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Only those who have had the privilege of managing in a political environment can know how exciting, exhilarating, 

exhausting, complex and, at times, quite frightening it can be. Politics (with a small ‘p’) is an intrinsic part of management, 

but politics (with a big ‘P’) adds a whole different dimension to the job of managing. Moreover, the advent of globalisation 

and the ever increasing immediacy and power of communication, bring with them greater pressures and accountabilities 

and, it would seem, greater cynicism and mistrust on the part of the public in relation to those exercising power on their 

behalf. This appears to be the case not just in the United Kingdom, but also across the world, certainly in SOLACE’s 

international sister organisations in Australia, Europe, New Zealand, South Africa and the United States of America. 

This Report attempts to identify what that different dimension is and how it can best be managed in the future so as to 

improve further the quality of public services and to help start to restore that trust. Working with my colleagues on the 

SOLACE Commission on Managing in a Political Environment over the past year has been both a great pleasure and a 

fascinating journey. We hope that the issues we discuss in this Report, the conclusions we reach and the recommendations 

we put forward will stimulate debate, move us a little way forward in re-establishing that trust, particularly at the local 

level, and, with the Handbook that accompanies this Report, give some practical help and guidance to those embarking 

on, or even those already immersed in, the swirling and vibrant whirlpool of managing in a political environment 

wherever in the world they are working.

Those of us who work at senior levels in local government are immensely privileged. We have a tough job to do but it is 

fascinating, hugely varied and, when we do it well, in effective partnership with our political leaders, which we do most 

of the time, it is enormously rewarding.

My thanks go to all my excellent colleagues on the Commission, all those who took the time to give evidence to the 

Commission, both orally and in writing, and all those leaders, chief executives and senior managers who responded 

to our questionnaires, for their help and support. I would also like thank Alan Pickstock for all his help in drafting this 

report.

Cheryl Miller

Chairman, SOLACE Commission on Managing in a Political Environment

President of SOLACE 2004–2005
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CHAPTER 1: THE CHALLENGE OF WORKING 
IN A POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

1.1 Good government is where the best of politics and management combine to be greater than the sum of the parts. This 

is true at all levels of government—global, European, national, regional and local. The principles of good governance are 

universal and yet the way these principles are applied in practice can vary significantly at the different levels. Why? Is it 

simply an accident of history, or because those in greater positions of power prefer not to be subject to the same degree 

of accountability as those over whom they exercise that power, or are there sound intellectual and operational reasons 

for these differences?

1.2 This Report is primarily concerned with managing effectively in the political environment at the local level. In examining 

this, however, it takes account of corresponding situations, particularly in central government. It considers how officers 

and members, particularly chief executives and leaders of local authorities, can make sure that they work together well in 

the best interests of the council and the people served by the council. Some of its conclusions are, however, also relevant 

to other levels of government.

1.3 In considering how one can manage most effectively in a political environment this Report looks particularly at the 

issues that characterise the roles and responsibilities of leaders—political and managerial—in local authorities. It considers 

how the roles of both political and managerial leaders in local authorities are changing and will change. It suggests what 

can be done now, and in the future, to make the relationship between these leaders work effectively. It points out some 

current and potential danger areas and suggests possible solutions. It also explores some of the fundamental aspects of 

good governance that need to be in place to make sure that relationships between leaders and chief executives, and more 

generally between councillors and officers, are supported by ethical and effective operating structures and processes.

1.4 We hope that this Report will be considered as essential reading for chief executives, aspiring chief executives and 

leaders—and those who appoint chief executives and elect leaders. It will help them to develop productive relationships 

that benefit the authority, local people and the other local organisations. It should also be of interest to other elected 

members and officers and help them to understand and develop productive relationships with each other, not least by 

improving their understanding of what officers expect from politicians and vice versa.

1.5 The Report draws together the findings of the SOLACE Commission on Managing in a Political Environment, which 

collected evidence in spring 2005. The Commission consisted of current local authority chief executives, leaders from 

each of the three main political parties (and who were also from a county, a district and London borough), those 

with former experience of working in both local and central government, business partners, and representatives from 
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academia, the media and the law. (For membership of the Commission, see Appendix 1.) The Commission took oral and 

written evidence from a wide range of organisations (see Appendix 2) and individuals. It is hoped that it will also make 

useful reading for civil servants and national politicians and make them more aware of the complexity of the roles of 

modern local authority leaders and chief executives and of the often conflicting demands placed on them by government 

departments and agencies.

1.6 The Commission has also produced a practical Handbook to complement this Report. This contains examples of 

techniques, processes and procedures that can be used to help develop the capacities required by those leading, both 

managerially and politically, in a political environment. It builds on the helpful hints and on the principles of good practice 

outlined in this Report and also helps in identifying some of the main pitfalls to avoid1  . 
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2.1 One of the reasons that SOLACE set up the Commission on Managing in a Political Environment was to explore the 

idea of leadership in local authorities in the context of how the nature of managing councils has changed in recent years. 

Those changes, involving more and more central determination of policies, targets and priorities, and a growing regime 

of inspection and regulation, mean that chief executives are no longer simply working for local councillors. 

2.2 In serving the community, today’s local authority chief executives are accountable to a range of central government 

departments, national auditors, national inspectorates and other agencies for performance targets. Moreover, in an 

ever increasing range of national policy areas, such as youth offending and drugs, chief executives are increasingly 

expected to take a personal lead. In addition, modern chief executives have to consult, engage, and take account of the 

views and wishes of a range of groups who interpret and represent the interests of different sections of the community. 

The most important of which are, of course, their immediate employers: the democratically-elected representatives of 

the local communities they serve, who often feel that these days their democratic legitimacy is being underplayed and 

undervalued. 

2.3 The number and range of chief executives’ real accountabilities is not recognised either by statute or by their 

employment contracts and is therefore left to be resolved by each individual council. This reality is not always welcomed 

or accepted by political leaders who see their chief executive as being simply responsible to the leader, the cabinet, or 

the council. Yet, if the council fails to satisfy the other masters, particularly national inspectors, and receives a poor report 

as a result, the chief executive is usually the one held to account. We believe this is the major source of tension between 

leaders and chief executives—and to some extent between other officers and politicians. 

2.4 If we are to have modern local government, fit for purpose in the 21st century, able to revitalise its relationship 

with local communities, but also able to command respect and trust from central government then, together with the 

Local Government Association (LGA) and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM), we must conduct an honest 

re-appraisal of the relationship between chief executives and their councils. It may be that we need to consider moving 

away from the current formal position, where chief executives are constitutionally accountable only to their councils, to 

one which recognises that they are also accountable for delivering against national targets and standards. 

2.5 In this increasingly complex world it is, however, vital that a new deal is reached with central government such that 

national standards are kept to the minimum genuinely necessary to meet national needs, and that better recognition of the 

importance of local democratic accountability is achieved by enhancing the scope for local discretion. We recommend 
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that, together with the LGA and ODPM, we conduct an honest re-appraisal of the relationship 

between chief executives and their councils and strike a new deal on the relationship between chief 

executives and the communities they serve.

2.6 The leader of the council is accountable to others (the group and, especially, to the electorate). There may be a tension 

between the leader’s political ambition and the chief executive’s managerial, professional and technical responsibilities—

and the rest of this Report is about helping to understand and manage those tensions positively.
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CHAPTER 3: POLITICAL AND MANAGERIAL 
LEADERSHIP ROLES

3.1 The Interface

3.1.1 In collecting evidence, the Commission has come across different ways of understanding the respective leadership 

roles of leaders and chief executives. Some have articulated the traditional means (chief executives) and ends (politicians) 

explanation, but we do not think this captures the reality of contemporary member/officer relationships. There is far more 

mutual dependency and cross-over, particularly at the apex of local authorities. This was well illustrated in a SOLACE 

report Flying High 2 which portrayed the political interface as in figure 1.

Figure 1. The political/managerial interface.

3.1.2 As figure 1 illustrates, there is no longer (if there ever was) a sharp apex where the leader of the council and the 

chief executive each sit side-by-side at the top of their respective hierarchies. Rather, there is a wider zone of interaction 

where their responsibilities and, indeed, those of their cabinet and chief officer colleagues, cross-over and complement 

each other. (This is also true, although perhaps not to the same extent, in councils that have adopted the elected mayor 

model.) Today, effective leadership of local authorities requires a clear recognition of the mutual interdependence of chief 

executives and leaders—and between other senior officers and members.

3.1.3 We believe that one key role of the leader and chief executive is in constructing trust at a point of tension and 

potential conflict between the different worlds of political logic and managerial logic. At the beginning of the 20th 

century, Max Weber, the German sociologist, argued that relations between democracy and bureaucracy represented the 

most profound source of tension in a society because they embody different forms of authority and rationality.3 
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3.1.4 More recently, Professor John Stewart of INLOGOV has said misunderstanding and conflict arise at the interface 

between politics and management because ‘councillors and officers are cast for different roles’.4  This is important because 

it suggests that problems between officers and members cannot be blamed solely on personalities, but have something 

to do with the structures which each inhabit and which form their world view. The problem with being a leader or chief 

executive is that you are constantly challenged to see the world from the point of view of both political and managerial 

worlds. Good leaders and chief executives understand that their role is to help resolve this tension, this demarcation, 

rather than to rely upon it and defend it. 

3.1.5 Key to this is mutual understanding of each other’s roles, but we cannot expect this to be achieved intuitively 

and good channels of communication are crucial. A leader must be able to impart to his or her chief executive their 

understanding of the group and of the wider political context and imperatives without such communications being seen 

as disloyal. The chief executive needs, in a similar way, without eroding the loyalty owed to colleague officers, to be able 

to discuss with a leader the managerial capacity or incapacity to deliver on a particular agenda. This is not just about 

interpersonal skills but about a mutual grasp of each other’s worlds.

3.1.6 In its paper Vibrant Local Leadership,5  ODPM describes the roles of the political and managerial leaders of local 

authorities as ‘a subtle and dynamic partnership’. This manages to be true without being particularly explanatory, but we 

have sympathy with the ODPM’s dilemma. Lists of responsibilities, even where they are based on robust research of chief 

executives themselves (see figure 2), often do not capture the entirety of the tasks involved. 
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Figure 2. Traditional local authority chief executives’ roles.

 •  Managing the political/managerial interface.

 •  Chief overall policy, strategy and planning adviser to the council.

 •  Effective implementation of the council’s policies.

 •  Co-ordination of all the council’s functions.

 •  Leadership of corporate management team.

 •  Line management and appraisal of chief officers.

 •  Overall personnel management of all staff.

 •  Performance management of the authority.

 •  Promoting constructive external and internal relationships.
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3.1.7 As Weber, Stewart and many others argue, however, there are common issues that face senior managers and 

politicians and we try to elucidate these in this Report.

3.2 The Job of the Chief Executive

3.2.1 Most of the challenges of being a chief executive of a local authority arise from working in a complex political 

environment. 

3.2.2 All management takes place in an environment which has political elements in the sense that ‘politics’, the more or 

less explicit contestation of different interests, exists in all areas of human life. All management therefore involves elements 

of consensus-seeking among different groups, or the prioritisation of some interests over others. Our interest, however, is 

with the management of organisations or communities which are explicitly part of the electoral political process. 

3.2.3 There are no direct comparisons with the private sector where the relationship between a chief executive and 

a company’s board is entirely different and less transparent than in a council. In the private sector, non-executive 

responsibilities are prescribed in company law and the cycle of strategic planning and decision-making is largely a 

matter for the board itself. 

3.2.4 Similarly in other public sector organisations, none have the complexity of producing such a wide range of highly 

visible public services, nor the combination of local media interest, constant political criticism and such high levels of 

transparency and public accountability. Chief executives of local authorities are in a unique position in that, despite their 

title, unlike other chief executives, whether in the private or public sector, they are not voting members of an executive 

board. 

3.2.5 The role of local authority chief executives is situated within the political and organisational context that surrounds 

it. It is essential to understand that context in order to understand local authority chief executives’ proper roles and 

responsibilities. While it is not possible to prescribe what every chief executive in every time and place should be and do, 

there are central elements to the role. One core element is to provide leadership at the interface between management 

and politics.



3.2.6 The main challenges in the policy context that surrounds chief executives and their changing role include:

 •  the need to recognise the legitimacy of the local political imperative;

 •   the need to revitalise communities’ participation in their own government;

 •  the need to work effectively with the political leadership and the whole council—this includes support and 

challenge;

 •  providing leadership to staff;

 •  improving the quality of life for all council’s citizens;

 •  managing the council’s reputation and branding in the community and in government;

 •   managing the council’s relationship and reputation with an increasingly wide array of non-elected regional 

bodies;

 •   managing relationships with government, auditors and inspectorates;

 •  representing the council’s interests in local, regional, national and international forums;

 •   the breadth of, and increased emphasis on, performance management;

 •   directing organisational change and development, while enhancing organisational efficiency;

 •  the increased role of partnerships in service delivery and the need for effective joint procurement of commodities 

and services;

 •  the need to work with others to transform deprived communities;

 •  managing all of the above at the same time as rationing services in the context of rising public expectations and 

an unwillingness to pay more for better services.

These are all complex and vital tasks, and they are all interrelated.

3.2.7 The common thread running through these issues is the need for chief executives to show leadership through 

complex and on-going change. Chief executives with these qualities are adept at managing organisations more as organic 

systems, inhabited and experienced by people. High performance is driven by the people who populate organisations, 

not through vertical structures of command and control.

3.2.8 We believe leadership requires chief executives to:

 •   be seen to understand and be committed to the effective implementation of elected members’ political agenda;

 •   build effective, trusting relationships with elected members, especially the leadership, by supporting, informing 

and listening to them through regular communication channels;
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 •  improve effective community engagement and participation in their own government;

 •   enhance the ability of all staff to be able to see issues through the eyes of elected members and vice versa;

 •   set an example through personal conduct—integrity and openness;

 •   champion and display values of public service and excellence in service delivery; 

 •  set the right cultural tone through relationships with those they lead and influence;

 •   demonstrate emotional intelligence and show emotional commitment to all staff and services; 

 •   provide clear guidance on levels of quality that citizens and customers must expect—not just quality of services 

and processes, but also having a clear vision of the desirable outcomes for citizens and communities;

 •  advise members on the correct level of resourcing for services;

 •   ensure that the conditions exist to support effective interdepartmental and interagency working that minimises risk 

for vulnerable service users and partner organisations;

 •  be able and prepared to say ‘No’, or ‘Not in that way’, to members when circumstances require, without damaging 

relationships and trust.

3.2.9 While chief executives are required to perform traditional policy, administrative and managerial functions involving 

high levels of analytical skills, their role also requires the ability to achieve the trust and confidence of those they lead 

and with whom they work. Local authority chief executives therefore need to be able to think creatively, to empathise with 

others, and they need an awareness of self and their impact on others. They do not need to be a hero or heroine, but 

they do need to have drive and motivation. They do need the ability to inspire and to be inspired. They need to be able 

to lead from the front and the ability to work well within teams, and they need to be able to listen to and to learn from 

others. These are quite different to the qualities traditionally ascribed to chief executives.

3.2.10 We do not hold a model of leadership where chief executives do everything themselves. We do, however, believe 

that chief executives are leaders of the whole of the staff in the council and they have a responsibility for creating the 

conditions for others to perform, to innovate and to provide leadership within their service. 

3.2.11 They must lead organisations that are capable of successful delivery. chief executives are responsible, held 

accountable and judged on their ability to do precisely that.

3.2.12 The corporate and strategic role of chief executives has become an accepted part of the orthodoxy of managing 

councils. It is, however, seldom made explicit that this role involves more than simply high-order service co-ordination and 
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top-level policy advice to members. The role demands a thorough and comprehensive managerial approach to the design 

and delivery of all services, and a grounded appreciation of their relative efficacy, efficiency and equity. Chief executives 

must be satisfied that they have appropriate relationships with politicians, directors, auditors and inspectors to ensure they 

have the right information and that services are being delivered successfully.

3.2.13 Chief executives are accountable for the performance of their organisations. While chief executives do not 

appoint statutory officers, they must not be merely a spectator in this process. Chief executives are responsible for the 

management and the leadership of all chief officers and for their delivery to the council and to the community. We 

believe the accountability for providing this leadership of statutory officers is central to a chief 

executive’s role. For chief executives to fulfil this role fully, the formality of their authority within the 

appointments process must be addressed so that they have clearer powers in the recruitment and 

in the management of officers. We recommend that chief executives should always form part of the 

appointment panels for the officers who report directly to them and that members should consider 

seriously any advice that they give.

3.3 Political Leadership

3.3.1 Party politics provides the main route into government for most elected representatives in the UK. There is a strong 

independent tradition in some rural parts of the UK and there have been a number of non-party representatives elected 

purely on the strength of local issues in recent years, but we confine our remarks largely to the role of the leader of groups 

and largely—through not exclusively—this means the leadership of political groups or coalitions. 

3.3.2 Local government works through a competitive and adversarial democratic and political process where traditionally 

the first past the post system in Britain has produced majorities in most local councils. At the moment, however, some 131, 

or 32%, of councils have ‘no overall control’. Chief executives, unlike their permanent secretary counterparts in the civil 

service, are, of course, accountable to the whole council not just to the administration. This can be a complicated form 

of accountability even when there is a clear political majority. It is an even more delicate situation to manage in a hung 

environment, especially when alliances move and change.

3.3.3 Central to understanding political leadership is understanding the process by which political leaders achieve the 

position they hold and how they build and maintain their authority and legitimacy within their leading group or coalition. 

It is sometimes implied that this is an orderly process, but one leader on the Commission argued that some of the skills 

that politicians develop or exhibit to become and remain leader may be the same skills that cause friction with the chief 

executive.
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3.3.4 Most leaders will face annual re-elections, and challenges to their leadership can be common. Given the close 

working relationship between the chief executive and the leader, it is essential that the chief executive is aware of, and 

is sensitive to, the motivations and interests of possible challenges. While it is not the chief executive’s job to intervene in 

the workings of the group, the leader will rightly expect the chief executive to understand the context in which the leader 

operates and to advise accordingly.

3.3.5 A recent study published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Local Political Leadership in England and  

Wales,6 identified four key leadership tasks:

 •  maintaining a critical mass of political support—ensuring the cohesiveness of the party group, and of leading 

members and officers;

 •  developing strategic policy direction—setting an overall strategic framework within which the authority can work. 

This is a task that has become more important with the emphasis on community strategies, local public service 

agreements (LPSAs) and partnership arrangements, all of which call for a greater clarity of vision from local 

authorities;

 •  seeking to further leadership priorities outside the authority—leaders must establish or maintain contacts with a 

wide range of individuals and organisations to ensure that the authority’s strategic agenda is furthered, and to 

respond to their concerns. It covers the leader’s connections with local stakeholders and local communities and 

extends into the council’s role in regional, national and European settings;

 •  ensuring task accomplishment—leaders have a responsibility to ensure that the policies and priorities of the 

majority party, or coalitions, are implemented.

3.3.6 Although more and more leaders are now full-time councillors, chief executives (and government ministers and 

officials) need to be aware of the pressures on those who are not—many districts, for example, have part-time leaders. A 

leader who is running a council, as well holding down a job or another position, will face a different set of pressures to 

which a chief executive needs to be responsive. In these circumstances, leaders also need to consider the effect of their 

more limited availability on the chief executive. 
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3.4 Rules of Engagement

3.4.1 The leader and chief executive should negotiate their respective roles early in the relationship. There is no neat 

template for these roles: they overlap and boundaries will be drawn differently in different places. What is essential 

is that there is a mutual understanding as to what those boundaries are in each case and that the wider organisation 

also understands them. When we asked chief executives and leaders what practical steps they took to build a good 

relationship with each other, their responses reinforced the need for good quality, open and frequent communication.

3.4.2 Specific responses from chief executives included:

‘Regular meetings of leader, deputy, chief executive and assistant chief executive. Close location of offices make “popping 

in” easy. Fortnightly meetings of the executive and chief officers and regular meetings of individual executive member 

with relevant chief officers’.

 

‘Group leader meetings. Pre-committee meetings. Weekly meeting with leader/deputy leader who have their own office 

in the building’.

‘Monthly meeting with leader and leaders of main political groups. Fortnightly contact with leader’.

‘Programme of joint training’.

‘Informal meetings with leader or deputy leader or individual cabinet members or all cabinet members…’.

‘Weekly meetings one on one, weekly cabinet briefing, weekly meetings with group leaders’.

‘Regular contact, weekly briefing leaders, monthly pre cabinet leaders of oppositions, quality cabinet/CMT (corporate 

management team) joint meetings’

‘Away days’.

‘Meet every week’.

‘Regular formal and informal meetings. Three leaders meeting and party groups. cabinets/councillors meetings, 

informal executive meetings’.

‘Weekly briefings, monthly briefings for opposition group spokesperson. Two weekly leadership group meetings’.
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3.4.3 Specific responses from leaders included:

‘Weekly one-to-one meetings with chief executive for which we both prepare agendas; an expectation that we will 

be in contact at least once every day. Quarterly one-to-one meetings with each director in a variety of formats: lunch, 

attending their management team, one-to-one and lots of informal chats. Their attendance at the monthly performance 

meetings, which are 30 minute sessions looking at up to 10 PIs for their department with chief executive and director of 

performance. A monthly meeting of the [private] joint board [directors and executive] held in a very open atmosphere. 

Two or three joint board away days which discuss budget, strategy etc.’. 

‘Planned regular meeting with chief executive, structured chairman’s briefings with all key officers present to discuss CFA 

agenda items prior to report finalisation’.  

‘Leader is an invited member of the management board. Daily contact developed an open and trusting culture’.

‘Weekly meetings on a one-to-one basis, monthly meetings with me and leadership team, monthly meetings with all groups 

leaders and chief executive’.

‘Six-weekly or more frequently if required meeting of cabinet members and chief executive and directors. Weekly chief 

executive and leader meeting, weekly head of department/service and cabinet members. Monthly director/cabinet 

member meeting’.

‘Weekly meeting with chief executive. Monthly meeting with senior management team.. Away days/half days with 

cabinet and SMT [senior management team] and meeting on a need basis’.

‘Leader/deputy meet with chief executive every week. Leader meets with chief executive twice per week. Leadership 

group cabinet plus leader members meet with all chief officers monthly’.

‘Weekly meetings between leader and chief executive. Monthly meetings between cabinet and senior management team. 

Portfolios holders have regular meetings with their relevant directors and attend department management team meetings 

where appropriate’.

‘Formal and informal briefings, appraisal, respect, clear division of responsibility’.

‘Good communication and mutual respect, regular meetings, honest discussions’.
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3.4.4 What is clear from these comments is that different authorities have different needs and different approaches and 

that there is no one best way that all authorities follow. The comments also show that good communication is essential to 

the good management of the inevitable tension that exists between politicians and managers. Only if there is effective 

communication will it be possible to build the necessary mutual respect, trust and empathy between the leader and chief 

executive which will allow each one to challenge the other’s views and ideas in a positive manner—mutual respect and 

trust do not come automatically, they have to be earned and then worked at constantly.

3.4.5 Good communication will not happen spontaneously and has to be planned, developed and 

nurtured. We recommend that all new chief executive and leader pairings give consideration to how 

this can best be established. (Figure	3	indicates	the	range	of	issues	that	might	be	considered.)

Figure 3. Nurturing good communication between chief executive and leader. 

 •  When, where and how often they will meet on a one-to-one basis.

 •  How formal should the meetings be: for example will they each have an agenda shared beforehand, will others 

be invited to attend as necessary, will a note of agreed actions be prepared?

 •  How and when they prefer to be contacted—with personal home, mobile and emergency telephone numbers and 

e-mail addresses exchanged.

 •  How will they ensure that neither ‘surprises’ the other, particularly in public meetings?

 •  How will they share the responsibility for developing and promoting the council’s vision to the public, politicians, 

external partners and the staff?

 •  How will performance targets for the chief executive be set and appraised?

 •  What involvement will the leader and the cabinet have in the appraisal of the chief officers?

 •  Will the leader wish to front all corporate public relations matters, or will there be a functional topic or other split 

between the leader and chief executive?

 •  On which partnerships should the leader and chief executive each lead?

 •  How does the leader like to be briefed—orally, in writing, or summaries of reports on the agenda of a meeting, 

or advice on conducting the meeting?

 •  When making speeches does the leader prefer speaking notes or bullet points?

 •  How will they give difficult, but honest, feedback to each other if they think things could have been done in a better 

way?
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 •  What do they expect of each other in terms of ‘confidential’ intelligence information, for example about the 

leader’s group or officer management matters? (It is essential in this context that, given the chief executive serves 

the whole council, it is understood that confidences relating to each of the political groups cannot be shared.)

 •  Is there anything that infuriates them generally or which irritates them about each other?

 •  Will they have access to each other’s official diaries?

 •  How will they handle joint meetings of cabinet and the chief officer team?

 •  What they will do when things go wrong between them or between others?

 •  What behaviours are critical to ensure they remain positive role models to staff?

 •  In what ways must they work to improve their personal relationship?

3.4.6 The nature of the authority will often determine management style and the relationship between leader and chief 

executive. For example, whether the council has an elected mayor, whether it has a majority administration, or whether 

the leader, chief executive, different political groups, cabinet or corporate management team are new or mature.

3.4.7 If the rules of engagement are not clear, if there is no shared understanding of roles and objectives, it is more likely 

that trust will break down. Where there are difficulties between chief executives and leaders it is often because both have 

failed or been unable to focus on their shared interests and objectives—the outcomes for citizens—by managing to resolve 

the inevitable tensions that will arise, or where differences of view have not been properly articulated and discussed by 

either or both of them. It is essential that leaders and chief executives have a clear shared understanding of the outcomes 

and policy priorities the council is seeking to achieve.

3.4.8 We discuss in Chapter 6 on Good Governance how effective performance appraisal arrangements between 

leaders and chief executives can help avoid such differences arising, why there has been an increase in the last couple 

of years in the number of chief executives who have found themselves in difficulties with their councils and what can be 

done about it. 
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4.1 The Changing Political Environment

4.1.1 The political environment has changed over the past few years, in local government and elsewhere. We have seen 

a gradual erosion of democratic institutions and democratic accountability with a much greater proportion of those who 

are involved in governance not having any direct electoral mandate but being appointed or nominated to their positions. 

There are estimated to be 450,000 people acting as governors of public bodies in the UK, while fewer than 25,000 of 

these are elected. 

4.1.2 The government has made clear that it intends more changes in the political environment, especially at the local 

level. The government sees the future as built around empowering neighbourhoods and governing more efficiently and 

more effectively across organisational boundaries. It envisages a more participatory form of democracy where it is 

likely that public accountability trails will become more, rather than less, complicated. This more participatory form of 

democracy therefore brings with it some inherent dangers. While low and falling electoral turnout figures suggest that the 

public is increasingly apathetic in its attitude to representative democracy, voting is still the most powerful and direct way 

of holding community representatives to account. Without such direct democratic accountability, the scope for inefficiency, 

ineffectiveness, impropriety and corruption increase. 

4.1.3 The report of the Independent Commission for Good Governance in Public Services,7  chaired by Sir Alan Langlands, 

pointed out, that, in many governance bodies where the governors are appointed or nominated rather than elected, for 

example primary care trusts (PCTs), school governing bodies and housing associations, there is a lack of clarity about 

governance arrangements and poor public accountability, especially at the local level. We strongly recommend 

that all governance bodies, whether directly elected or not, including possible new neighbourhood 

forums or committees, should be required to audit their governance arrangements according to the 

Langlands Standard or the CIPFA/SOLACE Corporate Governance Framework.8

4.1.4 This ‘new localism’, or neighbourhood, agenda places community leadership at the centre of every council’s role 

and envisages a change of emphasis in the role of councillors. While the role of councillor as decision-maker in the 

best interests of the wider local community remains, councillors of the future may be seen even more as ‘neighbourhood 

leaders’, actively representing and championing local communities and participating in all aspects of public life locally—

being more of a local leader than ward councillors are perceived to be at present. In many ways this is to be welcomed, 

but it is vital that the issues of clear accountability are addressed.

CHAPTER 4: POLITICIANS AND THE 
POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT
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4.1.5 Modern members have to be able to cope with these changes and adapt to new roles. Chief executives and leaders 

have to help them and work with them in this transition; they need to understand the skills that councillors need now and 

in the future and take steps to develop existing councillors and recruit new councillors able to meet the new challenges. 

First, however, they must understand what motivates people to become and remain councillors.

4.2 The Member Profile

4.2.1 Who are today’s councillors and what drives them?  England has 21,000 elected councillors in principal authorities 

elected under a party political label now. Elected councillors are not generally representative of the communities they 

serve: most are white, male, middle class and middle aged. Despite efforts to make local politics more inclusive, women 

and people from ethnic minorities account for just 29.1% and 3.5% respectively and the average age of a councillor has 

risen from 56.9 years in 2001 to 57.8 years. Even the significant increase in members’ allowances over the past few 

years seems to have failed to attract younger, employed people and those from other under-represented groups into local 

government.

4.2.2 The issue may well be less about financial reward and more about the imbalance of power between central and 

local government, the heavy workload, the lack of public appreciation and the relatively limited impact most councillors 

can have on local public services given the degree of central control and intervention…not to mention practical realities 

like getting time off, not interrupting a career, day time meetings, child care etc.

4.2.3 The government recognises the problem of an unrepresentative local political class and has said that the development 

of its long-term vision for local government will aim to address this issue in partnership with local government, political 

parties and others including employers, trades unions and the voluntary and community sectors.

4.2.4 Leaders—with their groups and parties—will have to think about how candidates are recruited and selected.

4.2.5 We believe that there is a consensus among political parties that more needs to be done to ensure our political 

representatives are more demographically representative of the populations they serve. The Commission was interested 

in the work undertaken by the Political Skills Forum on the selection process used by the main political parties.9  We 

recommend that the political parties look more seriously at how they can build procedures to 

identify and recruit people with the political skills that are demanded of modern politicians into their 

selection systems. 



4.3 The Role of Minority Groups

4.3.1 The role played by the political opposition and minority parties in any council is an essential part of political 

management. Minority groups will expect not only to challenge and hold the administration to account, but may also wish to 

offer the electorate an alternative set of policies and personalities. If the political opposition is to function effectively, minority 

groups will need to develop strategies and tactics which enable them to assert their views on policy, and challenge, frustrate 

and even seek to embarrass the administration whenever the opportunity arises. These are political matters for groups.

4.3.2 Some councils have included in their constitutions a formal recognition of the opposition and its role. Others may 

have included provisions in a protocol laying down ground rules for briefing opposition members, and setting out members’ 

statutory and common law rights of access to information and meetings. Different approaches will apply and chief executives 

will wish to bear in mind their responsibilities to the whole council, which includes all groupings and individuals.

4.3.3 What works best will vary from one council to another. One approach would be to negotiate with group leaders on 

arrangements for a regular series of meetings between senior officers and nominated spokespersons. The purpose might 

be to identify and brief members on issues of importance, whether in terms of political significance, impact on service or 

controversy. Whatever the purpose, the important point would be to agree some process so that members know where 

the lines are drawn in terms of what they can reasonably expect from officers. Openness is key if the chief executive is to 

avoid any suggestion of ‘playing both ends against the middle’. 

4.4 The Role of Members

4.4.1 There seems to be continual talk in government circles of reducing the numbers of councillors: an anomaly of the 

current system being that even small district councils in England can have as many as 40 or 50 members. This position 

runs counter to the spirit of the Local Government Act 2000, which aimed to strengthen political leadership by attracting 

big hitters to new roles with real power. This is still the government’s declared intention and is coupled with a renewed 

emphasis on local councillors providing leadership within their communities, but experience so far is that there has been 

no radical influx of new, high-powered local politicians.

4.4.2 One can speculate on the reasons for this. It clearly is an international phenomenon in most of the developed world 

where citizens are engaging less and less with the political life of the communities. This is well documented by Robert 
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Putnam (whose analysis was recently endorsed by David Miliband, the Minister for Communities and Local Government) 

in his book on the decline of American community: Bowling Alone.10   It may reflect the time and work burden that local 

political leadership now requires of councillors, especially leading councillors.

4.4.3 The Commission believes, however, that it is more to do with the erosion, over the past 50 years, of real effective 

power being vested in the hands of locally elected representatives. Why should anyone take on the burdens of local 

governorship if they are not, in effect, going to be able to govern? We will not attract enough of the really able unless 

they have a real, and relatively unfettered, job to do. 

4.4.4 Successive governments have, however, argued that this reflects a crisis of confidence in the capability of local 

government by the public as demonstrated in the poor turnouts at elections. We find ourselves in a vicious circle—more 

power will not be invested in local government until central government is confident that councillors are up to the job; we 

will not be able to attract more able people to run for office unless real power is invested in them.

4.4.5 Many would, however, argue that the high-quality, able, big-hitting councillors were always there if you cared to 

look—but that the spirit of the reforms to local government structures has caused difficulties where back-bench councillors 

have been told explicitly they have little influence on the major issues.

4.4.6 While the legislative position is different in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, the diagnosis that there is a need 

to re-think local political leadership is shared not just across the UK, but across the democratic world.

4.4.7 The truth is that councils (and political parties) must place more emphasis on analysing the skills and competencies 

that members need to be able to discharge the local role effectively. The world is moving and, in order to convince 

government that local government is fit for purpose, councils will need to do more to support members and help them 

develop the skills that will gain them and local government more respect. 

4.5 Elections

4.5.1 The cycle of local elections is another issue that can have an impact on the political environment. The nature of the 

task of managerial and political leadership will vary depending on the frequency of election. 

4.5.2 At present there are four different systems for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. In England there is 
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no clear pattern of electoral cycle and the frequency of local elections varies from one area to another. More than half 

of all councils hold council elections every four years, while others hold elections in two or three years out of four for 

proportions of their seats.

4.5.3 Following the Electoral Commission’s report, The Cycle of Local Government Elections in England,11  it is likely that 

the government will introduce whole council elections for all English councils, though not necessarily on the same day. The 

government sees a number of benefits from such a move:

 • better public understanding about the system;

 • equity between the electors;

 • stability that would allow policies to be developed and implemented over a reasonable period;

 • better participation and turn out.

4.5.4 Most of the Commission supported this action on the basis that:

 •  in an authority with a four-year all-out cycle it would be easier for politicians to develop a longer-term vision as 

they do not have the potential volatility of annual changes in political control; 

 •  it would make it easier to establish a relationship of trust between the leader and the chief executive if the leader 

is not changing frequently; 

 •  where the electoral cycle is shorter, leaders will need to take account of the changes in focus that are inevitably 

brought about by impending elections. 

4.5.5 It was, however, also argued within the Commission that annual elections were preferable because they:

 •  reduce the risk of an inexperienced administration, with a large number of new members being thrust into power 

overnight; 

 •  avoid the inevitable difficulties for everyone during the period needed for the new administration to sort itself 

out—this can take two years or more;

 •  increase the likelihood of having capable candidates elected. It is much harder to assemble a whole council slate 

of good candidates than to find a third;

 •  provide a level of consistency of understanding of the arguments and issues on all sides—administration, opposition, 

officers, potential leaders;



2�

 •  discourage the urge to do ‘everything nasty the first year because we have four years before another election’, 

and can lead to better planning for change and risk;

 •  encourages regular consultation and information sharing, between council and community because there is no 

four-year gap between elections.

4.5.6 Leaders and chief executives need to understand the motivation of individual councillors in standing for election. 

Some may do so primarily because they support that political party, others may have more local or personal reasons for 

wanting to be a councillor. Others may do so simply because they have been invited to stand. Many may not be prepared 

for what they have taken on. For the chief executive, this means understanding and taking account of the individual 

councillor and the group issues that affect the leader. This may include understanding the motivations of ‘groups within 

the groups’.

4.6 Community Leadership

4.6.1 Key to providing community leadership in a political environment is the ability to be able to deal with the strategic 

and the tactical and to understand performance both in terms of step change and quick wins. Community leadership 

needs that balance.

4.6.2 Chief executives today have management responsibilities that reach beyond the council; some of these are enshrined 

in government guidance. Where no leading politicians serve on the partnerships, chief executives will often be the most 

senior figure and the most accountable (by proxy through the elected representatives they serve). They will also be the 

most in touch (local politicians apart) with the whole local population because of the scope of the council’s activities. 

An effective chief executive needs to balance the ability to build bridges with partners and the community with the risks 

involved in devolving or sharing responsibilities.

4.6.3 This is an aspect that is placing increasing demands on both chief executives and leaders. The government has 

signalled that Local Area Agreements (LAAs) and Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) will continue to be favoured and 

that these will result in a different relationship between citizens and service commissioners and providers. Since they 

have local democratic legitimacy, local authorities will tend to be ‘first among equals’ in many partnerships, and chief 

executives will be expected to lead and to support their council leaders in their leadership role within such partnerships.

4.6.4 Modern perceptions of community leadership also have a big impact on the leadership role of all local politicians. 

Although members by definition are community leaders, particularly in relation to their wards, the new agenda sees them 
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taking on wider roles—for example in having more contact with partners—and the government’s plans suggest a greater 

local civic role for ward councillors with them perhaps taking on even more the mantle of a locally elected mayor for their 

ward, perhaps having discretion over certain budgets subject to a framework set by the council.

4.6.5 With partnerships assuming greater responsibilities for local services, shared budgets and government targets—as 

well as for delivering community objectives through the community strategy—leaders will be the democratic lead for areas 

that have not formerly been within their direct sphere of influence.

4.7 Complexity of the Political Environment

4.7.1 Councils are political organisations where party loyalties are part and parcel of daily life. Mention has already 

been made of the more complex duties of local government officers as compared to their civil service counterparts, where 

the latter only serve the ruling administration while the former have to serve the Opposition too. The new government 

structures also require chief executives to oversee not only the management of the executive process, but also its effective 

scrutiny. Moreover, in two-tier areas, leaders and chief executives of county councils and district councils both need to 

have a good understanding of the political situation in related councils in the area many of which may be of a different 

political persuasion and be able to work with leaders and chief executives of those authorities. 

4.7.2 Politics adds a layer of complexity to managing performance which calls for multi-dimensional leadership. Chief 

executives need to be able to understand what constitutes public value to a range of stakeholders from a number of valid 

perspectives including those of elected members, officers, partners and the public. Often their views will be in conflict, 

and the chief executive’s role is increasingly to broker a way between them or at least be able to explain to those whose 

views and expectations differ why they cannot be met.

4.7.3 The degree of accountability and leadership required will also depend to some extent on the risks that are to be 

managed. Not all of a council’s services will require the same amount of managerial or political attention and this limited 

capacity must be exercised in way which is proportional to the degree of risk to users, community, stakeholders, and the 

council’s reputation involved in different services at different times. 
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4.8 The Political Environment as a Contested Environment 

4.8.1 Politics is continually and legitimately contested. Issues such as environmental sustainability, social exclusion and 

community safety do not have simple solutions, or solutions that are agreed by all as being the right way forward.

4.8.2 The political environment contains legitimately competing interests, opposing points of view and multiple 

accountabilities. The task for leaders and chief executives is to control these different elements and find the appropriate, 

changing balance over time

4.8.3 SOLACE Director General, David Clark, presented figure 4 to the Commission. His diagram demonstrates three 

components of leadership that chief executives and officers must try to hold in balance. Perfection may never be achieved, 

but these are three magnetic poles that pull on strategic decision-making. To be pulled too far towards one and away from 

the other two could lead to politically naive, illegal, unachievable or useless decisions. The strategic centre and leadership 

of the organisation needs to be held in tension between the three poles never drifting too far towards one corner.

Figure 4. The components of leadership that chief executives and officers must try to hold in 

balance.

Judgement
What is valuable and 

effective?

Management
Hard-nosed calculations of

operational feasibility

Diagnosis
Political and legal



2�

4.8.4 Politics and management are different arts that need to sit side by side in a local authority. The professional officer 

will often concentrate on problem-solving, but this may be distinct from the political vision of what the solution should be. 

Organisations tend to see problems as technical issues to be dealt with, and political leadership is needed to pursue a 

course of action where there is no standard technical solution.

4.9 What Sort of Managerial Leaders do Politicians Want? 

4.9.1 The Commission developed a picture of the expectations that politicians might have of a senior officer. They want 

officers who:

 •  judge themselves by outcomes not the elegance of the process;

 •   understand the problems and look for solutions rather than merely defend the traditional process;

 •    understand politics and politicians and who can work with the political process;

 •   like the political process and sympathise (in an apolitical sense) with politicians as a breed;

 •   are politically realistic—sometimes decisions are taken that are not professionally obvious. Knowledge of the local 

area and community may be more important than professional judgement;

 •   are adaptable—but not weak. Politicians want officers who speak truth unto power, but also who do not take 

evident pleasure in doing so;

 •    don’t bring surprises (unless very positive)—officers who give politicians time to prepare;

 •   act with integrity, who are transparent in their dealings and who do not play tactical games for their own ends;

 •   are not unduly dominated by professional or organisational rules or who use their own knowledge to bolster their 

own power;

 •   are in touch with the real world—well informed, aware of how policy is playing ‘out there’, not primarily defensive, 

good listeners in every sense.
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4.10 What Sort of Political Leaders do Officers Want? 

4.10.1 Officers want leaders who:

 •    set a clear agenda for other members and officers to follow, and who keep sight of the big picture; 

 •   have a vision and stick to it;

 •    lead their team and who take the time to explain what is expected of member colleagues; 

 •   are decisive;

 •    recognise the importance of internal group communications and who communicate with and motivate staff 

throughout the whole organisation;

 •   appreciate that the most important relationship is with the chief executive;

 •   challenge and motivate officers, but who do not micro-manage. They should use the power of patronage wisely;

 •   do not make promises, especially in public, before discussing first with the chief executive whether they can be 

delivered;

 •   are visible and who inspire colleagues;  

 •   make themselves accessible;

 •   are passionate about what they are trying to achieve.



5.1 The Commission was united in its concern that most local authorities were doing very little training and development 

to prepare managers and officers better for working in a political environment. This was particularly noticeable at middle 

and junior management levels in terms of developing future generations of senior managers, but even at senior levels 

established development activities were rare. Strikingly, there was an almost total absence of any joint training of senior 

officers and politicians from within one authority.

5.2 A major concern was the difficulties local authorities experience in providing training and development opportunities 

for politicians—a major reason for which was the tendency for councillors’ training budgets to become a political football 

locally.

5.3 There is a prevalent, but regrettable, view that the only skills or abilities required by politicians are those needed to 

become elected and that thereafter they should arrive fully equipped for the task. This, however, grossly underestimates 

the complexity of the job. The skills have to be learned and practised, just as in every other ‘professional’ area, if the job 

is to be done well. If we are going to improve the quality of the political class in this country, restore the public’s faith and 

trust in politicians and attract even more of the most able into politics, then we believe that society has to be prepared to 

invest in our leading politicians—of today and of the future. 

5.4 We tried to discover what work the political parties themselves, both nationally and locally, do in this area, but 

information was not readily available. It did appear though that practice varied considerably between parties and 

localities. We therefore recommend that the political parties, both nationally and locally, consider 

whether they could and should be doing more in terms of identifying the future skill base needed for 

politicians, using selection methods that measure potential against these, appraise the performance 

of those that are elected and put in place training and development programmes to help develop 

the politicians of the future.

5.5 As Appendix 3 shows, there is certainly no lack of supply in the marketplace. The problem is with demand and we 

would like to see local government generating a lot more demand for training and development in this area for members 

and officers. The setting up in the last year of the Leadership Centre for Local Government bodes well for the future 

and the Commission hopes that, in developing its services, it will be able to benefit from the Commission’s work and 

conclusions.
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5.6 We have produced a practical Handbook, which is full of techniques, tools and processes to complement this Report. 

It also includes advice and guidance on how to carry out training needs analyses to see what development gaps exist 

within authorities and for individual senior officers, chief executives, politicians and leaders. It also offers advice on what 

can be done or what is available to help address those organisational or personal development gaps. We recommend 

that all authorities should take a careful look at the capabilities of their staff, senior officers and 

politicians in the area of managing in a political environment, identify the gaps that exist, consider 

what training and support would be needed to fill those gaps and then, with the help of professional 

training advisers, prioritise and address their training and development needs. 

          



6.1 What is Good Governance?

6.1.1 Good governance is important because it sets the framework for management. Having the right systems in place not 

only ensures that the authority is well managed, it offers support and protection for the chief executive and leader. Good 

governance structures will help lead to good relations between managers and the political leadership. 

6.1.2 The Good Governance Standard for Public Services argues that the function of governance is to ensure that an 

organisation fulfils its overall purpose, achieves its intended outcomes for citizens and operates in an effective, efficient 

and ethical manner; and that good governance leads to good management, good performance, good stewardship of 

public money, good public engagement and, ultimately, good outcomes. 

6.1.3 It is important that authorities are open about their procedures. Good governance should be transparent with 

internal processes being clear and well-regulated.

6.1.4 Good governance means promoting values for the organisation and demonstrating the values of good governance 

through behaviour. Good governance flows from a shared cultural ethos, as well as from systems and structures. A hallmark 

of good governance is the development of shared values which become part of an authority’s culture, underpinning policy 

and behaviour throughout the organisation, from councillors to all staff. The leader and chief executive should lead by 

example through the development of a successful working relationship with each other based on mutual understanding 

and respect. The authority should also take a lead in establishing and promoting values for the organisation and its 

staff. 

6.1.5 The working party that produced the CIPFA/SOLACE Framework for Corporate Governance in Local Government 

has been reconvened. Its aim is to refresh the framework in the light of current issues, including:

 •   the new local government structures; 

 •   scrutiny arrangements;

 •   use of resources;

 •   audit arrangements;

 •   partnership working;

 •    community engagement arrangements.
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6.1.6 We believe that good governance is essential to effective organisation in the following ways - good governance 

means:

 •   focusing on the organisation’s purpose and on outcomes for citizens and service users;

 • performing effectively in clearly defined functions and roles;

 • promoting values for the whole organisation and demonstrating values of good governance through behaviour;

 • taking informed, transparent decisions and managing risk;

 • developing the capacity and capability of the governing body to be effective;

 •   engaging stakeholders and making accountability real;

 •   acting with integrity and in accordance with standards of behaviour that would be widely accepted as ethical and 

appropriate.

Figure 5. The Commission’s top tips for good governance.

 •   Be clear about your own role and how it relates to that of others.

 •   Politicians should make senior appointments taking full account of the advice of chief executives and other senior 

officers where relevant. This should be done with a view to achieving diversity of approach and mindset within the 

top team.

 •   Chief executives should make sure that their own performance appraisals are externally validated. This provides 

a clear basis for an honest dialogue about performance and lends protection to high performing chief executives 

should personal relationships change and breakdown.

 •   Constructive challenge should be welcomed as a positive opportunity to learn and to improve performance and 

come in different forms: regulatory inspection, peer review, commissioned consultants or inputs from other high-

performing authorities.

 •   Internally, scrutiny is recognised as being a mechanism for good governance, although there is a danger that 

the process is too closely prescribed and, as a result, may be less able to respond to particular issues or take the 

initiative. 

 •   While scrutiny generally looks at issues and policies once they have happened or are in place, ideally some 

scrutiny should also take place before the event.



6.1.7 We recommend that all councils should compare their procedures and processes against 

these principles of good governance, see how they measure up and consider, in the light of that 

examination, whether they need to introduce any changes.

6.2 Dealing with Disagreements Between Leaders and Chief Executives

6.2.1 Even if all the examples of best practice in good governance, and all the advice outlined here on how to create 

and foster a good relationship between the leader and chief executive is followed, it is almost inevitable that some 

relationships will never work or will break down. Some individuals simply don’t get on or events happen, outside their 

control, which change the nature of their relationship. The Commission believes, however, that if its tips (see figure 5) are 

followed, some of the problems that have arisen in recent high-profile disputes between chief executives and leaders will 

be avoided or will be brought to the fore earlier so that they can be dealt with effectively before they reach crisis point.

6.2.2 Evidence presented to the Commission indicated that there had been a significant rise in the past few years in the 

number of chief executives who were finding themselves in difficulties either with their leader or with their councils more 

generally. A number of these cases have been high profile. Often, though not always, following lengthy and expensive 

proceedings, the chief executives concerned have been totally, or almost totally, exonerated and received significant 

compensation payments. While the lengthy disputes have been underway, performance in the relevant councils has 

suffered and therefore the public served by the council have not received the quality of service they deserve. We do not 

intend in this Report to comment on individual cases. The Commission was, however, concerned to try to identify why this 

was happening and how we could help avoid this trend continuing.

6.2.3 We believe that combinations of some of the following factors may have contributed to this trend (more detail is 

available in Appendix 4):

 

 •   increasingly officers are implementing programmes at the behest of government of which members do not approve, 

but in which they have little say. The officer-messenger is often the one shot by the politicians to whom they are 

conveying the message;

 •   the fact that the position of chief executive is becoming ever more stressful with oversight and review by more 

outside bodies;

 •    the pressures of outside inspection such as the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) etc. A poor report 

may lead to speculation and unhelpful division between members and officers as to who was responsible and who 

should ‘carry the can’;
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 •   the ability to complain about councillors to the Standards Board for England, coupled with a lack of understanding 

and clarity over the duties of monitoring officers to report member misbehaviour;

 •    the lack of willingness of the political parties to manage behaviour;

 •   the existence of whistle-blowing protection;

 •    the changes in pensions regulations and the unwillingness of district auditors to approve negotiated settlements; 

 •   the more active leading councillors produced by executive or mayor arrangements. Some argue that since the Local 

Government Act 2000 gave more power to councillors (a change which was intended to increase transparency 

and accountability), in a ‘one party state’ or where scrutiny is weak, it has the tendency to do the opposite. Where 

there is a leader or executive who prefers its own counsel to those of its officers, it entrenches their position and 

makes it more difficult for the chief executive and other senior officers to advise them properly. In short, where there 

was existing inappropriate behaviour or bullying, the position may be exacerbated by giving the members more 

power. 

6.2.4 In relation to the Standards Board for England, new regulations now enable the Board to refer complaints of 

councillor misconduct to monitoring officers for local investigation. While this is a helpful, if much delayed, provision, it 

does not address the underlying issues.

6.2.5 Some members of the Commission argued that Standards Board for England is an example of the excessive 

external regulation which intrudes into the day-to-day management of local authorities, and which makes the jobs of 

chief executives and leaders that much more difficult. They also argued that internal management of authorities is best 

left to local discretion; any difficulties which may arise should be managed by chief executives and leading members. 

Managing the everyday tensions that arise is part of the leadership role for members and officers. Structural solutions are 

no substitute for commonsense.

6.2.6 Others, however, took the view that devolving everything locally would inevitably produce widely different results 

and varying levels of procedural protections. That, while the less serious allegations may be dealt with at a local level, 

more serious matters should continue to be dealt with by a national Standards Board.

6.2.7 We recommend that the Standards Board for England works with the LGA, SOLACE and the 

Association of Council Secretaries and Solicitors (ACSeS) to develop a national framework within 

which there is greater scope for local resolution of standards issues.
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6.3 Statutory Protection for Chief Executives

6.3.1 Although chief executives and other senior officers in local authorities have to be politically impartial (and we believe 

that is a situation which should continue), unlike permanent secretaries or chief executives of other governance bodies 

like National Health Service (NHS) trusts, they are nevertheless appointed by politicians. The Commission strongly 

recommends that they should continue to have statutory protection to protect them from dismissal 

based on perceived political differences that are not based on underperformance or misconduct. 

6.3.2 Chief executives12 properly have unique extra protection in employment law to reflect their unique status. By the 

Local Authority (Standing Orders) (England) Regulations 2001, a ‘designated independent person’ must be involved 

in any suspension which has been going on for longer than two months. He or she is appointed by agreement or in 

default by the secretary of state. It may be asked what is the justification for this special protection (which even civil 

servants do not have).13   It is clearly related to the fact that, unlike civil servants, politicians are directly responsible for 

the appointment and dismissal of local authority chief executives and it must also reflect the problems of managing in a 

political environment and the need for chief executives to be able to blow the whistle and to bring into the public domain 

matters which are in the public interest to be known.

 

6.3.3 The area may become more complicated by the Model Code of Conduct for Local Government, which has recently 

been the subject of consultation by the ODPM, and which places various obligations on council officers including chief 

executives.

6.3.4 There needs to be statutory backing for chief executives in the event that malpractice by members is exposed. In 

this type of situation it is important for the chief executive to be able to stand up to a political vote.

6.3.5 When confidence does break down between a leader and a chief executive, attempts should 

be made to resolve the matter amicably. If this is not possible, we recommend that external auditors 

should take a stance which has the long-term interests of the council and the citizens it serves at its 

heart and in a way which is consistent with the way similar disputes have been handled in other 

authorities.
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6.4 Disciplinary Processes 

6.4.1 New regulations now enable the Standards Board for England to refer complaints of councillor misconduct to the 

monitoring officer of a local authority for local investigation, instead of investigation by the Standards Board’s ethical 

standards officers, before a complaint is determined by the authority’s standards committee. The Standards Board for 

England has published guidance as to how local authorities should arrange for the conduct of such local investigations, 

and the first cases will now start to be referred to individual authorities for local investigation and determination under 

these regulations. The regulations also make important amendments to the powers of standards committees, even in cases 

which have been investigated by an ethical standards officer.

6.4.2 This is a further step in giving local authority standards committees responsibility for complaints of councillor 

misconduct, and will assist the Standards Board for England in ensuring that the less serious complaints are dealt with 

promptly.

6.4.3 If powers for calling local politicians to account are going to be passed back to councils, then it is essential that 

political groups and parties play a more proactive role in disciplining members who have breached local or national codes 

of conduct. In some of the most recent high-profile cases matters could have been resolved much sooner if political groups 

had made clear their unwillingness to support blatant breaches of codes or even of the law. We recommend, as a 

matter of urgency, that political parties devise clear procedures for dealing with councillors accused 

and found guilty of breaches of council or national codes of conduct and ensure that all councils apply 

them rigorously.

6.4.4 Officers should understand the disciplinary procedures of the political groups in the council.

6.4.5 The issue of, usually, out-of-court compensation payments to chief executives who have been unfairly treated by their 

council is a contentious one given the large sums of public money involved. The cost to the individual concerned, however, 

is not only financial—the reputational cost too, can be considerable. 

6.4.6 It is clear, however, that, the private sector recognises that this is often the most effective and economical way of 

parting company with a senior manager whose competence is not in question (and who would therefore win a claim for 

unfair dismissal in a court), but where the relationship with the company may have broken down. In a number of the cases 
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we looked at, initial negotiated settlements (which would have resolved matters quickly before long-term damage was 

done to the council and its service to the public) agreed by the councils and chief executives concerned, were prevented 

by auditors. The dispute then went into lengthy procedural and legal proceedings where the final overall cost to the 

council was far in excess of the payment which would have been made with an out-of-court settlement. 

6.4.7 The Commission believes this is misguided and that a more realistic and commonsense approach needs to be 

taken by auditors in such circumstances. The Commission does not, however, support the idea of ‘pre-nuptial’ agreements 

between newly-appointed chief executives and councils. Pre-nuptial agreements could provide an incentive for people to 

leave at the first sign of disagreement rather than trying to resolve the problem and they might lead to more, rather than 

fewer, disputes arising.

6.4.8 Given the complexity of the modern political environment in which local authority chief executives now have to 

operate, the Commission was surprised that so few disputes between chief executives and their leaders or councils do 

arise. Indeed, it was impressed by the high quality of sensitive and professional management demonstrated by the vast 

bulk of local authority chief executives.

6.4.9 Local government in the UK is the most regulated, inspected, audited and openly accountable sphere of government, 

not only in this country but possibly in the world. What this means is that where failures in political or managerial leadership 

arise they are more obvious and transparent. They therefore are more likely to be reported publicly and can therefore 

lead to a false impression that the standard of management in local government is not as good as that in other parts of 

the public sector or, indeed, in the private sector, or that there is a culture of bullying throughout local government. 

6.4.10 We totally reject this view. We believe other, less accountable systems, allow failure of leadership and bullying 

to be covered up. While we would welcome some reduction in the excessive amount of regulation 

and inspection in local government so that it was more proportionate to the task, we would also 

welcome greater transparency and accountability in other parts of the public sector, particularly in 

the civil service and the NHS. We feel that both these institutions could learn a great deal from their colleagues in 

local government. 
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7.1 Conclusions

7.1.1	This	Commission	has	met	at	a	time	of	significant	change	in	public	services.	What	is	clear	from	our	deliberations	is	that	

managing	in	a	political	environment	is	more	complex	than	managing	in	many	other	environments	including	in	the	private	

sector.	It	is	particularly	complex	in	local	government	in	comparison	to	other	parts	of	the	public	sector	as	its	responsibilities	

(to	serve	the	opposition	as	well	as	the	ruling	administration)	are	more	complicated;	the	work	of	its	officers	is	more	visible	

and	publicly	accountable;	 it	 is	more	highly	regulated	and	 there	 is	a	more	direct	 relationship	with	politicians	on	 issues	of	

appointment	and	dismissal	of	senior	officers.	The	job	of	the	chief	executive	(and	the	political	leader)	in	local	government	is	

also	changing.

7.1.2	The	reasons	for	these	changes,	and	the	increasingly	complexity	that	accompanies	them,	are	many	and	varied.	They	

relate	partly	to	the	fragmentation	over	the	last	few	decades	of	the	public	sector	which	requires	far	more	partnership	working	

at	the	local	level	to	deliver	effective	public	services;	to	the	loss	of	democratic	powers	at	the	local	level	over	the	same	period	

with	more	direct	control	from	Whitehall	such	that	chief	executives	now	find	themselves	serving	two	masters	–	their	council	

and	the	government	-	which	can	lead	to	considerable	tensions;		to	the	move	from	a	relatively	simple	system	of	“representative	

democracy”	to	a	more	convoluted	form	of	“participatory	democracy”	involving	accountabilities	to	appointed	or	nominated	

members	of	unelected	local	community	and	neighbourhood	groups;	to	a	changing	governance	role	for	leaders	with	more	

emphasis	on	executive		and	community	leadership	roles	such	that	many	leaders	and	other	leading	local	politicians	find	their	

political	responsibilities	constitute	a		full-time	job.

7.1.3	These	changes,	to	both	the	chief	executive	and	the	leader’s	roles,	mean	that	the	relationship	at	the	interface	between	

“bureaucracy	and	democracy”	is	also	changing.	It	is	leading	to	more	tensions	and	resulting	in	more	chief	executives	finding	

themselves	in	difficulty	with	their	councils.	The	greater	open	accountability	of	local	government	as	compared	to	other	parts	of	

the	public	sector	means	that	failures	of	managerial	or	political	leadership	are	more	quickly	exposed	there,	often	giving	a	false	

impression	that	the	quality	of	leadership	may	not	be	as	good	in	local	government	as	in	other	parts	of	the	public	sector.	We	

believe	this	is	a	false	impression.	The	lack	of	such	visible	accountability	elsewhere	simply	means	it	is	easier	to	cover	up	such	

failures	or,	at	least,	to	deal	with	them	quietly.

7.1.4	The	changes	call	for	a	different	skill	set	for	chief	executives	and	leaders	alike.	Some	interesting	initiatives	to	help	them	

develop	 these	new	skills	have	been	 introduced	but	 they	are	not	sufficiently	known	about	or	used	 in	 the	 local	government	

community.	More	needs	to	be	done	to	develop	these	skills,	in	particular,	the	political	parties	need	to	engage	more	directly	
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with	this	work	if	more	of	the	most	able	are	to	be	attracted	into	local	politics	and	if	the	public’s	trust		and	interest	in	local	(and	

national)	politicians	and	politics	respectively	is	to	be	improved.		In	particular,	the	political	parties	need	to	take	more	decisive	

and	swifter	action	to	deal	with	failures	of	political	leadership	when	these	are	exposed	and	confirmed.

7.1.5	Some	of	these	issues	can	be	addressed	by	improving	governance	systems	at	the	local	and	national	levels.	Indeed,	they	

would	be	helped	enormously	by	a	new	deal	agreed	between	local	and	central	government	whereby	the	latter	kept	the	number	

of	crucial	national	 standards	 for	public	 services	 to	 the	minimum	really	necessary,	kept	 regulation	and	 inspection	of,	and	

guidance	and	instructions	to,	the	former	proportionate	and	allowed	local	authorities	the	maximum	local	discretion	possible	

to	govern	their	communities.

7.1.6	They	may	also	be	helped	by	introducing	changes	 to	 local	government	structures.	 In	 the	days	 that	we	conclude	 this	

report	the	press	is	full	of	rumour	and	speculation	about	local	government	reorganisation	in	England,	Scotland	and	Wales.	

In	Northern	Ireland	the	position	is	official:	the	number	of	local	authorities	will	be	reduced	from	26	to	7	in	2009.	Whatever	

comes	to	pass	across	the	rest	of	the	UK,	the	policy	agenda	of	more	efficient	and	strategic	local	government	units	that	are	

more	coterminous	with	other	public	services,	at	the	same	time	as	being	more	in	touch	with	their	complex	communities,	needs	

to	be	resolved.	

7.1.7	Whatever	the	functions	and	powers	of	Local	Government,	and	whatever	the	structural	framework	within	which	it	has	to	

operate,	the	essentials	of	effective	management	in	a	political	environment	will	remain.	At	the	heart	of	this	is	the	relationship	

between	leading	politicians	and	senior	officers.	In	many	cases	what	is	needed	is	better	communication	and	liaison	at	this	

interface.	There	is	no	standard	solution	to	ensuring	such	relationships	work	well,	much	depends	on	the	personalities	and	ways	

of	working	of	the	individuals	concerned,	but	there	are	techniques	which	can	help	in	most	cases.

7.1.8	The	Commission	has	not	discovered	any	new	 theoretical	perspectives,	 it	has	not	drawn	up	a	 list	of	must	do’s	 that,	

if	followed,	guarantee	success.	That	would	be	impossible	in	an	environment	where	success	is	so	contingent	on	a	range	of	

variables.	It	has,	however,	listened	to	a	wide	range	of	voices,	collected	and	analysed	evidence	and	it	has	considered	some	

conflicting	arguments.	

7.1.9	The	Commission	has	no	power	 to	compel	others	 to	consider	 these	findings.	There	have,	however,	been	more	 than	

enough	instances	of	what	happens	in	local	government	when	senior	politicians	and	managers	do	not	think	critically	about	

the	nature	and	purpose	of	their	collective	task	and	when	they	disrespect	each	other’s	role.	In	these	circumstances	it	is	not	only	
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they	that	suffer	themselves	but	also	the	council	as	a	whole	and,	most	importantly,	the	people	the	council	serves.	This	report,	

and	the	accompanying	Handbook,	will	help	those	who	want	to	avoid	mistakes,	both	in	the	interests	of	their	own	success	and	

in	the	interests	of	the	sustainability	of	the	communities	they	serve.

7.1.10	There	is	a	danger	with	reports	of	this	kind	that	they	get	read	and	then	get	left	to	lie	of	the	shelf.	Our	final	recommendation	

is	that	SOLACE	should	raise	the	issues	discussed	by	the	Commission	at	future	meetings	with	ODPM	and	relevant	government	

ministers.

7.1.11	The	Commission’s	report	charts	 the	present	environment	in	which	managers	and	politicians	exist	 together	in	 local	

government.	Outlining	the	contours	that	have	to	be	navigated,	the	report	illustrates	the	challenges	of	managing	in	a	political	

environment	and	makes	14	recommendations	aimed	at	local	authorities,	the	Government,	Chief	Executives	and	Leaders	and	

other	stakeholder	bodies.

7.2 Recommendations

1 A new deal is needed with central government so that the national standards imposed on local authorities are kept 

to the minimum genuinely necessary to meet national needs, and that better recognition of the importance of local 

democratic accountability is achieved by enhancing the scope for local discretion. We recommend that, together with the 

LGA and ODPM, we conduct an honest re-appraisal of the relationship between chief executives and their councils and 

strike a new deal on the relationship between chief executives and the communities they serve (see para. 2.5).

2 Chief executives are accountable for the actions of councils’ statutory officers. For chief executives to fulfil this role 

fully, the formality of their authority within the appointments process must be addressed so that they have clearer powers 

in the recruitment and in the management of officers. We recommend that chief executives should always be part of the 

appointment panels for the officers who report directly to them and members should consider seriously any advice that 

they give (see para. 3.2.13).

3 Good communication will not happen spontaneously: it has to be planned, developed and nurtured. We recommend 

that all new chief executive and leader pairings give consideration to how this can best be established (see para. 

3.4.5).
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4 All governance bodies, including possible new neighbourhood forums or committees, should be required to audit their 

governance arrangements according to either the Langlands Standard or the CIPFA/SOLACE Corporate Governance 

Framework (see para. 4.1.2).

5 We recommend that the political parties look seriously at building procedures into their selection systems to identify and 

recruit people with the political skills that are demanded of modern politicians (see para. 4.2.5).

6 We recommend that the political parties, both nationally and locally, consider whether they can do more in terms of 

identifying the future skills base needed for politicians, and put in place training and development programmes to help 

develop the politicians of the future (see para. 5.4).

7 We recommend that all local authorities should take a careful look at the capabilities of their staff, senior officers and 

politicians in the area of managing in a political environment. They should identify the gaps that exist, consider what 

training and support would be needed to fill those gaps and then, with the help of professional training advisers, prioritise 

and address their training and development needs (see para. 5.6).

8 All councils should compare their procedures and processes against the principles of good governance outlined in 

figure 5, see how they measure up and consider, in the light of that examination, whether they need to introduce any 

changes (see para. 6.1.7).

 

9 We recommend that the Standards Board for England works with the LGA, SOLACE and ACSeS to develop a national 

framework within which there is greater scope for local resolution of standards issues (para. 6.2.8).

10 The Commission strongly recommends that they should continue to have statutory protection to protect them from 

dismissal based on perceived political differences that are not based on underperformance or misconduct (see para. 

6.3.1).

11 When confidence breaks down between a leader and a chief executive, attempts should be made to resolve the matter 

amicably. If this is not possible, external auditors should take a stance which has the long-term interests of the council and 

the citizens it serves at its heart and in a way which is consistent with the way similar disputes have been handles in other 

authorities (see para. 6.3.5). 
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12 We recommend, as a matter of urgency, that political parties devise clear procedures for dealing with councillors 

accused and found guilty of breaches of council or national codes of conduct and ensure that all councils apply them 

rigorously (see para. 6.4.3).

13 While we would welcome some reduction in the excessive amount of regulation and inspection in local government, 

to make it more proportionate to the task, we would also welcome greater transparency and accountability in other parts 

of the public sector, particularly in the civil service and the NHS (see para. 6.4.10).

14 There is a danger with reports of this kind that they get read and then get left to lie on the shelf.  Our	 final	

recommendation	is	that	SOLACE	should	raise	the	issues	discussed	by	the	Commission	at	future	meetings	with	ODPM	and	

relevant	government	ministers	(para	7.1.10).

1  SOLACE (2005), Managing Effectively in a Political Environment: Handbook of Techniques, Tools and Processes (London). 
2  SOLACE (2003), Flying High (London).
3  Max Weber (1978), Economy and Society (University of California Press).
4  John Stewart(2000), The Nature of British Local Government (MacMillan), p. 225
5  ODPM (2005), Vibrant Local Leadership.
6   Steve Leach, Jean Hartley, Vivien Lowndes, David Wilson and James Downe (2005), Local Political Leadership in England and Wales (Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation).
7   Independent Commission for Good Governance in Public Services, CIPFA and OPM (2005), The Good Governance Standard for Public Services.
8   CIPFA/SOLACE (2001), Corporate Governance in Local Government: A Keystone for Community Governance. 
9  For more information visit www.politicalskills.com.
10  Robert Putnam (2000), Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (Simon & Schuster).
11   Electoral Commission (2003), The Cycle of Local Government Elections in England: A Consultation Paper. 
12  This applies to the head of paid service, the monitoring officer and chief finance officer as defined in Regulation 7.
13    They have protection after the event in an appeal to the Civil Service Appeal Board and the Civil Service Commissioners have some role in 

terminations.
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Training and Development Options

  

1. Introduction

1.1 Trying to define ‘what good looks like’, so that everybody understands what they should be seeking to achieve, has 

been part of the challenge for the SOLACE Commission on Managing in a Political Environment. It is well understood that 

modern organisations are complex and non-linear, difficult to understand and control, unpredictable and contradictory so 

that managing these environments effectively needs new skills and the ability to deal with ambiguity. Adding the political 

dimension to this complexity presents managers and elected members with an even greater challenge. To a casual 

observer, it might be imagined that the roles of manager and councillor are very different and, indeed, in many ways they 

are. One of the interesting aspects of this Report, however, is that it shows that attempts to define distinguishing leadership 

characteristics between the political and managerial groups resulted in strikingly similar lists of skills and behaviours, see 

figure 1.

Figure 1. Skills and behaviours of effective political and managerial leaders.
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Courage

Sense of humour

Enjoy change

Professional

Perspective

Understand symbolic behaviour
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Confidence

Motivated to improve services

Communication

Pragmatic

Influencing
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Coping with power 

Ambassador

Understand politics

Using others effectively 

Empathy

Adaptability 

Passion

Know protocols

Information management

Clear expectation 

Happy to be alone.



1.2 Individual relationships are an important ingredient in the success of an organisation and much has been written 

about what constitutes effective leadership. There are also many views about what differentiates winners from losers, 

successful organisations from those which are stagnant etc. To support these many theories, and perhaps to introduce 

some new ones, there are many development options and approaches provided by training and development suppliers—

from classic team-building and vision-setting to more extreme options which present personal physical challenges as a 

means of developing self-awareness. 

1.3 Figure 2, provided by James Butcher, helps indicate approaches to development.
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1.4 The design, style, length and focus of a training or development activity will, of course, be affected by what is actually 

required. At an individual level, the programme may be designed to develop the political and managerial leadership 

characteristics in figure 1.

1.5 Focusing on the development of particular skills and behaviours in an individual may only require attendance at a 

standard training programme and there is a massive range of these available from single providers to large consultancies 

and through e-learning and other IT-based approaches. For the development activity to be successful and more sustainable, 

more intensive personal development, such as coaching or mentoring, will be required. 

1.6 There is frequently confusion about the difference between a coach and a mentor and it is important to be clear about 

the difference because the skills and experiences of the coach or mentor are different. SOLACE Enterprises describes 

coaching as:

A ‘coach’ focuses on helping somebody to learn new approaches—to develop their skills, capacity, and understanding, 

while working to an agreed development contract. The purpose of coaching is to help individuals to improve their 

performance, gain greater understanding of themselves, others, and the challenges they face, and to live their working 

lives more effectively.

By contrast, a ‘mentor’ offers his or her experience of the challenges that a client faces, to help the client develop his or 

her own responses to those challenges.

 

1.7 Setting individual expectations and helping people to develop them is obviously important, but the goal for most 

organisations is to understand what creates effective organisations. The training and development needed may therefore be 

designed to help top teams create a vision for their organisation and to look at ways in which this can be communicated to 

staff and others with the passion to help inspire them to share that goal. Alternatively, it may be focused on ways to deliver 

organisational goals or to review strategies and approaches in the face of difficulties or unexpected challenge. This could 

include expectations and accountabilities for individual team members or the group as a whole which challenge previous 

norms. It could mean working effectively with partners, achieving aspirations through the activities of others rather than 

by direct delivery. Being as clear as possible about what is needed, even if what is needed is actually help to define what 

is needed, is important to help ensure that the most effective and most cost-effective development activity is created.
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1.8 Development in these circumstances could be personal, focused on individuals and the way they contribute and 

behave, or organisational looking at underlying systems and approaches, issues around culture change, community 

engagement, partnership working etc. Approaches will vary according to need, budget and timescale. Many aspects of 

this area of development lend themselves to applied learning or just-in-time learning techniques. These are methodologies 

which allow participants to learn new skills and approaches in the development phase and then apply them to live 

situations with the support of a coach, thus creating personal and organisational change at the same time.

2. What Training and Development Exists?

2.1 Evidence submitted to the SOLACE Commission, and supplementary research work undertaken by Jane Lewis of 

Woodward Lewis, have produced a picture of a wide variety of development activities.

2.2 Many councils run in-house member development programmes. Our research shows, however, that for some 

councils member development focuses more on briefing and information than on personal development and relationship 

building. 

2.3 Cheshire County Council, for example, run a range programmes covering issues such as context and models of 

political working, reading political environments and models of political competencies. 

 

2.4 One very practical approach to training adopted by one council was where a democratic services team were asked 

to act as politicians, which raised awareness of the context and pressures of a politician’s life. 

2.5 Another practical approach increasingly finding favour is called ‘appreciative inquiry’. This is based on the principle 

of observing what already works well in the organisation and defining the factors, behaviours and approaches which 

characterise this. The Council at its Best Programme provided by SOLACE Enterprises encourages delegates to capture 

what works well visually by providing cameras and encouraging delegates to visit council facilities, meet the community 

etc. Building on what works, rather than always focusing on problem areas, is an effective method to engage staff, 

members and others. 
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2.6 Councils are increasingly using away days to allow members and officers to work together on defined goals or, more 

challengingly, on their relationships as individuals and teams. This is not an approach which finds universal favour and 

there is still a view in some councils that politicians sometimes need to be convinced of the value of these exercises. With 

all such development it is important that the leader and chief executive emphasise the importance of these activities for 

the effective operation of the council.

2.7 The importance of the relationship between the leader and chief executive was emphasised in the SOLACE 

Commission’s work. Development of that relationship is therefore likely to be more important than training the individuals 

in it. A tailored, coaching and counselling approach will be the most effective. Coaches who are able to facilitate this kind 

of approach need a sound understanding not only of the political context, but of human relationships and psychology. 

In particular, emotional intelligence was identified as a key factor in the ability to build partnerships, resolve tensions 

and influence people. The focus of this approach is not just based on resolving tensions between people; it also helps 

individuals deal with internal tensions. Individual development will therefore be as important as team development in 

achieving the goal of effective organisations.

2.8 Many capacity and competency frameworks used by councils focus on the role and behaviour of officers, although 

there is increasing use of member competency frameworks. There are a wide range of competency frameworks available 

from those developed by councils for their own use to those which form part of national standards. One framework 

designed specifically for local government is the Six Capacities developed for chief executives by SOLACE Enterprises 

as the basis for the SOLACE Scheme of Continuous Learning. The Employers’ Organisation for Local Government has a 

range of competency frameworks and case studies and the IDeA produce a series of documents and other information 

for elected members. Another source of elected member advice and training is the Local Government Information Unit 

(LGIU).

2.9 The research also included the work of other groups such as the Cardiff Commission, which identified the need for 

compulsory training in ethical standards and governance standards, and the need to improve competence in information 

management, media and reputation management, branding, equalities and diversity, risk management and change 

management.
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2.10 Before looking at training providers, it is also important to remember that training and development is only part of 

the answer—the SOLACE Commission also identified the need for a chief executive to get to know all the members well, 

not just the cabinet, to know the local area and all parts of the community, and to try to identify overt and hidden personal 

and political agendas. 

3. Training and Development Providers

3.1 There are many public and private sector providers of individual, team and organisational development. The choice 

of provider will depend on the assessment of development need, the style of the organisation, the degree of confidence 

individuals have in each other, the capacity for individuals and teams to handle publicly delivered appraisal etc.

3.2 These providers range from specialist local government providers, such as IDeA and SOLACE Enterprises, to individual 

trainers and development specialists. In between there are:

 • public sector providers, such as OPM, the Work Foundation, the King’s Fund, LGIU;

 • universities and business schools, such as INLOGOV;

 • leadership bodies for specific sectors and disciplines—health, head teachers;

 •  professional bodies like the Chartered Institute of Managers and the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 

Development (CIPD):

 • private sector organisations such as Nicholson McBride,T3, Penna, Hay, and Q Learning; 

 •  niche providers, such as Olivier Mythodrama (which bases leadership development around historical plays), or 

the Extreme Coaching product which exposes individuals to extreme and challenging situations.

3.3 A recent development in the local government sector is the establishment of the Local Government Leadership Centre 

whose newly appointed Chief Executive, Stephen Taylor, has been associated with public and private sector leadership 

and organisational development through his company Stanton Marris. One of the functions of the Leadership Centre is 

to provide guidance to local authorities and to set performance standards for the sector by sourcing and accrediting 

suppliers.
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3.4 Approaches to leadership development vary and will include:

 •  standard or open short course programmes, for example IdeA’s Advanced Leadership Programme (for the top two 

or three tiers of management, a six-month programme with three residential modules; delivered by INLOGOV, 

Ashridge and the National School of Government); New Chief Executive Briefing, Becoming a Corporate Director 

delivered by SOLACE Enterprises; and Leaders in Local Government delivered by OPM; 

 • peer development such as action learning sets—these may be within the sector or across partnerships;

 • individual development, such as 360 degree feedback, coaching and mentoring;

 •  bespoke activities developed around required organisational competencies and goals—developed by in-house 

training and development teams, for example Portsmouth City Council’s Future Leaders Programme, or by external 

providers;

 • relationship building between individuals or teams.

3.5 Standard short course and open programmes are an important, and cost-effective, way of helping individuals 

recognise and develop core skills/behaviours and development needs. Providers such as IDeA, SOLACE Enterprises, 

INLOGOV, and other universities and business schools, providing published development programmes alongside their 

more focused consultancy which delivers bespoke programmes and activities within organisations in response to particular 

relationships and context. 

3.6 Many standard programmes, and a great deal of consultancy, concentrate on single groups—frequently the senior 

management team or other managers. Few are designed specifically to work with combined manager and political 

top teams, an area which the Local Government Leadership Centre will focus on in its early work. One example of 

a programme created specifically for joint top team development is that between the LGIU, Nicholson McBride and 

SOLACE Enterprises. 

3.7 From the research associated with the SOLACE Commission’s report, there appear to be only a 

few organisations that aim their ‘off-the-shelf’ training solely at political skills: 

 •  South East Employers—Political Management for Officers, led by Simon Baddeley (INLOGOV) and Mark Palmer; 

run as one- or two-day workshops;

 •  IDeA National Councillor Mentoring Scheme, Leadership Academy (the political leadership module is provided by 

Warwick Institute of Governance and Public Management and the Institute for Political and Economic Governance 

[IPEG]);
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 •   the Centre for Public Scrutiny—Political Skills Forum;

Paul Wheeler, Director of the Forum, will work with local councils, political parties and national agencies to increase the 

profile of local political leadership and improve the skills of existing and future councillors;

 •  SOLACE Enterprises’ member development programme which provides development for elected members in all 

political roles—leader, cabinet member, scrutiny etc.; 

 •  the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities’ (AGMA) Capacity Building Programme offers joint strategic 

events, and separate councillor and officer training, run by OPM and the Manchester Business School.

3.8 Other approaches which provide useful tools and longer term development: 

 • a web-based personal development product called ‘Enabling’, which is available through SOLACE Enterprises;

 •  the Employers’ Organisation has a compendium of competencies for local authorities to use as bench marks—

these include competencies around political skills and case studies—these are officer-based; 

 •  INLOGOV runs a public service MBA programme that covers governance and, within that, managing in a 

political environment; 

 •  Warwick Business School has research documents available on the subject, and their Institute of Governance and 

Public Management has developed the political leadership questionnaire, which can be used to assess councillor’s 

strengths and development needs;

 •  universities—many universities provide a management programme which includes political skills, including some 

specifically for local government, such as Northumbria University;

 • e-learning options, including Echelon, available through SOLACE Enterprises.

3.9 There are literally thousands of management and leadership courses that include an element of managing politics, 

but these are primarily in the context of organisational politics, and are not necessarily about a local government context. 

Some providers include:

 •  CIPD—Developing the Strategic Manager—part of it looks at ‘using politics positively’, but it is not specific to local 

government;

 •  Learning Tree Management Institute—Personal Skills for Professional Excellence—part of it looks at ‘work within 

the political environment of your organisation productively’; 
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 •  Impact Factory—Leadership Development—they don’t talk about political skills as such, but will do programmes 

tailored to a customer’s needs and have worked with Barnet Council;

 •  Woodward Lewis offers a leadership course for middle managers, which is based on an improvement project, and 

includes a section on working with politicians, and team achievement programmes which can involve members. 

4. Choosing the Right Consultant

4.1 Success in choosing the right consultant or provider will depend on many things. Some were referred to earlier and 

include:

 •   being clear about what is required—individual or team-based, single teams, for example cabinet or a joint 

approach;

 •   setting the style—facilitative or challenging, appreciative inquiry or problem-solving; 

 •   establishing the focus of the trainer—within the sector, external perspective; practical experience or research 

base; 

 •   understanding the abilities of delegates—the need for individual support before or after the event;

 •   who is involved—within the organisation or with partner agencies;

 •   format—two to three day events, sessions over a longer period, or example half a day every month, residential;

 •   development techniques—360 degree, outward bound, action learning etc.;

 •   translating development into action—what follow up? Review days, repeat 360s, peer challenge etc.;

 •   Choosing the consultant—somebody new or an `old friend`.

4.2 Answers to these questions will vary with the organisation and the issues under consideration at the time. Members 

of the SOLACE Commission on Managing in a Political Environment stressed the importance of building trust and a 

relationship with the coach when the development activity focused around self-development and the relationship between 

individuals or teams. 
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5. Capacities for Local Authority Chief Executives 2004 developed by SOLACE Enterprises 

1.  The capacity to work with the political dimension:

 •   creating effective connections/enabling appropriate working across the boundary of politics and management;

 •   building strategy with mayor/leader, cabinet and members;

 •   maintaining effective relationships with elected members, region and government.

2. The capacity to lead change and develop the organisation:

 •   maintaining consistency with underlying values, while developing the culture;

 •   working with uncertainty, ambiguity and the inevitability of change;

 •   developing appropriate use of power, empowering staff and managers;

 •   facilitating continuous growth of the top team.

3. The capacity for maintaining personal perspective and self-knowledge:

 •   maintaining self-awareness and a curiosity about perspectives other than one’s own;

 •   maintaining belief or faith in self;

 •   developing personal resilience, sustainability and emotional literacy;

 •   keeping a sense of humour. 

4. The capacity to develop and enable effective partnerships and external relationships:

 •   being a champion of the local authority, local government and local democracy;

 •   orchestrating effective public and private partnerships for both strategic development and service delivery;

 •   working with communities and other agencies;

 •   effective use of the press and media to achieve appropriate profile.

5. The capacity for maintaining focus on strategic and long-term issues:

 •   scanning the horizon to generate an awareness of potential scenarios; 

 •   developing, holding and promoting a vision/strategic view for the organisation and local area;

 •   holding an awareness of the organisation’s strategic capacity;

 •   communicating a sense of collective purpose and priority.
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6. The capacity to lead and integrate performance management:

 •   creating a culture focused on high performance, innovation, and customer service; 

 •   being able to turn around areas of under-performance;

 •   sustaining continuous improvement across all service areas;

 •   demonstrating the achievement of public value.

 

6. Useful Websites

These are just a small sample of the many training, development and consultancy websites that are available.

 

SOLACE Enterprises

http://www.solaceenterprises.com

IDeA 

http://www.idea-knowledge.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=1700409 

Local Government Information Unit

http://www.lgiu.gov.uk

Employers’ Organisation

http://www.lg-employers.gov.uk

OPM

http://www.opm.co.uk/main_listings.html 

AGMA

http://www.agma.gov.uk/CapacityBuilding

INLOGOV

http://www.inlogov.bham.ac.uk/management 

CIPD courses

http://www.cipd.co.uk/CMSTraining/Management+Skills/Management+Skills.htm

Leaders UK

http://www.leadersuk.org/ 

Northumbria University

http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/academic/sass/pol/pd/?view=Standard 

Warwick University

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/wbs/igpm/research 
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Note on legal issues arising from the discipline of Chief Executives

1.	There	has	been	a	spate	of	serious	spats	between	chief	executives	and	their	local	authorities	many	of	which	involve	the	

relationships	between	 the	chief	executives	and	 the	Council	 Leader	or	Executive	member(s).	Several	have	also	 involved	or	

derived	from	complaints	made	to	the	Standards	Board	for	England	(“SBE”)	by	chief	executives	These	cause	celebres	include:

 •   Kingston	upon	Hull;	

 •   Lincolnshire

 •   Cheltenham;

 •   Worthing

 •   North	East	Derbyshire.

2.	One	can	speculate	about	the	reason	why	these	have	occurred	in	a	more	acute	form	now	but	some	explanations	might	be	

as	follows:

 • I  ncreasingly	officers	are	implementing	programmes	at	the	behest	of	Government	of	which	members	do	not	approve	

but	 in	which	 they	have	 little	 say;	 the	officer	messenger	 is	often	 the	one	shot	by	 the	politicians	 to	whom	 they	are	

conveying	the	message.

 •   The	fact	that	the	position	of	chief	executives	is	becoming	ever	more	stressful	with	oversight	and	review	by	more	outside	

bodies.

 •   	The	pressures	of	outside	inspection	such	as	the	CPA	etc.	A	poor	report	may	lead	to	speculation	and	unhelpful	division	

between	members	and	officers	ass	to	who	was	responsible	and	who	should	“carry	the	can”.

 •   	The	ability	to	complain	about	councillors	to	the	SBE	as	an	outside	body	coupled	with	a	lack	of	understanding	and	

clarity	over	the	duties	of	monitoring	officers	to	report	member	misbehaviour.		

 •   The	lack	of	willingness	of	the	political	parties	to	manage	behaviour.

 •   The	existence	of	the	whistleblowing	protection.

 •   The	changes	in	pensions	regulations	and	the	unwillingness	of	District	Auditors	to	approve	favourable	settlements.

 •   The	more	active	leading	councillors	produced	by	Executive	or	Mayor	arrangements.	Some	argue	that	since	the	Local	

Government	Act	2000	gave	more	power	to	councillors	(a	change	which	was	intended	to	increase	transparency	and	

accountability),	in	a	‘one	party	state’	or	where	scrutiny	is	weak,	it	has	the	tendency	to	do	the	opposite.		Where	there	

is	a	leader	or	executive	who	prefers	its	own	counsels	to	those	of	its	officers,	it	entrenches	their	position	and	makes	

it	more	difficult	for	the	chief	executive	and	other	senior	officers	to	properly	advise	them.	In	short,	where	there	was	

existing	inappropriate	behaviour	or	bullying,	the	position	may	be	exacerbated	by	giving	the	members	more	power.	

APPENDIX 4
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An	extreme	case	arose	in	Lincolnshire	CC	in	2003	where	David	Bowles	had	been	a	successful	chief	executive	but	he	fell	foul	

of	the	long	standing	Council	Leader	Mr	Speechley.	Mr	Bowles	blew	the	whistle	about	Mr	Speechley	artificially	diverting	a	road	

so	that	it	did	not	cut	across	his	land.	This	led	to	an	auditor’s	investigation.	Eventually	Mr	Speechley	faced	criminal	charges	and	

was	imprisoned	for	nine	months.	Mr	Bowles’s	position	was	undermined	by	the	leading	group.	It	is	noteworthy	that	there	was	at	

the	time	a	proposal	for	a	standards	committee	drawn	from	only	a	single	political	party	although	that	did	not	go	ahead	given	

the	outcry	it	provoked.	Lincolnshire	CC	had	indeed	been	the	focus	of	standards	issues	for	many	years	and	many	alarm	bells	

had	been	rung:	for	example	the	KPMG	Public	Interest	Report	of	5.02	was	critical	of	a	climate	of	fear	among	officers	alarmed	

by	dismissals/threats	of	victimisation;	for	exampled	it	contained	these	remarks:

 •   “staff	found	his	[Councillor	Speechley’s]	manner	intimidating”	para	7.7.1

 •   “Coun	Speechley	interviewed	staff	down	to	clerical	level”	para	7.7.2

An	Ethical	Governance	Audit	 in	2002	was	also	highly	 critical	of	 the	 regime	 in	 Lincolnshire.	Eventually	a	 settlement	was	

reached	before	the	designated	independent	person	(“DIP”)	was	appointed.	This	was	an	extreme	example	of	the	failure	of	the	

Group	to	deal	with	an	errant	leader.	

	

3.	Chief	executives	Monitoring	Officers	and	Chief	Finance	Officers	properly	have	unique	extra	protection	in	employment	law	

to	reflect	their	unique	status.	By	the	Local	Authority	(Standing	Orders)	(England)	Regulations	2001,	a	suspension	can	only	

be	made	for	the	purpose	of	investigating	allegation	of	misconduct	(in	the	wider	context	to	include	trust	and	confidence	and	

capability	issues),	and	cannot	continue	for	longer	than	two	calendar	months	without	the	express	consent	of	a	DIP	appointed	by	

agreement	or	in	default	by	the	Secretary	of	State.1		It	may	be	asked	what	is	the	justification	for	this	special	protection	(which	

even	civil	servants	do	not	have2)	and	it	must	be	the	problems	of	managing	in	a	political	environment	and	the	need	for	chief	

executives	to	blow	the	whistle	and	to	bring	into	the	public	domain	matters	which	are	in	the	public	interest	to	be	known.	Those	

who	are	given	direct	and	personal	responsibility	to	report	to	the	council/public	in	relation	to	acts	of	the	council,	must	have	

the	freedom	and	confidence	to	be	able	to	do	this	without	fear	for	their	jobs.		

4.	The	area	may	become	more	complicated	by	the	Model	Code	of	Conduct	for	Local	Government	which	is	presently	being	

consulted	upon	by	 the	ODPM	which	places	various	obligations	on	council	officers	 including	chief	executives.	 It	would	be	

useful	to	codify	what	is	acceptable	‘political	interference’	i.e.	in	what	circumstances	an	officer	should/must	take	their	concerns	

outside	of	the	executive/council	to	the	District	Auditor,	the	Parties	or	the	SBE.

5.	There	are	some	contentious	issues	surrounding	the	role	of	the	DIP:

	 •	 		At	present	there	is	no	formal	fixed	list	of	persons	who	may	be	appointed	to	the	position	so	that	DIPs	are	appointed	

on	an	ad	hoc	basis	by	the	ODPM	which	may	take	some	time	to	arrange.3		It	would	be	more	satisfactory	to	have	a	
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standing	panel	of	persons	(possibly	to	be	approved	by	the	Attorney	General	in	the	case	of	lawyers	but	those	on	the	

list	should	not	be	limited	to	lawyers)	who	are	approved	by	the	ODPM	to	carry	out	such	inquiries	and	the	parties	could	

seek	to	agree	on	such	a	person	within	five	days	and	then	the	ODPM	may	appoint	if	agreement	cannot	be	reached;

	 •	 		There	ought	to	be	fixed	procedural	rules	to	be	applied	by	a	DIP;	they	must	obviously	be	compliant	with	the	Human	

Rights	Act	 1998	but	 they	 could	 have	 overriding	 objectives	 such	as	 concluding	 the	 reporting	 in	 the	 quickest	 time	

possible	consistent	with	fairness	to	both	parties;	

	 •	 		The	regulations	could	be	better	drafted	since	at	present	there	are	numerous	ambiguities;

	 •	 		There	are	technical	issues	about	the	coverage	of	the	jurisdiction	in	particular	whether	it	applies	to	reliance	on	breach	

of	trust	and	confidence	as	well	as	conduct/capability;	4	this	should	be	cleared	up;

	 •	 		The	fit	with	the	JNC	Conditions	of	Service	relating	to	Chief	Executives	(“The	JNC	Conditions”)	which	operate	as	a	

collective	agreement	and	are	incorporated	into	the	individual	contract	of	employment	is	not	exact.		The	DIP	should	

have	wider	powers	 to	make	 recommendations	 for	 the	disposal	 of	 a	 case,	 for	 example	 the	power	 to	 recommend	

retirement	in	the	interests	of	efficiency	or	ill	health.		

	 •	 		Reports	by	the	DIP	are	at	present	not	published	as	a	matter	of	course	so	that	even	though	a	chief	executive’s	reputation	

might	have	been	traduced	over	a	long	period	and	often	in	the	media.			Given	that	a	DIP	report	is	often	akin	to	a	PIR,	

should	it	not	be	published	in	the	same	way?;

	 •	 		The	process	should	follow	as	far	as	possible	the	ACAS	Code	of	Practice	on	Disciplinary	procedures.

	 •	 		The	DIP	should	have	more	procedural	powers,	for	example	to	request	a	medical	report;

	 •	 		Some	provision	should	be	made	for	costs	to	be	awarded	in	favour	of	an	officer	who	is	vindicated	by	a	DIP	report,	

whether	out	of	the	Council	or	ODPM	funds.	Very	considerable	levels	of	costs	may	be	built	up	in	a	long	drawn	out	

process	at	present	there	is	no	power	to	make	these	up.

JOHN BOWERS QC

Littleton Chambers

3 Kings Bench Walk North

Temple

London EC4Y 7HR

17.11.05	

1	 This	applies	to	the	head	of	paid	service,	the	monitoring	officer	and	chief	finance	officer	as	defined	in	Reg.	7.
2	 They	have	protection	after	the	event	in	an	appeal	to	the	Civil	Service	Appeal	Board	and	the	Civil	Service	Commissioners	have	some	role	in	terminations.
3	 The	parties	are	asked	to	agree	on	a	name	and	in	default	the	ODPM	appoints.
4	 	“Disciplinary	Action”	is	clearly	defined	in	the	LA	(Standing	Orders)	Regulations	2001	as	being	“any	action	occasioned	by	alleged	misconduct	which	

if	proved,	would,	according	to	the	usual	practice	of	the	authority,	be	recorded	on	the	member	of	staff’s	personal	file……”.		It	goes	in	to	include		as	
“Disciplinary	Action”	“……any	proposal	for	dismissal	of	a	member	of	staff	for	any	reason	other	than	redundancy,	permanent	ill	health	or	infirmity	of	
mind	or	body	……”	in	the	Regulations	but	does	not	render	this	misconduct.	
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One consultancy has dedicated itself exclusively to the public
sector – and as a result, has worked with virtually every council in the
country.

One consultancy employs only professional associates with
vast public sector experience – because it helps if we understand what
you’re trying to achieve.

One consultancy is totally committed to giving you exceptional
value for money, and ploughs any surplus straight back into the
public sector.

One consultancy’s customers think it has more knowledgeable
associates, and is more reliable and trustworthy, than any of its rivals. 

If it’s not the one
you’re using, perhaps
you should talk to us.

Flexible Resourcing
Interim managers (individuals or teams) and
specialists to cover short-term placements; help
create change; respond to current challenges
Organisational Performance
Whole organisation or specialist areas: strategy
development; service planning; performance and
improvement; efficiency
Organisational Development
Organisation and system reviews; culture change;
new service delivery models

Managing Relationships
Community leadership and engagement; effective
partnership working; outsourcing support
Talent Management
Attraction, assessment and selection; 
workforce planning and career development
Executive Development
Leadership development (officer and councillor);
coaching, mentoring and learning sets; appraisal;
specialist short courses

SOLACESOLACE
ENTERPRISESENTERPRISES

SOLACE Enterprises is one of the leading public sector consultancies in the UK. Our unique networks into local
government, central government and health, together with the exceptional calibre and expertise of our
Associates, give us an unrivalled ability to understand your organisation’s needs and offer a practical solution.
With only one call. For further information, please contact The Resource Centre.
e: resource.centre@solaceenterprises.com
t: 0845 601 0649 
www.solaceenterprises.com
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