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Introduction 

Cross-cutting units are not a new phenomenon, but since 1997 a number of new cross-cutting units have been set up, and are beginning to work in different ways to the traditional civil service model. There are now ten cross-cutting units, and several more departmental units with a cross-cutting remit. This brief report summarises some of the learning from these cross-cutting units in their first years of existence. 

Each unit has been set up for a different purpose, and they vary widely in their goals, their size, the budgets at their disposal and the balance between policy work and implementation. What works for one unit clearly would not necessarily work for the others. Larger units face different challenges to those faced by smaller units. Some cross-cutting units take the form of time limited projects, which will eventually be reabsorbed into traditional structures. At least one is already preparing an ‘exit strategy’ to mainstream provision as they see their targets being met. Others may offer a better match to the needs of service delivery than the pre-existing departments, and may ‘prefigure’ a reorganisation of people and resources on a wider scale. Still others may continue to act as networks or bridges between mainstream government departments, providing a crucial element in ‘joining up’. Despite the differences, there are a number of common issues, and we hope by identifying these to offer advice, which can inform the setting up of cross-cutting units in the future. 

Across the private and public sectors, a wide range of organisations are moving away from ‘silos’ which are organised on the basis of professional boundaries or specialist knowledge and towards projects or looser multi-disciplinary teams, that bring together different sorts of expertise to tackle complex problems. New technology has made a major difference in supporting organisations that work on a project, network or matrix basis. 

Changes in organisational design and thinking clearly impact on government. Traditionally, government has been organised on strictly departmental lines, with funding voted by parliament annually to support the issues enshrined in legislation that ‘belong’ to that department. Ministerial responsibilities have been strongly circumscribed. This has made cross-cutting issues such as social exclusion which is affected by housing, health, education and training, unemployment and crime, difficult to tackle. Cross-Cutting Units, cross-cutting funding streams and Public Service Agreement Targets are attempts to tackle this. 

The research study

The research study, initiated by, amongst others, the SEU and CMPS, was a very brief exercise, and was not intended to be an in-depth evaluation, or a comprehensive study. A series of qualitative interviews with senior civil servants in cross-cutting units took place during January and February 2001. Appendix A lists the people interviewed. This work had a dual purpose. The first was to gather learning and advice from existing units to inform the group of managers involved in setting up the new Neighbourhood Renewal Unit. A workshop was held at the end of January to share this learning with a number of senior civil servants involved in planning the future work of the NRU. The second purpose was to promote practice exchange and learning which could help support the development of future cross-cutting units. A practice exchange workshop was held in March, and the conclusions from that workshop have also been incorporated into this report. 

We found considerable differences between the units, and while, in this report, we focus on commonalities, further work could fruitfully explore the diversity within cross-cutting working. 

 

Chapter 1 – What do Cross-Cutting Units Do? – Exploring function and audience 

Cross-cutting units play an important role in policy development and advising ministers. They also have a direct role in policy implementation on the ground. Staff in cross-cutting units saw delivery and implementation issues as vital to their success and these aspects were given a higher priority and status by the units than they might receive in traditional civil service work. This focus on successful implementation role impacted on the way that cross-cutting units developed strategy, structure, systems, relationships and ways of working. It also meant they attracted outgoing, innovative, energetic staff who were focused on getting things done.

Several of the interviewees felt that this focus on implementation had not been sufficiently understood at first: 

"The traditional attitude is that policy is developed by insiders and then handed over to outsiders to implement. We discovered that this is wrong, we needed to pay far more attention to implementation and the knowledge that outsiders had about how to do that"

"We set out to explode the civil service myth that policy is for bright people and implementation is for the less bright. Making it happen is in the ‘hard’ box" 

Key functions for cross-cutting units included: 

· Policy advice to ministers 

· Policy development 

· Briefing ministers/secretariat-administration 

· Influencing other government departments 

· Ensuring public service provision impacts most where there is greatest need. 

· Fostering/driving/supporting local implementation 

· Allocating grants/funding local projects 

· Communicating with the public/advising/educating 

· Listening to the public/local agencies 

· Research

Cross-cutting units often had several very different audiences. The Women’s Unit, for example was attempting to communicate directly to women, through an extensive communication strategy that involved listening events, articles in women’s magazines, and its own magazine for women. The Social Exclusion Unit in its work on neighbourhood renewal established eighteen policy action teams involving hundreds of lay-advisors from business, the voluntary sector, local government and community groups. The Teenage Pregnancy Unit worked directly with regional and local coordinators based in local health authorities. The Anti-drugs Coordinator saw his role as working directly to influence the strategy and resource deployment of government departments and a range of key agencies. The new Neighbourhood Renewal Unit has a specific function to ensure that people in deprived areas see real changes in key areas such as health and education. The Connections Unit was involved in establishing partnerships on the ground to provide an accessible service for young people, combining elements of careers and youth services with the services of a wide range of partners. 

Key audiences therefore included:

· Ministers 

· The lead department 

· Other government departments 

· The practitioner community 

· Local government and local delivery agencies 

· Local businesses and voluntary sectors 

· The wider public

Not all the cross-cutting units considered they were addressing all these different audiences – but it is possible to relate the key functions to some key audiences: 

 

 

What is different about Cross-cutting units? 

The cross-cutting units we examined existed along a spectrum – some worked in ways that were very close to conventional departmental working, while others were aware of radical differences. Changes in style, ways of working and culture have also taken place in mainstream departments, in parallel to the setting up of cross-cutting units. Defining the different approach taken by cross -boundary units is complicated by the fact that many of them were set up at the same time as the modernisation agenda was formulated and promoted. Much of the way they work may simply reflect this agenda, rather than being unique to cross-cutting units. We asked interviewees and seminar participants, to identify what they saw as the specific characteristics of cross-cutting units:

Characteristics of cross-cutting units: 

· Outcome focused – often working to clear outcome targets 

· Working in an area that requires more than one agency or department to deliver 

· Focused on problem policy areas which have proved difficult to solve – often with a specific target or client group 

· Interventionist across departmental boundaries – actively solving policy problems 

· New, and therefore without history or reputation. 

· Generating a high level of political interest 

· Making use of secondees from outside the civil service with relevant expertise 

· Directly involved in implementation

 

 

Chapter 2 – Good practice within the Key Functions of Cross-cutting Units

In this chapter we sketch out insights into good practice in what we see as three key function sets within cross-cutting units. These are, influencing/supporting government, supporting the field, and communication to the wider public. 

1. Influencing/Supporting Ministers and Whitehall

Ensuring Effective Policy Advice to Ministers

A vital task of cross-cutting units was to establish the credibility of the advice that was being offered to Ministers. 

Policy advice in these problem areas needed to be based on strong evidence. In some cases units had carried out their own research to ensure that they had up to date knowledge about citizen opinions and experiences on which the Minister could rely. In other cases, considerable emphasis was put on working with the field to understand why things happened, and ‘what worked’.

"Get out and talk to real people early on - not just representative groups or agencies, but ordinary people"

Units needed a consistent message, and policy work had to be ‘joined up inside the unit’. Stories were told about policy people from different professional backgrounds giving different advice to Ministers until the unit was brought together to establish a coherent perspective. 

It was felt important to take the long view – to recognise that change takes time and to take a strategic view of the drivers for change and how they could be effectively mobilised. 

 

 

Adding Policy Value

One of the greatest challenges for cross-cutting units was to add policy value. As one interviewee put it, 

"It is not as if no-one has ever thought about this issue before" 

Departments can often point to fifty years of literature and policy in attempting to tackle regeneration, or disaffected youth, teenage pregnancy or social deprivation. The unit therefore has to be capable of bringing together the knowledge and practical experience, and using it to reframe policy problems in ways that make them easier to solve. The unit has to be intellectually strong, but to move beyond mere cleverness, to creative thinking based on real evidence from the field, and building solutions that have wide support. "Reframing", "turning problems upside down" " creativity" "new solutions to old problems"– were all words used a lot. It is important that policy impact is made early, since the attention the unit can command is strongest at its inception, and decays with time. 

Strengthening Ministerial effectiveness

Ministerial effectiveness in achieving cross-cutting goals was not simply about good policy or access to credible and useful advice. The achievement of radical change, said many interviewees, depended on the relationships between Ministers, and the extent to which they worked together. Units often played a role in helping to support effective shared working at ministerial level. 

It was felt to be vital to get reporting lines clear at the top. Tensions had been created where accountabilities for the unit were vague or confusing. Some interviewees felt that their effectiveness had been marred by the lack of clear accountabilities, or their inability to gain access to relevant ministers. Those units reporting directly to the Prime Minister welcomed the attention this gave their agenda, but it was recognised that not all units could report directly into Number 10. Next best was a strong Ministerial champion. Links with the Treasury were important. In addition, several units talked about the need for champions amongst key government advisors, able to open doors and knock heads together. It was also essential to ensure direct access to other key Ministers. Cross-departmental ministerial groups offered a space for resolving problems, with scope for informal contact. 

Where more than one Minister was involved in agreeing policy, close networking with other key officials was stressed over and over again – face to face contact, time spent understanding the different agendas, constant briefing and debriefing as events unfolded and shared discussions about how to achieve both Minister’s objectives and avoid one ‘winning’ and one ‘losing’. When the units were most effective, they acted as problem solvers, in contrast with the conventional civil service tradition of ‘going out to bat’ for your Minister.

Influencing policy across departments 

If the units were to meet their goals, it was seen as vital to sustain a strong profile so that the issues stayed on key department agendas. Most units underlined the need to have good relationships with officials in government departments. Some had emphasised this from the start through induction programmes, and many had standing committees at official level. One unit was particularly committed to two-way exchange of ideas and information, and arranged seminars in mainstream departments. Cross-cutting units had to be seen to be able to listen as well as preach. 

Where the intention was to influence departments’ policies to achieve cross-cutting outcomes, relationship building was constant. The ability of people within the units to build a network of good relationships, to find people in other departments who might see and seize new opportunities, to ‘sell’ the outcomes the unit was trying to achieve, and to connect them to the preoccupations and priorities of other departments - was vital. Relationship building was often made harder by the constant turn-over of staff both within the units and within other key departments. 

Tensions emerged even between the new cross-cutting units – and it was seen as important to find ways to support each other, and create synergy between possibly conflicting ‘joined up’ goals.

Developing Credibility

The units felt that they had a very short time within which to develop ‘credibility’ within the system. Several unit heads talked about the need to demonstrate an ability to respond well and fast to government business. Relationship building was easier if you were seen as an efficient and effective player within government. Meeting deadlines, responding fast and drafting well were all important badges of credibility. At the same time, one unit head talked about the need to ‘pick some fights and win them’ – to drive an agenda and construct the ministerial and official support necessary to see it through, without backing off when barriers presented themselves. Another head talked about the need to select one important project and make it happen in the short term: this gave a concrete basis for the early rounds of discussions, and gave a strong ‘story’ to tell during the inevitable delays of recruitment and set-up. 

Credibility also hinged on the effective use of the resources available to the unit. Several interviewees talked about the need to build the right mix of government knowledge and outsider know-how and challenge. Some units had recruited about a 50/50 mixture of career civil servants and outsiders, others had aspired to that pattern, but many had a higher proportion of civil servants. The role of outsiders was recognised as important in all units – both because they contributed skills and knowledge that might otherwise be missing, and because they would challenge and find ways around the bureaucratic barriers and traditional ways of doing things. Some interviewees argued that while the ‘outsider perspective’ was important, creative civil servants who had experience of working outside could fulfil that role. No-one believed, however, that a unit staffed entirely by outsiders could survive within government. Knowledge of how the system worked, how to make things happen, and the capacity to support ministers, and draft well were all seen as necessary: 

"We’ve seen the need to get fusion of approaches…the reason we brought outsiders in is that they give a different perspective...we don’t want clones… but outsiders without knowledge of how the system works can’t do anything ... they literally can’t get decisions made." 

The most creative approaches came from units that had thought not simply about the balance, but about ways to maximise the effectiveness of both insider and outsider knowledge, and had found ways to avoid tension and competition, and to value the diversity of perspective. We will return to this in chapter three. 

2. Support to the Field: Intervention/Implementation

The units we spoke to varied considerably in the amount of focus on service delivery and programme implementation, but all saw that at least some of their work was based around direct contact with professionals, the voluntary sector, local authorities, health authorities and local police services as well as with the general public. 

The units differed sharply between those that had an agreed action plan, based on evidence from best practice here and abroad, which they were attempting to implement in a number of local areas, and those with a brief that was more exploratory in discovering at local level ‘what worked’. Some units had a detailed "recipe", while others had a working list of ingredients, but recognised the need for local input into the final product. 

In supporting the field, several units needed to decentralise responsibility for delivery to local agencies or partnerships or to staff in the Regional Office. Attempts to control small local projects from the centre created problems both centrally and locally. The units lacked the resources to manage every tiny detail of a local scheme, and at local level, heavily prescriptive programmes left no room for the practical local compromises that took account of local personalities and circumstances and made delivery work on the ground. Over-prescribed programmes with narrow targets and specified activities prevent ‘joined-up working’ on the ground, and can lead to duplication. However, there were concerns that when support or funding was handed over to the Government Office or to the locality, understanding about best practice and programme objectives could be diluted. Some units felt that they knew what worked and it helped to be prescriptive. There is an inevitable tension between local ownership of initiatives and national direction and priorities. 

Many of the units were grappling with the issue of how best to perform an interventionist role from the centre without trying to ‘micro’ manage’ local projects. The level of engagement with implementation was different for each unit: the rough sleepers unit actually went out onto the streets and worked with homeless people, while others worked through local agencies and partnerships. For all units, a key issue was how to ensure that relationships with delivery agencies worked effectively. Listening to local agencies, and responding flexibly was important. It was also important to understand the complexity of the partnership arrangements at local level, and the competing targets local agencies were trying to achieve, and aligning national programmes and government targets wherever possible. Local agencies stressed a focus on shared learning and support, rather than process guidance. 

 

 

Finding leverage 

One of the crucial issues facing cross-cutting units was how to get leverage to achieve implementation locally. It often proved difficult for units with detailed programmes to get local agencies to do what they wanted, since the service providers on the ground had different priorities, and were being driven by other targets and agendas from mainstream service departments. 

Some units had strong leverage through the ability to approve local action plans, or to influence overall budgets. The Anti-drugs coordinator clearly relied on capacity to influence the size and overall direction of budgets. Other units used funding streams to fund local initiatives, some paid for new staff to implement local programmes: for example the teenage pregnancy unit decided to fund a co-ordinator in every region and in every health authority to ensure the programmes were implemented. The Connections Service inherited the resources and staffing of the careers service on the ground, who could form the core of a new initiative, but relied equally on offering additional funding as an incentive for creative partnership working at local level. Additional funding was seen as important in many instances; "money talks." Where local partners had to come together to implement new initiatives, much depended on the ability to integrate initiatives with existing local priorities, on the will and enthusiasm of local players, and on the skills to support that work effectively. 

Supporting local action

Several units had locally based staff, or worked through regional offices to offer support and advice to the field. Some units made use of the Government Office network to help them to work effectively at local level. The Sure Start Unit has a dedicated surestart member of staff in each government office and a team of regional development officers based in Government Offices. At local level, surestart advisors supporting local programmes were usually free-lance. The Children’s and Young Persons’ Unit also rely on Government Offices for day-to-day contact with 149 local partnerships. Anti-drugs work, by contrast, relates directly to drugs action teams made up of local agencies, which relate directly to the AD coordinator who agrees plans and sees annual reports. The Teenage Pregnancy Unit could advise and support local agencies through the coordinators based in local health authorities, and in the health regions. The Connections service worked through local partnerships, including the careers service. 

Wherever units were expected to offer advice and support, their level of expertise, their street credibility and their understanding of local problems were crucial: 

"we were working in a very sensitive area with schools… and we had a team member who had been a teacher of twenty years standing, and we could go to meetings with head teachers and chief education officers with real credibility and a real understanding of how things really worked on the ground" 

It was seen as important to establish credibility with professionals, and to be seen to build on the learning that already existed in the field. Several units had felt the need to bring in experts with national reputations who could command respect. A new unit should not assume a monopoly on expertise. Several interviewees stressed the need for an open, learning and partnership approach. 

The unit needed to develop the right policy framework; one that reflected the real life problems on the ground; helping to remove obstacles, align central strategy and making it possible for local programmes to succeed – not asking them to do things which cut across powerful mainstream departmental programmes and targets. 

Funding programmes 

Units may have their own funding to support local programmes, or may have allocations from departments, or may be reliant on influencing mainstream programmes. Some interviewees had experienced difficulty in finding out what money was available, or what restrictions or virement limitations were attached. This needs to be clarified before commitments can be made to local programmes. 

Several of the units were involved in giving grants to local organisations, and assessing plans and allocating funds was a core activity. It was not always easy to manage these small programmes from the centre. One unit felt that at over 120 local programmes with 60 more to come they had already crossed the threshold of what could be managed centrally. Several interviewees identified the problem of complex bureaucratic funding programmes, which alienated local partners and baffled small community groups. 

3. Listening/Communicating 

Communications proved to be a major area of work in many of the cross-cutting units, and in several cases they had begun totally unprepared. One unit had no press officer at first and had to rely on the departmental press service, which was not able either to handle the volume or communicate the messages of the unit. Most units felt the need to build an expert communications team, bringing in outside specialists. Communications was not an add-on to strategy development – the way messages were communicated formed a key component of strategy. One unit, asked about evaluation, said

"on a day to day basis, the measure of success is our press coverage".

It was suggested that civil service traditions sat uncomfortably with the requirement for effective ‘selling’ if new initiatives were to win support. 

"You have got to have a belief and communicate it".

One interviewee explained how difficult it was to get civil servants to exhibit the behaviour needed 

"they tended to talk very little in meetings and pass notes to each other, rather than to persuade others to take risks or to try new approaches."

 

Where units had to communicate directly with the public, this required creative thinking and considerable investment. Listening events and consultation exercises were major projects in themselves, and since ‘the medium was the message’, had to be professional, effective and enjoyable. On top of planned events, units were besieged with invitations to speak, visit and listen, and these were seen as important vehicles for communication. The unit head, and often many of the other managers, spent, (and believed it was vital to spend) a considerable amount of time at conferences, seminars, visits, meetings with local community groups, with business communities and with local agencies. These activities provide vital feedback on how things are working on the ground and point to areas for future policy development. But they also have implications for unit organisation, and for the prioritisation of time. 

Interviewees suggested that in developing effective communication, it was important not simply to have a message to ‘sell’. Hearing about obstacles, and understanding the priorities of local agencies, was part of the process of getting local buy-in. It helped to have people inside the units who knew what it was like on the ground, and could empathise with business and voluntary sector experiences. Units sometimes had to demonstrate the capacity to raise the profile of locally important problems, if they were to win credibility with service providers. 

 

Chapter 3 - Organising an effective Unit – structure, systems, culture and ways of working

The units all felt the need to develop innovative ways of working. If one word was used more than any other by those we talked to in cross-cutting units, it was flexibility. Flexibility because the unit often faced constant change, flexibility because the different audiences required different sorts of approaches, flexibility because there was always too much to do. 

All the units worked largely within Civil Service operational rules and conditions of service. The scope for radical thinking on structures, performance management and systems was therefore constrained, and in reality, the units were too busy trying to carry out their tasks to think over-much about very creative organisational design. Attention to organisational structure, systems, management arrangements was often an afterthought – in many cases ways of working simply evolved, and the systems were ‘made to fit’ rather than being carefully designed. 

There is a strong case for making it easy for cross-cutting units to evolve and adapt, but some of the frustrations experienced by existing units might be avoided if greater attention was paid in future to management and design. 

Organisational structures 

In principle, cross-cutting units have a range of organisational options. They could have structures which are split between:

· functions (such as policy, secretariat for ministerial business, allocating grants etc) 

· policy areas (health, housing, education etc) 

· client groups (subdivisions of relevant client groups) 

· geography (eg by regions)

or they could choose to combine these into different types of matrix organisations. In practice, we found most of the practice and debate about organisational structures was focused on the first and last of these. 

There were also debates about the balance between centralised control by units, having the units’ own staff based at regional or local level, and devolvement of functions to Government Offices for the Regions. 

The need for change 

It was clear that the conventional range of civil service structures is not adequate for cross-cutting units, and in each case, a range of adaptations were made. 

The criticisms of traditional or inherited structures included:

· Divisional heads working in isolation – absence of corporate management team or overview 

· Divisions based on policy areas (such as education and health), not functions (such as policy development or grant-giving). 

· Separation of teams in ways which replicated existing departmental silos (i.e. housing, employment etc) when knowledge needed to be shared 

· Absence of any effective administrative or project management ‘core’ 

· Absence of a deputy who could manage the unit while the head was engaged in external networking 

· Absence of opportunities for shared learning or practice exchange 

Each unit had developed a different set of responses. In many cases, teams in units were more likely to be based around functions than around policy areas. Some units had moved to a more project-management based system. Some had created a dedicated administration unit, which can work flexibly for different projects. One unit had created a specialist team which deals with Whitehall and Ministers, allowing other teams to focus on local implementation. In one unit each member of the management team ‘shadowed’ a region of the country. In a number of units matrix or matrix-like structures have emerged. In one case a line manager is responsible for the performance management and ‘pay and rations’ of a group of staff who may be managed on a day to day basis by a cross-cutting project manager. 

Matrix structures had also caused difficulties. In one case, the original structure deliberately mixed functional roles with regional responsibilities to ensure that civil servants got out to the coal face. However, it worked too well, to the extent that regional loyalties began to dominate functional responsibilities, and advice became inconsistent. The unit has since restructured. Maintaining a tight strategic focus needs control, and in any matrix structure the leader would need to ensure the focus was not lost. It was also seen as important to manage workload tightly – and matrices can make this hard. 

Several units which had stopped short of a full matrix structure nevertheless talked about the need for a transition to a more project-based approach, and were moving towards greater reliance on project management and project teams. 

Almost all respondents said that since work began before recruitment and structures were complete, the first stages were almost always of ‘muddling through’ and working flexibly together.

"In the early days we were very informal and flexible, people just worked together and worked out roles later."

There were real gains from this flexible and evolutionary process, but after a year or two, units were often in a position to take stock and restructure. 

In some cases unit managers inherited structures or personnel which they believed were inappropriate, and had to spend valuable time changing them in the first few months. There is probably a case for ensuring that unit managers have input from the very start in the design of the unit, and as much flexibility as possible. 

Generally structures evolved fast – often changing several times as needs changed. However, restructuring was also seen as potentially dangerous. If it coincided with the replacement of the original unit leader, it could signal a transition back to more conventional structures and ways of working, and the loss of some of the energy and drive of the unit. 

There is a strong case for investing time in thinking carefully about the key functions, and about how to organise them. In those units most concerned with implementation, there was often a need to think carefully about how to interact with a wide range of local agencies, and about how to organise on a geographical basis. There was often an informal matrix between the divisions of work at the centre, and a regional structure.

However it is important to recognise that it is not possible to get a perfect fit, or a perfect structure. It seems to be more important to build strong linkages between divisions within any structure – than to try and get the structural divisions ‘right’. For example, even if funding and policy were different ‘functions’ – it was vital that they were linked if funding streams were to help achieve overall strategy. It was important to make sure that front-line work informed policy and vice-versa – and not let these things grow up separately from each other. 

Effective ways to build those linkages include: 

· A strong corporate team with a clear overview 

· Ways to bring the whole unit together regularly to discuss progress 

· Networks to share learning across functional divisions 

· Opportunities to see what others are doing and how it fits with your job 

· Project working across boundaries

Leadership and Strategy 

Several of the units were led by strong, charismatic leaders, with a leadership style that was unusual in a civil service context. Clearly the choice of leader was very important, since it offered a strong image for the unit. Some of the elements of that style were described as ‘outcome focus’, ‘passion’, ‘strong personal networks’, ‘able to take risks’, ‘ hands-on’ and ‘can-do’. These leaders usually had strong people skills, drive and determination. These are often the characteristics of inspirational leaders that set up new organisations, and it will be important to think about how these skills can be translated and ‘grown’; and whether other leadership styles may be needed if units are to be sustained over the longterm. 

Three key roles emerged as essential for the leaders of units. In the first place, the Head of the Unit needed to set strategy and direction, set clear priorities and make choices between opportunities. The second role was communication: the head of the unit needed to be able to ‘tell the story’ – to persuade others, to explain the work of the unit both to staff and to everyone. The third was a time consuming but essential role of building personal networks, and leading and modelling the work of the Unit in relationship building. 

Interviewees saw a need for a strong corporate management overview, which was "more like managing a business" than the conventional civil service approach – with a management ‘team’ which understood how the work of the whole unit fitted together. Several unit heads had introduced more corporate working arrangements, and encouraged their managers to work together as a team. Unit heads also played a personal role in motivating staff, and in celebrating success, and some felt that the important work of staff motivation and inspiration was often underplayed within the civil service. Some felt that they might be seen as too ‘hands-on’ and too involved in the detail, both influencing the detailed communication of key messages, and bringing back the views of people from localities to challenge the work of the unit. But the counter-argument was that this was an important part of their leadership role in modelling a different approach. 

Alongside the proactive leadership role, however, unit leaders needed to be good at delegating appropriately. Leaders needed the ability to set a clear strategic framework, to coach and support their managers and staff – and then to delegate. Most of the interviewees stressed the need for strong people management skills given the requirement to achieve results within tight timescales. 

Recruitment and Retention

Several interviewees stressed the need to recruit people to a set of capabilities rather than to fixed posts, since the posts might change rapidly. Given the delays in the recruitment process, people often arrived to discover the job they had been recruited to had changed. 

Most units recruited a mixture of career civil servants and outsiders, usually on secondment. Recruiting the right staff was seen as very important. The capabilities required were seen as: 

· Creativity 

· Innovation 

· Flexibility 

· Partnering 

· Relationship building 

· Commitment to the outcomes 

· Ability to work in multi-disciplinary teams 

· Self-confidence 

· Ability to work with people with different skills without competing

Good recruitment was seen as essential, but difficult and took far longer than anticipated. We heard over and over again about the difficulties created by the civil service recruitment process – words like ‘ a nightmare’ were used. This clearly created real difficulties for units in the early months. External recruitment, which was seen as important for the units, was particularly difficult with the need for security clearance and negotiating salary scales and contracts.

It was not simply the length of time that recruitment took. One interviewee commented that the process itself was off-putting to potential recruits from outside. It was bureaucratic, but also as "daunting and frightening" for people even with senior management careers outside the civil service. 

"It needs to change from the advert to the form". 

The interviews were seen as selecting people for abstract analytical capability, rather than tried and tested experience. It was suggested that recruitment is still predicated on assumptions about what makes an ideal civil servant which may no longer be appropriate. 

At the same time, it was seen as important that units were able to recruit high-flyers within the civil service: they needed to be seen as an attractive place to work, with enough profile to look good in a CV.

Several interviewees expressed concern that key personnel moved on so rapidly, leading to loss of know-how. In one unit an interviewee said that she was the only remaining member of the original team put in place two years ago. There are several causes for rapid turn-over. Many cross-cutting units recruit fast-stream civil servants, who have a planned programme of career moves every year. Other civil servants often also move on after two years or so. Added to this, many units recruit a considerable number of secondees from outside, and secondments are short-term, usually for two years. This created problems, since for cross-cutting units, even more than in the rest of the civil service, shared knowledge, networks and sustained relationships were vital to effective delivery. Knowledge and skills were lost to the unit when people moved to new jobs, and were often not utilised in their new posts. This was seen as a waste. Outsiders often stayed longer, and provided a crucial ‘glue’ and shared history for the unit. 

 

Managing People 

Perhaps the most important aspect of people management identified was the capacity to manage a unit which had a mixture of outsiders and insiders, in a way which maximised the potential contribution of both. In some cases there had been examples of competition, of civil servants believing that their approach was ‘better’ or that outsiders lacked key skills – or of outsiders not valuing the knowledge that civil servants held about how to get things done. 

Civil servants sometimes also felt that they were paid less than outsiders, and did the ‘traditional’ work while outsiders did more exciting things. There was a need to recognise these sensitivities, and make sure career civil servants felt valued. There was a need to build bridges between both sets of skills and knowledge, and to enhance the capacity of outsiders to work inside and vice versa. 

The best approaches were those that recognised the value of diversity of skills and experience, and enabled the whole unit to make the best use of all of them. This could be done by recognising specialist expertise and dividing up the work accordingly, by spending time explaining and transmitting expertise, by working in teams that enabled learning to be shared and by twinning or ‘buddying’ insiders with outsiders – one interviewee described this as a ‘knowledge docking system’. We believe that the ability to manage this interface between civil servants and outsiders well is a vital skill for unit heads. 

Managing Overload 

It was clear from almost all units, that staff were very often over-worked. Often their enthusiasm and energy drove them on, and it was important for managers to be good at managing workload, and at supporting staff in managing their own workload. 

"Where we really failed, we failed the staff. There was far too much pressure. You need to be clearer from the first about how you are going to work, about style and working practices, and make it clear to staff… make sure they can cope with being flexible and juggling."

The speed with which the units took off often meant that there was little time for induction or training. This could create difficulties if managers recruited from outside were unfamiliar with civil service systems, such as performance appraisal. There was a need to develop effective induction for new managers from outside, and to offer training and development for managers from within the civil service to help them think through the new challenges of a cross-cutting unit. 

Career planning and skill transfer 

Interviewees stressed the need to value the special experience people have often had within cross-cutting units, and to find ways to build on this, both for the individual concerned, and for the wider civil service. Government needs not simply to keep ‘buying in’ core skills from outside, but to nurture and grow them within the career civil service. Options might include giving experience in a cross-cutting team value in promotion, to encourage high-flyers to plan to gain this experience as part of their personal development planning or career plans. People who have acquired this experience could be encouraged when they move to look for related areas of work, so that their recent experience of the field, and their network of relationships will continue to benefit the government as a whole. Mentoring or career support processes could encourage the development and reward of these new capabilities. 

 

Managing Performance

There was a real determination within cross-cutting units to manage poor performance. Often approaches learned in other public agencies, the private or voluntary sectors were brought in by new leaders. As one unit head said "in the voluntary sector we don’t spend a penny when a halfpenny will do – and we can’t afford to carry passengers". There was a sense that the vast size of the civil service meant that poorly performing individuals often stayed for years without action being taken. Given the intensity of the work and the importance of team players, Unit heads saw the need to manage performance very intensively, and to make sure that individual poor performers either improved or left. Several unit heads had had to change personnel radically in their first year to ensure an effective working team. 

Systems and Business Planning

There were criticisms of conventional civil service systems as bureaucratic and as not sufficiently business or outcome focussed. Several units had reorganised administrative support into a core team to ensure faster responses. One unit planned to make major changes to their business planning system. In future a risk assessment and action plan would be established for each objective, and the budget manager would ask each team manger to justify their budget against the achievement of each objective. The intention would be to move resources around more easily within the unit from ‘cold spots to hot spots’, and to encourage managers to offer up resources to help achieve core targets. The unit head suggested that it was a matter of confidence. 

" We need to build the confidence of managers to recognise that there are brownie points for offering up resources, it doesn’t mean that they have failed by underspending – it’s good if we can use resources more effectively." 

There was some frustration that funding systems were over-bureaucratic and over-controlled. 

"There are the same number of forms no matter how small the sum of money involved".

However there was considerable support for the efforts of the Treasury and the NAO in trying to tackle this. There was also frustration with the pace of work in other government departments which slowed down new initiatives, and frustration with IT systems and standards of IT use – for example the failure of government systems to share data. 

Learning, ways of working and culture

Investing in learning 

We have already touched on the extent to which, in cross-cutting units, working methods tend to be more flexible and informal that within the wider civil service. Ways have often been found to extend and promote this, building on more conventional awaydays and strategy sessions. Several interviewees mentioned the importance of opportunities to share learning – both to build strong collective knowledge within the unit, and to ensure consistency of advice to the field. One unit met together, the whole staff, once a week. Another held lunchtime seminars when someone would talk about what they were doing. 

One unit head mentioned the need to talk a lot more together, rather than writing minutes. Managers needed to think together about how best to work effectively in informal settings, while keeping a clear strategic focus. As units began to work through projects that cut across divisions, it was seen as important to build up their project management skills. Learning also came from outside. One unit had invited a speaker from another cross-cutting unit to participate in practice exchange. Another Unit used a "Friends" group from the voluntary sector to sustain external challenge and help to ‘keep them honest"; a third unit had a group of ‘critical friends’ that met on race issues twice a year. 

Cross-cutting unit cultures 

Cultures in cross-cutting units were often unspoken and un examined, but a number of elements seem to emerge.

These are all very driven cultures: the units are very focussed on achieving their targets, set a very fast work pace and are determined to succeed. 

"Having a very visible public target is energising"

They are also highly committed to the outcomes that underpin these targets. Staff and managers seldom treat their work as ‘just a job’ – they are passionate about it. They seem to operate as a bridge between the outside world and the inside of Whitehall – constantly explaining the different worlds to each other. They are much more engaged in communication, with other units, with other departments and with the outside world, and think more carefully about communication. They are also networking cultures – putting considerable investment into relationship building.

And yet very little attention was paid to how these cultures can be nurtured and sustained. They often depended on the energy field created by a charismatic leader. Nor was attention paid to how people who learn these skills and ways of working can export them to other departments when they leave. 

"I’m not yet sure we’ve got the right culture. We talk about culture a lot but people don’t necessarily own it… when you’re under pressure it’s hard to put time aside at the beginning. But that’s when it’s needed.. we need to think about how best to do things at the start" 

Information systems, monitoring and evaluation

Since most cross-cutting units are charged with helping to achieve improved outcomes, the quality of the data they have on these outcomes is important. 

Units had often struggled with management information systems and with data from localities about the extent to which targets might be being met. In most cases it is too early to measure the outcome itself, so Units are trying to measure intermediate or proxy data – but even getting baseline data is hard. Interviewees suggested that cross-cutting units should not rely on standard departmental systems, but should think about bringing in specialists, either to develop effective PIs or to develop better management information systems

While cross-departmental units produce a considerable amount of guidance for professionals and local agencies, many of the units had discovered for themselves that producing paper-based good practice guides was not effective, and were concentrating on setting up more active forms of practice exchange. The new Neighbourhood Renewal Unit has been charged with setting up a more ambitious knowledge management system to share learning. 

Most of the units had elaborate evaluation processes, often potentially very expensive ones, but in most cases it was too early to evaluate whether or not the outcomes were actually being met. There were a range of different approaches to evaluation and clearly considerable investment had been made in trying to assess the effectiveness of these units. 

Most units saw the need to monitor whether agreed plans were actually being implemented, and to watch headline indicators to see if outcomes were moving in the right direction. However, in some cases it seems likely that action plans will be fully implemented, but the target for improvement on the outcome will not be achieved. Cross departmental units will need to be able to review the realism of outcome targets, and to review and change the strategy that has been set to achieve them. 

The reality was that evaluation was patchy with little experience yet of useful results. It might simply be too early to tell. 

Start-up 

The first months of the unit are a time when strategy needs to be put in place, focus achieved and priorities set. It is, however, also a time when an avalanche of tasks descends on the unit, often before staff or systems are in place. There is a danger of being over-whelmed and of losing track of priorities. Several unit heads stressed the need to set a clear strategic agenda before becoming overwhelmed with day-to-day tasks. There was a need to plan resources deployment carefully, and to protect staff from impossible pressure. We found a sense that you had to just ‘survive’ during this phase – but that it was important to develop ways of working that would help. 

Interviewees also believed that it was important to have good premises with room for expansion – one unit has moved three times in two years with the inevitable dislocation. Comfortable surroundings were seen as important to look after staff and to reinforce the inviting feel of the new unit for potential staff and potential partners. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion – key success factors 

The units covered by this project varied greatly in size and nature of tasks, and there are no hard and fast rules which can be deduced that will apply to all future cross-cutting units. It is however possible to identify some critical success factors which seem to have fairly broad application and which would be worthy of consideration by senior managers setting up and running cross-cutting units. 

Critical success factors for units 

· as early as possible clarify strategic focus and resources available 

· recognise the different audiences – from ministers to the field - and develop strategies for creating appropriate relationships with each 

· communication is key to achieving objectives – invest enough time, and resources, and draw on specialist communications staff who understand the units’ vision and goals. 

· recruit people with relevant skills and experience and capacity for flexible working, rather than an exact fit to individual jobs, since tasks and structures will evolve during the life of the unit 

· Recruit people with the right leadership skills, but invest also in developing the capacity and leadership skills of existing managers 

· pay attention to organisational design and culture, create structures, systems and ways of working that are ‘fit for purpose. ’ Spend time with the management team and staff exploring ways to improve effectiveness and be ready to adapt and change. 

· maximise the contributions of both career civil servants and staff recruited from outside, and have mechanisms for ensuring exchanges of ideas and information within the unit

· think hard about the most appropriate intervention strategies from the centre, learn from front line and intermediate agencies about the most effective ways to achieve change. Seek the right balance between central direction and local ownership. 

· retain some direct links with the users of the service or programmes to ensure effective feedback, even if management or support of programmes is conducted through devolved structures 

· identify information needs and develop own systems unless very confident of other providers

· plan carefully for set-up, recognise the dangers of staff burn-out, pay attention to their workload and work environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A

Jeremy Johnston, Family Policy Unit

Keith Hellawell, UK Anti-drugs Co-ordinator

Andrew Mc Cully, Children’s and Young People’s Unit

Naomi Eisenstadt, Sure Start Unit

Louise Casey, Rough Sleepers’ Unit

Gordon Campbell, Rough Sleepers’ Unit

Anne Wallace, Assistant Director Policy and Communications, RSU

Deborah Lamb, Women’s Unit

Sue Lewis, Women’s Unit

Ruth Stanier, Teenage Pregnancy Unit

Fiona Reynolds, National Trust

Moira Wallace, Social Exclusion Unit

Anne Weinstock, Connexions Unit

Claire Tyler, Connexions Unit

 

 





























