Influencing on the national stage

In the third of a series of three articles, Hamish Davidson, Chairman of MJI looks at local authority Chief Executives and influencing on the national stage  
Compared with when I first started headhunting for central government posts (some 14 years ago), there is no question but that local authority CEO’s are, as a group and breed, seen in a more favourable light.  Back then, had I suggested to senior civil servants that I look amongst local govt CEO’s for potential candidates, the suggestion was rapidly dismissed.  And much the same applied when taking the brief from Ministers, (especially and ironically, from former local authority Councillors).  But not today.  

So what has brought about this change of perspective?  Whilst answering that question, keep in mind this challenge that I get asked incessantly by aspiring and future leaders, both public and private sector.  ‘Should I do an MBA or its equivalent?’  Anyhow, back to the original question – what has changed? 

1) The pay for many local authority CX’s has risen dramatically.  Top civil servants used to earned more than all of you.  Well, that isn’t the case anymore.  And with the increase in pay has come increased, if grudging respect (and envy).

2) Linked to (1), quite a few civil servants now reckon that not only could they do your job (most always thought they could, anyhow), but an increasing number think they would ‘like’ to do it.  Being at the ‘delivery’ end of policy appeals to many disheartened policy wonks.

3) Tony Blair was famously reported as saying that local govt is the one bit of the public sector that actually works.  This has challenged the old stereotypical view of local govt being the ‘gutter end’ of politics – and made much of the Civil Service sit up and take notice.

4) The creation and gradual increase in the number of arms length agencies and Non Departmental Public Bodies (NDPB’s) has resulted in a demand for CEO’s who have actually ‘managed something’, rather than just dealt with policy.  Indeed, I was part of the team at my former employer, PwC, that recruited the original trailblazer, Michael Bichard out of local government to be CX of the then Benefits Agency. 

5) The increased use of headhunters generally, whether through desperation in order to fill posts, or a genuine opening up of the Civil Service - has resulted in a powerful advocate for all of you, and one that has challenged those old prejudices that there is no talent within local government.  This ‘advocacy’ should not be underestimated.  On top of that, Central Government was and is quite capable of doing its own headhunting – hence: Wendy Thomson moving from the London Borough of Newham to the then Best Value Inspectorate ay the Audit Commission and then to No 10: Denise Platt to the Social Services Inspectorate (SSI); and David Bell to Ofsted.

6) The pressure for more diversity amongst senior civil service appointments has also played well for local govt – for there has been no easier source of such talent for Whitehall to tap into, particularly women (2008 moves of Stella Manzie, CEO of City of Coventry to the Scottish Government; and Helen Bailey, CEO of London Borough of Islington to HM Treasury, both handled by myself, make my point for me).  
7) Most of all, however, it is the gradual but relentless ‘trickledown’ effect of former CEO’s and other senior officers from local government (most especially in HR) gradually taking on roles within the Government bureaucracy and its agencies.  As the Civil Service gets used to working and interacting closely with former local government officers, so they have gradually softened their innate prejudice.

8) Finally, the creation of Non Execs for Government Depts and the appointment of several local govt CEO’s to those roles, as well as having a couple of Permanent Secretaries who are local government ‘old boys’ has raised the profile of this cadre of talent considerably.  
The good news: the answer to those aspiring leaders as to whether to do an MBA is that ‘of course you should’, if only for the fact that as the proportion of those with MBA’s in senior positions rises, as it is doing steadily, so too they will seek to recruit in their own image.  Much the same applies as regards those who have moved from local into central govt – they too will be more minded, inevitably, to look kindly upon former local govt colleagues when filling other senior roles. 
The bad news: your then President didn’t get it quite right when he said [Municipal Journal 05 October 2006] that when Whitehall seeks to fill a difficult post, our [headhunters] brief is to look at local government CEO’s.  I’m afraid you are not yet viewed with that degree of exclusivity. The truth, and as one who takes the briefs, I’m in a position to know, is that private sector is ahead of you still.  Ideally, that is where Whitehall’s (and Ministers) first instinct is to look.  But no question about it – you are getting there, and your influence nationally is expanding. 
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