
 
Solihull Council’s One Council One Vision - Transforming services through 
dialogue and participation 
 
 

Like so many public sector agencies, Solihull Council was and is facing a number of 
substantial challenges; now and in the foreseeable future. 
 
The modernisation agenda, e-government, community leadership, comprehensive 
performance assessment, a continual stream of legislation and guidance coupled 
with annual financial pressures are but a few of the challenges and opportunities it 
and other councils contend with. 
 
These issues also represent a substantial opportunity for positive and proactive 
change. To address this opportunity coherently the Council wanted to establish its 
own vision for the future and identify some principles for action. 
 
The heart of the programme initiated by the then relatively new to the authority Chief 
Executive was the need for the Council to shape its services and processes 
around the customers. Their needs and expectations being made clearer drivers for 
the Council’s activities. Alongside this greater centrality of the customer, was the 
need to improve the quality of the Council’s services, across the board, from 
albeit an already sound level. 
 
Fundamental culture change therefore was indicated from, it must be said, a strong 
base of professionalism and service quality, but nonetheless step-change was 
required by the Chief Executive and leading politicians to take Solihull Council to a 
new level of performance.  
 
The overall change programme was entitled One Council One Vision – a 
developing and flexible visioning programme aimed at engaging the whole Council in 
the change and improvement process. The Chief Executive set out a number of non-
negotiables to underpin the change programme, e.g. no change is not an option, 
corporate at the point of service delivery, strive for quality, put yourself in the 
customer’s shoes and act as one council. 
 
The change movement, (perhaps ‘change programme’ is too static and limiting a 
notion here) consists of a number of facets, from large-scale set-piece events to one-
to-one interventions. What follows is a flavour of that programme. It is now two years 
since it started yet significant momentum for change exists and the critical mass of 
colleagues engaged with the process continues to grow. 
 
A series of whole day events, ‘Have Your Say Days’, laid the foundation for the 
emerging vision and values of the organisation. Over 650 colleagues attended nine, 
one-day events. Predominantly employees at the point of service with the public, and 
from all levels and departments, providing a sound cross-section of all employees. A 
significant amount of valuable material, organisational problems, ideas and practical 
measures for improving service quality and the organisation’s ‘health’ were identified 
and recorded during the events.  Perhaps one of the key features of the events was 
the innovative use of theatrical props and costumes and feedback from colleagues 
via poetry, song and acting thus encouraging people to be able to say difficult things 
to senior managers. 



Those events were followed by a Visioning Day for the Council’s top managers, 
over 140 of them. They were presented with the views and aspirations from their 
colleagues, gathered during the Have Your Say Days and the managers then 
identified a number of key challenges to support the change agenda and respond to 
the Have Your Say output as well as the broader need for change.  

At the Visioning Day, eleven ‘Think Tanks’ were created to consider the challenges 
identified for action and to develop new thinking around those challenges. The Think 
Tanks were each co-ordinated by a manager and included colleagues from the 
Visioning Day who indicated a particular interest in the challenges each of the Think 
Tanks is addressing. All colleagues across the Council were encouraged to engage 
with the Think Tanks, in person or via e.mail or the Intranet. Several hundred took up 
the offer. 

After several weeks of intense activity, the Think Tanks all reported on time at the 
end of December, and to a pre-agreed format, which concentrated on their proposals 
for fundamental change. 
 
In early January of 2002 they made a series of presentations to all members of the 
Corporate Management Team (CMT) and other senior managers, along with Trades 
Union representatives. These feedback sessions were essential to the CMT hearing 
the range and depth of the proposals and engaging in dialogue with the groups about 
what they were proposing. We felt that this degree of engagement would enhance 
the understanding and support of the management team for the proposals through 
the next stages of the policy and budget processes. 
 
Another firm output from the original manager’s Visioning Day was the creation of 
draft Vision and Values for the Council. These, too, were ‘owned’ for action by two 
more groups. The groups were given tight deadlines to produce working drafts ready 
for internal consultation with Members via a seminar and external consultation with 
stakeholders thereafter. A workable vision and set of values was offered for Council 
approval in February 2002 and along with a range of further initiatives, the Values 
and Vision were endorsed and then launched with a series of informal but 
nonetheless important sessions with colleagues led, by members of the management 
team. 

A particularly beneficial output from the Have Your Say and Visioning Days was the 
creation of a list of so-called Quick Wins, i.e. ideas and suggestions that can be 
actioned relatively quickly and cost effectively to improve aspects of the organisation 
and provide momentum for the change programme. A Think Tank created at the 
Visioning Day specifically to cater for those issues and challenges not easily 
allocated elsewhere collated, analysed, assessed and identified delivery mechanisms 
for a number of these Quick Wins. In addition, the Corporate Management Team 
agreed to endorse one of the suggestions a month to provide further impetus and 
high-level support for the implementation of the Quick Wins. 

It should be noted that at times these quick wins proved difficult to deliver, primarily 
because many of them tested as yet undisturbed processes and systems that proved 
resistant to the new style of operation, i.e. the ‘old order’ coming to terms with the 
reality of change. We did not however give up on these items, so vital to the 
individuals who identified them. 
 



Following the successful completion of the Have Your Say Days and the Visioning 
Day, two rounds of Core Briefing took place across the Council. Significant 
feedback from colleagues across the Council was received. Their comments were 
collated and provided to the Think Tank Co-ordinators for input to their groups’ work. 

It was considered vital for the momentum of the change programme and to involve 
colleagues who had not participated in the various events, for a series of information 
sharing events to be held. These ‘Spread the Message’ events kept people 
informed of progress and provided opportunities for them to ask questions and think 
about their role in the changes ahead. They were mainly held in the offices of the 
teams concerned and over 40 such briefings took place during a two months period.  

Council Members were clear about the need for change and kept engaged through 
a number of informal discussions from the early days of the programme. A seminar 
covering the main features of the programme and the draft Vision and Values was 
held for all Members as the Think Tanks progressed towards their final reports at the 
end of December. Further formal and informal briefings for Members were held at 
appropriate points in the programme, including a seminal meeting where senior 
politicians became engaged with rather than briefed upon the activities and outputs 
from the Think Tanks and the management team’s deliberations leading to the 
framework document mentioned elsewhere. This use of music and visual imagery 
within what became known as ‘the presentation’ was an important marker in the 
change in style from previous ways of sharing important news with Members. 

This presentation, at its simplest, a PowerPoint presentation with voice over and 
music, detailing the progress to date and plans for the future, became another one of 
the icons of the One Council One Vision effort. Used initially with Members, it also 
became another of the tools used to get out and engage people across the system 
with the progress being made. We saw it as another method of the numerous ones 
we developed to reflect that people engage with information in very different ways. 
This presentation was also an important feature of the Make a Difference Day, 
detailed later. 
 

One of the corner stones of a successful and robust change programme is that of 
effective and continual communication about the programme. Two ‘Have Your 
Say’ newsletters were published earlier in the programme and were followed up at 
regular intervals with new editions, both paper and intranet based. The employee 
paper Contact took over as the regular, weekly, source for spreading written 
messages about One Council One Vision. These provide up-to-date information 
about the programme consistently and frequently and meet the needs of those 
colleagues not on the Intranet, e-mail or regularly in ‘phone contact with their base 
office.  

We also developed an interactive website where every single piece of material from 
the change effort was stored and retrievable by anyone visiting the site. Important 
messages throughout were conveyed via word of mouth, emails, paper-based 
communications, one-to-ones, group and team meetings and open space 
events. We continually worked and re-worked the communication methodologies to 
find the appropriate medium for the message being conveyed and the recipients of 
the message. 

Another feature of the programme was the desire to involve citizens in developing 
the Vision and Values. As well as promoting the Vision and Values through the 
regular meetings of various local partnerships, the draft vision and values were 
published for consultation with over 2000 individuals throughout the borough. The 



responses from this focused consultation were fed-back into the programme and 
directly influenced later versions of the vision and values. 
 
Following on from the think tanks sharing there extensive set of proposals with the 
corporate management team, and we learned a great deal about how to best plan 
and manage sensitive events, both from a negative and positive outcome standpoint, 
the corporate management team went into a period of intensive and thoughtful 
reflection around the proposals from the Think Tanks. There were several lengthy 
sessions where dialogue was the only tool employed by the team, as they worked to 
understand, support and then shape the outputs of their colleagues’ efforts into a set 
of strategic actions, connecting the internal with the external demands and 
opportunities.  
 
After six weeks this work was complete and a framework report was prepared that 
became the starting point for another phase of intense activity of a corporate and 
service-based nature. The think tank members were kept fully informed of this work. 
Although their task had been completed on reporting to the management team we 
recognised their continued ownership of the output from the groups.   
 
As the change impetus developed and we had a range of important messages to 
share from our Think Tanks, we created an opportunity for a day based around 
dialogue not formal presentations, the Make A Difference day. This day was 
predicated on the belief that if colleagues who have been debating ideas and 
developing potential solutions to problems and ways forward to improve the 
organisation’s performance could share those ideas with a larger number of their 
colleagues, directly, and in a personal, the change effort would continue to gain 
strength and legitimacy around the ‘whole system’ that is the Council. A small group 
of colleagues came together and created the event; a market place of vision, ideas, 
proposals, and the opportunity for everyone attending to ‘make a difference’ 
themselves, i.e. to make a pledge to do their ‘bit’ for the changing Council.  
 
The event was open from 06.30 to 18.30 and colleagues from around the Council 
were provided with optional transport from the Council’s main service sites to the 
event. There were no formal presentations, just a series of open plan spaces where 
people shared their thoughts and talked around pictures, diagrams and lists of 
proposals. Over 15% of the Council’s total employee numbers made their way to that 
day, including many from teams and services whose connection to the change effort 
had been tenuous. Many pledges to get involved, take a lead and requests for 
involvement were made and followed-up as a result of the day. 
 
Meanwhile with the management team’s framework in place, we created the next 
phase of activity to follow-on from the think tanks, Theme Groups. These groups 
were composed again of people keen to share the load of leading and influencing 
change. With lead officers, who this time had expressed an interest in that role and in 
effect applied for and been interviewed for the role, creating groups who would 
develop and implement the myriad proposals carried through from the think tanks. 
This was very much the ‘action’ phase of the change effort so far. Over several 
months these groups refined and then began to deliver the proposals previously 
endorsed by the management team.  
 
During our efforts we also tried to capture everything we were doing in visual ways. 
The diagram following, whilst outrageously complex, does, on one sheet of paper, 
encapsulate to a large degree the One Council One Vision foundations and dialogue 
mechanisms. 
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As we developed we also realised that around the Council there were a range of 
good opportunities to build the dialogue around change in both formal and informal 
ways. At this stage, almost a year into our activities we created a dialogue 
framework, which might sound mechanistic but was simply recognition that to break 
free from previous ways dialogue can both take place spontaneously and when 
encouraged by venues and opportunities being created for it. The following picture 
encapsulates our thinking and proposals in this area. 
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And the effort continues. The Council shifts from its old styles, behaviours and 
constraints to continually seek out new ways of developing dialogue and participation 
in the needed changes to strategy, structure and service composition to meet the 
demanding agenda of public service reform. Solihull Council has advanced from Fair 
to Good in CPA terms and continues to look for innovation in service delivery 
mechanisms and style. 

In effect, One Council One Vision as well as being a rapidly developing programme 
of activities to promote positive change in its own right, was also a form of ‘wrapper’ 
around a range of existing and developing initiatives. The outputs from the Think 
Tank phase, along with an analysis of the wider policy agenda for the public sector, 
created a major opportunity to rethink the form of service-delivery model 
appropriate for public services in the 21st Century.  

The challenges of issues such as corporate governance, trust-based and contractual 
relationships, and new, more flexible service delivery models also present 
opportunities to give a lead. One Council One Vision is one example, but not the only 
one, of how a leadership role can be established by the Council. 

The creation of the draft Vision and Values, the Think Tanks, Team Brief and 
encouragement to participate in the One Council One Vision change programme, are 
examples of treating our organisation as a “whole system”, i.e. all of its parts are 
connected and influence each other, whether knowingly or not. This developing 
realisation will encourage an attitude and set of behaviours that stimulate 
involvement and an understanding that for any part of the system to be excellent, all 
of the Council must be excellent. 

As the Chief Executive said at the outset of One Council One Vision, “we will be 
giving a new shape to what we mean as an organisation; by us and through us we 
will replace the previous traditions and values, and create the new council built on 
the best of the old”. 
 
 
Steve Loraine, Consultant 
22.01.04 
 
www.steveloraine.co.uk  
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