’ and advocated that anything can be improved if we know where to look.  
Joanne highlighted the differences between ‘command and control’ thinking and ‘systems thinking’.  For example command and control thinking leads to re-work, lost time, duplication of effort and includes high levels of monitoring and measuring.  Command and control thinking also leads to the wrong things being monitored and measured and in the end can lead organisations deliver activities that have little or no value to their customers.  Organisations focus on what is being measured rather than what is needed.  Joanne advocated that instead organisations should:

· Design services against demand where the customer sets the value
· Build relationships with customer by listening, trusting and clarifying what they want.

· Record and measure only relevant information linked to customer needs
· Allocate most experienced people at front end of the process (or where it makes most sense)
· Roles should either create value for the customer or add value 
and most importantly continually improve and don’t be afraid to get it wrong.
6. Why do some people succeed and some do not?

The final speaker for the day was Jay Niblick of Innermetrix an international consulting firm.  

Jay has recently completed a seven-year study from a pool of 300,000 people worldwide into what really drives individual performance and success. 
Findings from the study indicated that ONLY two talents correlated with the highest level of performance:

· Self-Awareness – How aware you are of your natural talents based on how you think, make decisions, are motivated, and your natural behavioural style 
· Authenticity – how well you incorporate natural talents into what you do  

The study identified “a growing trend of people who feel unfulfilled in their roles and dissatisfied and frustrated with personal results or success.” To counter this in Jay’s opinion we need to think differently about job descriptions and replace these with job roles that reflect the strengths of the person.   For example the job may require x, y and z but the person has x, y and a – our normal response would be to train them or to recruit someone else who was a better match.  There is an inherent belief that the job is sacrosanct and the individual is sacrificial.  The best way would be to change the job to match the skills, talents and uniqueness of the individual.  In other words change the job role, don’t try and change the person.  A better approach is to give people objectives, play to their talents and strengths and let them get on with the job - this results in better motivated individuals doing a better job.
Jay advocated that in future we need to: 

· Break with conventional wisdom on how to treat and develop talent

· Create role flexibility and individuality

· Develop better individual awareness

· Foster and demand authenticity
· Challenge conventional thinking, introduce new beliefs and flexibility
In his view, “Due to our legacy of dependence, we allow ourselves to be put into roles with predetermined duties or responsibilities and ways of doing things that completely fail to factor in our unique and individual talents and abilities.  We allow others to force us into their ‘one best way’ instead of divining our own (i.e., my best way).” (J. Niblick, What’s my Genius 2008)
Delegates posed a wide range of questions some of which are set out below. 

· People brought up with a Taylorist approach to work are adverse to change and would be reluctant to make this type of shift?  In response Jay suggested there was nothing wrong with having two different approaches/cultures to accommodate both groups and this may be easier to implement than universal change.  He cited the example of how good project teams form and then dissipate –there are a lot of lessons that can be learned from this approach.  

· A delegate felt that their organisation adopted a more flexible approach to roles when dealing with volunteers than they did with staff and wondered why this was.  Jay felt that this could be a symptom of the belief that the role of management is to control staff. 

· How many geniuses do we need, asked one delegate?  Jay replied that each of us has our own genius or talent or something we are good at and an organisation cannot have too many geniuses. 
7. Reflections on the day and next steps
Finally, in roundtable discussions delegates were asked to consider, “How can we best bring new perspectives into the way we lead?”

There were lots of comments on supporting and managing people in organisations, and trying to harness the geniuses within the organisation.   Many delegates felt that similar approaches should be applied to volunteers and employees.  One theme that caught people’s attention was to consider moving away from the traditional ‘job descriptions’ (still favoured by many voluntary organisations) to a more flexible and dynamic system of ‘job outcomes’.  This approach would allow the sector to be seen as flexible in its approach to recruitment and selection and help build up resilience.  Person centred employment practices were felt to be one way of getting the best out of the people we have and the people we recruit.  Applying the principles of constructive feedback resonated with many delegates. Looking at the big picture, identifying what your organisation is there to do lets leaders determine if the right people ‘on the bus’ to do this.  Thinking about the culture of organisations and the different type of teams and individuals lead one group to think more about creating the balanced team (with reference to using Belbin’s team role model).    
Creativity and innovation need to be supported by appropriate systems and processes. 

One group would like space and time to reflect on the concepts and ideas presented – ACOSVO could help create that space.  “Time to think and reflect and get beyond the everyday activity by creating space to allow something different to emerge”. 
Two delegates who had attended the Leading Edge programme felt this brought new perspectives to the way they worked.  They were aware that one model or philosophy will not work within their organisations – there is a need to think in terms of their own context and environment.

One group would like to reflect and think about their own leadership journeys and trust people they work with more.

The sector needs to look at different and more creative ways of engaging service users/customers in the design and delivery of services and to seek feedback from service users/customers on how well services have been designed and delivered.

One group raised the question, “Do we prefer command and control because it feels safer?”
Another group said they felt comforted by the notion that we do not need to be positive the whole time and that pessimism and sadness does have a role to play in management.  Realism was considered to be the best approach.  

In conclusion, one group felt it was important to focus on purpose, beliefs and aims and to resist pressure from external sources, while another group advocated that the sector (in response to the valued insights at the conference) had to “be bold, be brave and give it a go”!  

Copies of the slides used by presenters at the conference can be accessed at:
http://www.acosvo.org.uk/publications/cat_view/49-presentations-from-the-acosvo-2009-conference.html
Details of podcasts from presenters can be accessed at http://www.knowhownonprofit.org/leadership/acosvoleadership
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