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Part 1

Introduction

The assignment was to choose an organisation with an online annual report and complete the vocabulary of strategy table and to reflect on it how we achieved this. 

1a Organisation Description

Communities and Local Government is a central government department with strategic responsibility for housing, local government, community cohesion, regeneration, planning, fire and civil resilience. (Great Britain. CLG 2009, pg.7).  As such it a major department of state and its activity affects everyone living in England, and has a knock-on effect on the devolved administrations. (personal experience, I have spent 12 of my 18 years as a civil servant in CLG or one of its predecessor Departments, mainly in strategy roles).  

1b The Vocabulary of Strategy

	Term
	Definition
	Example (including why chosen and evidence)

	Mission
	Overriding purpose in line with values or expectations of stakeholders
	In the foreword (GB. CLG 2009) the Minister describes the work of CLG as “to help shape strong communities, based on shared values, fair rules, and strong representative democracy.” This is a directive statement made by the key stakeholder about the expectations of CLG as a whole. 

	Vision or strategic intent
	Desired future state: the aspiration of the organisation
	CLG (2009, pg23) states that “Our vision is to create places people want to live, work and raise a family.” This is more reasonably a strap line that the actual vision, being a pithy sound bite, but nonetheless it does make a statement of strategic intent. 

	Goal
	General statement of aim or purpose
	There are two Public Service Agreements agreed with HM Treasury which give a reasonable level of detail of the purpose of CLG. These are “to increase long term housing supply and affordability (PSA 20)” and “to build more cohesive, empowered and active communities (PSA 21)”. GB. CLG (2009, pg 23). 

	Objective
	Quantification (if possible) or more precise statement of the goal
	Both of the PSAs referred to above are broken down into a collection of six Departmental Strategic Objectives (DSO) which in turn are broken down further into a series of high level activities and milestones in the body of the Annual Report. These are mostly measurable statements that can be tested to show whether or not they have been met, or what progress is being made towards them (at the lower level of detail, the 6 DSOs are broad enough to be considered strategic visions themselves for the sub-parts of CLG that will deliver them, e.g. DSO6 is “ensuring safer communities by providing the framework for the Fire and Rescue Service and other agencies to prevent and respond to emergencies”). 

	Strategies
	Long-term direction
	The focus of the report is the activity governed by the 2007 spending review period (01 April 2007 – 31 March 2011) which is short-term given the context of the activities covered. This short-term view is necessary given the known time period for the general election (which was about a year after the report was published) and the possibility of a major shift in direction at that time (as subsequently happened). 

	Control
	Monitoring of action steps to: 

· assess effectiveness of strategies and actions 

· modify strategies and/or actions as necessary
	There are several controls operating on CLG's startegy, both internal and external. Internally there are several committees and the Management Board itself that keep track of the various Departmental measures on a regular basis and seek to ensure that progress is made appropriately. Externally there is a relationship with HM Treasury on the PSAs and also with the Parliamentary Select Committee which oversees the work of CLG (and which scrutinised this Annual Report as well as much of the work of CLG, taking evidence from Ministers, Senior Officials and CLG's external stakeholders). Both management direction internally and the recommendations of the Select Committee contribute to revised objectives. Although the main revision of strategy has been the reaction to the change in economic circumstances in 2008 that caused £1.5bn of expenditure to be re-profiled. 


Reflections on Exercise

I found the first part of this exercise very difficult, mainly in finding a usable annual report. The CLG annual report for 2009 was the fifth I read and the first that was digestible yet had a clear enough articulation of what their strategy was. 

When completing the table I have found overlap between the terms.  Mission, Vision & Goal are all substantially similar in that it is possible to craft a single sentence that could technically meet all three of them. The difference is that of pedantic nuance rather than clear definition. That, and the fact that I've been ill for a fortnight, has made me detest the cursed academic who devised this ill-starred assignment. 

Mostly what I have learnt is that organisations aren't terribly clear about what their strategy actually is, they can string together a mission statement and attribute some things to a prior intent, but this appears to be mostly as Mintzberg suggests (in Reading 6 of Block 2) a post-hoc rationalisation of what happened. 

Conclusion

My main development on this task has been to realise that I need to keep going when it isn't as interesting as it could be. On to the green fields beyond...

Part 2 

Introduction

We are asked why strategies may not always conform to technical rationality as described by Stacey (2007). Given this we are also asked what evidence might there be for sense-making or decision making under conditions of bounded rationality in the organisation we have chosen.

Technical Rationality

Stacey (2007) quoted in the Block 2 material argues that managers make decisions based on a rational thought process that sets clear objectives first and then comes to sensible conclusions about how best to meet those objectives either maximising fulfilment or at least satisfying it. The key to this approach for Stacey is that the decisions are made using reason and evidence rather than by reference to customs, norms or emotion. This is a structured approach to setting strategy and works best in a relatively static environment where there is time to consider all the options and the available facts and come to a decision. Where the environment is changing then it is less useful, and other options, such as sense making (see below) may be more appropriate (OU 2009 Block 2 coursework pg 52-58). 

There is some evidence in the CLG Annual Report that they have attempted to use a technically rational approach to their strategic planning. The Public Service Agreement (PSA) process that HM Treasury use is a technically rational process which sets broad strategic objectives for government as a whole (there were 20 such PSAs for the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) period, of which two were lead by CLG). There is a linked series of strategic objectives and measurable indicators to show progress against these. This is then translated into a set of actions for each financial year within the three year period covered by the CSR. However it is clear that this has been overtaken by events in 2008-09 and CLG has had to dynamically re-plan within the year to ensure that they can make progress towards their objectives. (para 2.4, GB CLG 2009)
CLG's Strategy

There are several strategies in the CLG approach. They do make an attempt to bring it together under a single strap line “Our vision is to create places people want to live, work and raise a family.” The Minister also describes the work of CLG as “to help shape strong communities, based on shared values, fair rules, and strong representative democracy.” However the work of the Department is vast, and of necessity covers a number of separate (but inter-linked) environments, including housing, planning, local government, fire & rescue services, civil resilience, community cohesion, and regeneration. Each of these areas needs its own strategic approach to the outcomes that it is seeking to deliver. As such the CLG Annual Report (GB. CLG 2009) identified: 

“Our Departmental Strategic Objectives (DSOs) set out what we aim to achieve over the three years from 1 April 20089 and give a framework for measuring the progress we make. Our DSOs are:

1.  to support local government that empowers individuals and communities and delivers high quality services efficiently (DSO 1)

2.  to improve the supply, environmental performance and quality of housing that is more responsive to the needs of individuals, communities and the economy (DSO 2)

3.  to build prosperous communities by improving the economic performance of cities, sub-regions and local areas, promoting regeneration and tackling deprivation (DSO 3)

4.  to develop communities that are cohesive, active and resilient to extremism (DSO 4)

5.  to provide a more efficient, effective and transparent planning system that supports and facilitates sustainable development, including the Government’s objectives in relation to housing growth, infrastructure delivery, economic development and climate change (DSO 5)

6.  ensuring safer communities by providing the framework for the Fire and Rescue Service and other agencies to prevent and respond to emergencies (DSO 6)

”

Sense Making

In its purest form this is what we do as humans all the time, we use the information that is available to us to draw meaning about what is going on in our environment. In the business context it is the process of using either limited information or limited time to process copious information to make decisions. In other words we are making our own story from the information that we have. It tends to rely more on rules of thumb than detailed rational analysis, although it can still be rational. It works better in fluid environments than the technical rationality because of its essentially sub-conscious nature and lack of reliance on having sufficient data before a decision can be made. (section 2.4, OU 2009B) 

The CLG Select Committee betrays a lot of sense-making in the comments quoted from the evidence presented to it, although the Select Committee process is completely one of sense-making from the point of view of the committee if not from those it takes evidence from. It is clear from the Annual Report (CLG 2009, para 2.4, pg 10) that the priorities set out at the beginning of the year (in the 2008 Annual Report) were overtaken by the economic downturn and a whole new set of priorities were put in place. One could be forgiven for thinking from the Annual Report that this was a pre-planned contingency action that was put into place; it is described after the fact as a coherent picture. However the evidence given to the Select Committee shows that work was done with a number of stakeholders to develop the activities that were put into place. For example the National Institute of Housing (NIH) commented on how well the Department had worked with them to develop the Mortgage Rescue Scheme. 
Crafting

It would be fair to say that the revised strategy adopted by CLG on housing is one which Mintzberg would recognise as having been crafted (OU 2009, reading 6). Rather than being planned by officials in a quiet contemplative fashion it is clearly described as having been evolved in discussion with various stakeholders which is backed up by the stakeholders comments to the Select Committee (CLG Select Committee 2010). 
External Forces

CLG have a number of external forces operating on them, not least of which is that they are a politically led Government Department that needs to be sensitive to party political manoeuvring, media attention and the state of the economy. Over the period covered by the report (2008-09) these combined to make CLG’s environment quite dynamic. In addition CLG have a wide range of external stakeholders seeking to influence both their strategy and its deliverable outcomes. These include local councils, charities, special interest groups and other government departments. 

For example in the period covered by the report CLG were compelled to act in response to the decline in the economy by bringing forward £1.5bn in capital expenditure to try and redress shortfalls in private sector investment in housing and other infrastructure to meet their targets. They also had to set up a Homeowner Mortgage Support Scheme in response to pressure from both banks and homelessness charities who were worried about the potential increase in repossessions as a result of the recession. As became clear by the end of the period concerned, and is still evident now (CLG Stats 2010) there has not been the same need for this service as there would have been in the mid-1990s if it had existed back then. However the need to act appears to have been driven by political pressure from the lobby groups and not by a purely rational choice. In either case it is a good example of a sense making rather than analysis as it didn’t form part of the corporate plan. 

Bounded Rationality

This is the premise, put forward by Herbert Simon (1960) that there are limits on human rationality which are a combination of the information available, our ability to grasp and process it and the amount of time available to do all that and come to a decision. For me this seems to be completely realistic, in the real world of work there is a limit on the time available to conduct analysis and very often on the data that is available to do that analysis. Not to mention the personal skill levels of those that both do the work and those that need to absorb the briefing and come to a decision. 

In the context of the CLG Annual Report (CLG 2009) it is clear that there were significant limits to the time that they had available to re-prioritise in the face of the economic downturn. They managed to re-prioritise within the year and, according to the Permanent Secretary's evidence to the CLG Select Committee (2010), they developed whole new capabilities in the course of the 12 month period. CLG also re-allocated a significant proportion of their staff onto new work (there is a table in the Select Committee report that shows the average staff member had spent 9 months in their current post, reflecting the scale of redeployment of people). This mass scale redeployment will also have had some sort of impact on the ability of the strategy analysts to fully understand their environment and also the stakeholder dynamics and available information. 

Conclusion

The CLG Strategy, as described in its 2009 Annual Report, does not exactly conform to technical rationality. The strategies have been re-shaped during the course of the year as a consequence of the dynamic economic environment and in discussion with a variety of stakeholders. Combined with a mass re-deployment of staff within the Department (where the median employment is 9 months in their current post) has placed significant bounds on the ability of the Department to make fully rational decisions. Nonetheless senior officials and Ministers have still managed to engage in sense-making of the activity and present it in hindsight as if it were a coherent package of activity. 
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