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Recovery through innovation
It is often in the darkest times that bright ideas are most needed. As budgets contract, fresh 
ideas are needed to bolster society and to recover from the recession, says David Walker
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Celebrate the possible

Necessity is, of course, the mother of 
invention – and that’s as true in public 
services as any other field. We live in 
difficult times, but difficult times call 
for exciting and innovative thinking.

The aim of this supplement is to 
draw attention to radical ideas that 
will help transform public services as 
they face their greatest challenges. 
We look at ways to fund innovation 
and discover the managers who have 
led successful projects. This is, after 
all, a celebration of the possible.

The Guardian has a long tradition 
of supporting the best and most 
innovative in the public sector. Its 
annual showcase of the brightest 
projects, the Public Services Awards, 
highlights the variety, passion and 
ingenuity of those in public service.

So what should the next steps 
be for those keen to innovate? 
Rigorously designed, practical 
trials are important, but probably 
more important now is the wider 
dissemination of knowledge about 
innovation, about which methods 
work – and which don’t. There are still 
too many small pockets of innovation 
– and only the public sector itself 
has the machinery to scale up small 
projects to a national level.

It’s vital we get this right. 
That doesn’t mean we should be 
frightened of failure; on the contrary, 
everyone agrees that tolerating and 
learning from failure is an important 
aspect of innovation. But it is 
important to evaluate projects clearly 
and agree on what works, before 
committing large-scale funding to 
further projects.

In these pages, we highlight many 
innovative ideas and those who are 
driving them forward. What unites 
them is a passion for transformation 
and a belief that getting public 
services right is a worthy cause.
Jane Dudman

R
ecession need not 
extinguish the flame of 
social innovation. Its 
advocates – including 
the US president and 
the leader of the Euro-
pean Commission – say 
that with clever sup-

port from the state, entrepreneurship 
for social good can flourish, even in these 
dark days.

Chill winds are blowing on business. 
Charity income is down and the flash phi-
lanthropy of the bubble years is drying up. 
The public sector faces, at the very least, 
budgetary turmoil and, possibly, pressure 
on services. But that need not mean there 
is no space for growth and enterprise. 

Social innovation is defined in Wikipe-
dia as “new strategies, concepts, ideas and 
organisations that meet social needs of all 
kinds – from working conditions and edu-
cation to community development and 
health – and that extend and strengthen 
civil society”.  In fact, Wikipedia itself is 
an example of social innovation. 

A recent book, The Unsung Sixties: 
Memoirs of Social Innovation, lists con-
sumer advice, Shelter, the Child Poverty 
Action Group and the Joint Council for the 
Welfare of Immigrants from that decade as 
examples. Recently, more emphasis has 
been put on money-spinning enterprise 
that also has social benefit: the  Guardian 
recently interviewed Penny Newman, the 
chief executive of Fifteen Foundation, 
whose restaurants, established by Jamie 
Oliver, offer a start in catering to young 
men and women who have had difficult 
backgrounds. Newman made no secret 
of her desire to win customers and turn 
a profit.

One of Barack Obama’s first moves on 
assuming the US presidency was to set up 
a new office of social innovation. Extend-
ing micro-credit in poor neighbourhoods 

and schemes for low-carbon living are 
among projects likely to be supported. 
Similar government initiatives are under 
way in Australia and New Zealand; Italy 
has a bank for social enterprise, and the 
European Union is talking about how it 
might accelerate such social innovation in 
the delivery of healthcare, the transition 
from school to work, and drugs rehabilita-
tion. The EU president, José Manuel Bar-
roso, launched a “renewed” social agenda 
last year, which is being revamped with an 
emphasis on social enterprise.

In the UK, one of the prophets of social 
enterprise is Geoff Mulgan, director of the 
Young Foundation and former adviser to 
Tony Blair. He says attention on both sides 
of the Atlantic “has turned to investing 
systematically in social creativity, whether 
in relation to climate change, ageing or the 
challenges of hyperdiverse cities. Few dis-
pute the need to invest in technological 
innovation. But more are now recognising 
the need for much broader strategies for 
‘recovery through innovation’.”

That’s the big question. Philanthropic 
trusts are pulling in their horns as their 
endowments shrink. Grants are among 
the first to go when public sector finance 
directors come looking for budget savings. 
Venture capitalists, where they survive, 
are looking for certs.

Opportunity knocks
Yet optimism abounds. Mulgan is not 
alone in smelling opportunity. “The cri-
sis has helped to move social innovation 
from the margins to the mainstream,” he 
says. “While the bulk of resources have 
gone into bailing out the banks and big 
industries, there’s growing recognition 
that societies need to speed up testing and 
diffusion of programmes that can really 
deliver results for less money and allevi-
ate the worst harm of the recession.”

Nesta, the National Endowment for 

Science Technology and the Arts, an 
independent endowment  at the centre of 
thinking and investment for innovation, 
has just set up a Public Services Innovation 
Lab to test new forms of radical innovation 
in service delivery at a cheaper cost. 

Its chief executive, Jonathan Kesten-
baum, believes there has been a funda-
mental shift in public service provision:   
“The traditional status quo in the UK – of 
businesses creating wealth and the gov-
ernment dealing with the social wellbe-
ing of the country – has eroded. The old 
model of taxation to fund social wellbeing 
will not stand up to the pressures of issues 
such as an ageing population and climate 
change,” he says. 

“Alongside this, the recession will cre-
ate a wave of people coming into the work-
force with a new set of values who want to 
work in a commercial environment while 
making a difference to society. These two 
factors will come together to encourage 
social entrepreneurs to look for new ways 
to tackle both the economic and social 
challenges we are facing, putting social 
innovation firmly on the map”. 

The language around social innova-
tion is having to change. Writing a paper 
for the prime minister’s strategy unit two 
years ago, Charles Leadbeater, a visiting 
fellow at Nesta, talked of a strategy based 
on finding new ways to address unmet 
social needs. If, as pessimists say, public 
expenditure is going to be curtailed, those 
unmet needs could expand as existing 
health, education, training and care pro-
grammes are cut.

Will it be a question of innovation 
or plastering over? Two years ago Kent 
county council established a social inno-
vation laboratory, building on its reputa-
tion for fresh thinking that had led to the 
creation of Kent TV and TeleHealth. But 
if Kent, like other councils, were to strug-
gle to provide basic services because its 

councillors were reluctant to raise taxes 
or because central grants were cut, could 
innovation substitute? Recent examples 
of social innovation such as NHS Direct, 
come from a period when the public spend-
ing taps were turned full on. In a recent 
social innovation “camp”, a number of the 
successful entrants – among them a trans-
port guide for people with disabilities and 
new care management methods – seemed 
to take for granted adequate amounts of 
public spending .

Fighting the downturn
Nesta believes enterprise is critical to 
recovery from the recession and that both 
public and private sectors must harness 
innovation to become more efficient.

In a paper called Attacking the Reces-
sion: How Innovation Can Fight the Down-
turn, Nesta argues that social responses 
to recession would come from networks 
of social and civic entrepreneurs. They 
reaffirm the case – which both the Con-
servatives and Blairites uphold – that in 
between the public and private sectors 
there is civil society, able and willing to 
fulfil social needs. 

Social innovation is both an expression 
of, and a way of strengthening, social capi-
tal – the basis of trust and confidence on 
which markets and social life ultimately 
depend. Newman talks about trust “that 
we are doing something different” as a 
vital ingredient in commercial success 
at Fifteen.

Nesta believes that this precious and 
paradoxical combination of enterprise 
and innovation on one side and social 
trust and mutuality on the other can be 
put together. A practical question for the 
next few years, however, is how far the 
government can afford even the relatively 
small amounts of money that are needed 
to prime the pumps and set the social 
innovators on their way.
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 E
very true story of social 
innovation is a messy tale of 
luck and timing, hard graft 
and creative insight.

Hospices, Wikipedia, 
personal budgets and 
micro-credit: all had their 
false starts. But in almost 

every case, success only came when two 
very different groups found common 

cause. There are the “bees”: the creative 
social entrepreneurs or junior officials, 
community groups or professionals 
who develop ideas – driven by passion, 
anger or loss, or just by the urge to make 
things better. 

In the other group are the “trees” — 
the big public agencies, companies and 
non-government organisations with 
roots, power and money.

As a rule, the bees have energy and 
ideas but little capacity to put them into 
effect, while the trees have power and 
money, but find it harder to think fresh 
thoughts. Successful change happens 
when the two come together, when 
the bees pollinate the trees, and ideas 
that may have been born over a mug 
of tea, turn into formal programmes 
and policies.

There are many methods for helping 
innovations progress from diagnosis and 
design through to pilots and growth. 
Our research with Nesta on methods has 

Time to cut in the middleman?

Geoff Mulgan
Comment

Robin McKie 

The American poet Samuel Ullman once 
said: “Nobody grows old merely by living a 
number of years. We grow old by deserting 
our ideals. Years may wrinkle the skin, but 
to give up enthusiasm wrinkles the soul.”

It is a neatly expressed point. As our 
society ages, the need to keep increas-
ing numbers of elderly people lively and 
enthused, with their souls unwrinkled, 
will absorb more of our time and resources. 
Hence, the need for social innovation.

“We need to find new, imaginative ways 
to care for our elderly and for the sick,” 
says Robin Murray, one of the nation’s 
most experienced social innovators. “They 
will absorb more and more resources. Old 
age is a time of bereavement and isola-
tion, and people can become very lonely 
and unhappy.”

It is, in short, a major problem, one that 
is likely to pose more difficulty for society 
than any other issue in the near future and 
illustrates the need to have the most inno-
vative policies possible on hand.

For example, says Murray – a fellow of 
Nesta and the Young Foundation, which 
promotes innovation in the health and 
education sectors – we will have to revo-
lutionise the way we use voluntary care in 
this country. If we do not make it easy for 
the people who care for the elderly, usually 
relatives or close friends, then society will 
face all sorts of problems. In particular, tax 
regimes for such people are desperately in 
need of overhaul, he says.

However, the real problem is that the 
young and middle-aged have all kinds 
of social structures to provide stability 
in their lives – schools, college and jobs. 
These disappear when retirement age is 
reached and can lead to rapid disorienta-
tion. So what can social innovation offer as 
a solution? Quite a lot, is the answer.

Here’s one idea that Rowena Young, 
director of Nesta’s Public Services Inno-
vation Lab, which next month launches 
a major new programme on ageing, sug-
gests: instead of staff abruptly walking 
out of their jobs after years of service, an 
employee could be introduced slowly to 
the idea of a routine that does not involve 
being in the office every day and offers 
more unstructured free time. Their work-
ing week would be reduced from 40 hours 
a week to 30, to 20, to 10, over a year or 
two, and so bring quiet adjustment to the 
notion of retirement.

The problem of our ageing society is not 
the only one that requires the attention of 
social innovation, of course. It is merely 
the most pressing. Other issues include 
the general question of coping with ill-
ness in the west.

Why we must 
learn to grow old 
imaginatively
We need to find new and 
different ways to care for our 
ageing population – the most 
pressing issue facing us, says 
one social change expert 

“In the US, the health care industry is 
expected to account for 20% of its GDP by 
2020,” says Murray. “In Britain, we will be 
slightly better off. Health care will account 
for around only 12% of our GDP. That is 
still a major slice of the economy.”

Earmarking scarce resources will 
therefore become of critical importance 
and worthy of imaginative solutions. 
One project with which Murray has been 
involved has looked at the way we deal 
with chronic illness in Britain. “Our team 
went to study diabetics living in council 
houses in Bolton and examined how they 
dealt with their condition. It was an illu-
minating experience.”

In many cases, they found that a dia-
betic’s only interaction with a doctor was 
a 10-minute monthly meeting. These were 
formulaic and patients rarely got a chance 
to express their problems and worries: 
how to deal with the desire to drink alco-
hol, how to deal with their sex drives, or 
difficulties with walking.

Card sharp
“We found an ingenious answer: playing 
cards,” says Murray. A special pack was 
made with each problem facing a diabetic 
marked on an individual card. The patient 
could then discuss these with their family 
and then present the three that most con-
cerned them to their doctor on their next 
visit, allowing the latter to focus quickly 
on specific issues.

“Patients seem to like the system and 
doctors do too,” he adds. “We have now 
had chest and lung experts asking us to test 
out a similar system for their patients.”

Designing new ways of doing things 
involves looking in detail at what people 
do and their day-to-day experiences. The 
same techniques that designers use to 
improve tea bags can be equally applied  
to social innovations such as diabetic play-
ing cards.

“It is also clear the environment move-
ment is going to lead to a great deal of 
social innovative change,” adds Murray. 
“We face massive problems over food and 
energy production in the UK. We will have 
to introduce all sorts of innovations to deal 
with the ecological changes we face.”

These will include alternative energy 
plants, new ways of dealing with waste 
and land use. “These will involve eco-
logical protests and many people taking 
an increasing political role in society, from 
being involved in local elections to stand-
ing as MPs,” says Murray.

And that is the key point: we are enter-
ing the era of the social innovator, a per-
son who sees their community and planet 
changing and is determined to make his 
or her mark, not just tangentially, but in a 
real and emphatic manner. 

The expert innovator Robin Murray

The son of parents who ran a Cumbrian 
farm, Robin Murray is a seasoned 
practitioner at bringing real and effective 
change to social policy. The 68-old-
old innovator is a former fellow of the 
Institute of Development Studies, Sussex 
University, and chief economic adviser 
to the now defunct Greater London 
Council (GLC). Over the years, he has 
acquired vast experience in seeking new 
approaches to issues that beset both 
develop and developing countries.

“At the GLC we set up boards that 
were effectively development banks and 
tackled issues that ranged from women’s 
employment to music festivals,” says 
Murray, who is married with two children. 

“I even had to negotiate and sign contracts 
with major bands, such as the Smiths — 
right down to the detail of how many 
roses would be placed on their stage. It is 
one of the few things I have done that has 
impressed my children.

“The crucial point is that this was taking 
place in the early 80s, a time of high 
unemployment and high property prices. 
That is when social innovation really makes 
a difference. It gets things happening 
when they would otherwise stagnate.”

The GLC enterprise boards soon 
attracted attention internationally 
and Murray began work on developing 
world projects that eventually led to the 
establishment of Twin Trading in 1985 with 

support from the GLC. Twin Trading began 
to import coffee, sold through Oxfam and 
Traidcraft, which eventually led to the 
founding of Cafédirect. Since then, Twin 
Trading has helped chocolate farmers 
in Ghana to found the Kuapa Kokoo co-
operative, and in 1998 Divine Chocolate 
was formed, largely owned by Kuapa 
Kokoo, to market Fairtrade chocolate.

“What is important is that we no longer 
act like passive consumers, but are active 
in setting up ways that create markets 
for the kind of products and services we 
want,” says Murray. “We need a society 
that is user-oriented and it is the job of 
people involved in social innovation to 
guide that process.”

found many hundreds in use around 
the world, from crowd sourcing (see 
main story, page 4) to user-led service 
design, and from social incubators to 
randomised control trials.

In fields such as medicine, the prac-
titioners of innovation are generally 
well-versed in the methods that can be 
used for designing new models, testing 
them and then spreading them. But it’s 
a sign of the relative novelty of the field 
of social innovation that even the most 
experienced practitioners are familiar 
with only a tiny proportion of the meth-
ods they could be using. 

There are many reasons for this, 
including the still glaring gap between 
the rhetorical attention to innovation 
in the public sector, and the consist-
ent unwillingness to fund or manage 
it seriously. 

One reason is that the field suffers 
from a “missing middle”. In science and 
technology there are strong institutions 

dedicated to linking bees and trees; the 
creative inventors and small firms on 
the one hand, and big manufacturers 
and investors on the other. 

These intermediary institutions – 
technology-transfer units, spin-out 
teams, venture capital and collabora-
tive research programmes – have grown 
rapidly over the last few decades 
fuelled by research showing the vital 
role they play in making the technology 
ecosystem work.

Social innovation still lacks similar 
intermediaries, though the field is 
beginning to grow. In the UK, interme-
diaries include organisations like Forum 
for the Future, the Innovation Unit, 
Nesta, the New Economics Foundation 
and the Young Foundation. 

Internationally, they include net-
works like the Social Innovation 
Exchange (Six), ideas banks, including 
one in Korea that has a committee of 
senior politicians to put the best into 

legislation, and sector-specific interme-
diaries like the Centre for Court Innova-
tion in New York.

One of the most interesting, which 
draws directly on a successful model 
from technology, is being trialled by 
the Australian arm of Six, embedding 
employees of the intermediary in a 
range of social and public organisations 
to identify promising ventures from 
internal intellectual property that man-
agers failed to spot.

It’s long been known that markets 
depend on brokers and traders to bring 
supply and demand together. The same 
is true of innovation. Without these 
intermediaries, simply building a better 
mousetrap doesn’t, unfortunately, mean 
that the world will automatically beat a 
path to your door.

Geoff Mulgan is director of the Young 
Foundation. A practical directory of  
methods will be published in the summer

Murray: ‘What is important is that we no longer act like passive consumers’  Shamil Tanna

We will have to 
revolutionise the way 
that we use voluntary 
care in this country 



Amy Kinnaird 
Founder, Opportunities in 
Retirement, Ayrshire

In 1985 the activity group for retired 
people in Ayr could sit in four corners of 
a room: photography, gardening, bridge 
and money advice. Now, we’d need 80 
corners because of all the activities we 
do, from art to angling to yoga. In 24 
years we’ve helped 1,700 people, and all 
voluntarily, without direct funding from 
the authorities.

The key to getting something like this 
off the ground is to make the best use 
of the resources available. In our case, it 
was the people willing to help. Different 
people have different skills, and these 
form the foundation of any community 
idea. You know your own skills, but you 
need to articulate them in the right way. 
Listen and learn from others, and use 
their skills. And remember that some-
times you have to be a little cheeky to 
get what you want.
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Raheel Mohammed 
Young Foundation 
Helped pilot Maslaha project 

The aim of Maslaha [a project with 
Tower Hamlets and Birmingham East 
and North primary care trusts to ensure 
health services are culturally attuned to 
diverse users] is to produce resources 
that combine Islamic and medical advice 
to support positive health messages 
through practical and creative means.

We wanted the resources to be prac-
tical and attractive to the patient and 
health practitioner while also permeat-
ing into everyday scenarios. Finding 
that initial funding can always be dif-
ficult, but the answer is to be proactive, 
and play to your strengths – which is 
knowing your community and how it 
feels, thinks and acts. Be creative and 
don’t rely on the language, format, or 
systems that have already been used; 
create your own vocabulary and way of 
delivering a service.

Fiona Radford 
Governor of Ford Prison,  
Arundel, West Sussex 

You may be surprised to hear that there 
are lots of ideas for innovative projects 
in prisons. My staff and prisoners come 
up with them regularly, and the chal-
lenge is trying to fit the ideas into our 
statutory framework and prison rules.

One of our officers proposed that 
Ford produce its own biodiesel to 
fuel our vehicles using waste cooking 
oil from our kitchens. Another staff 
member on secondment as the project 
manager for our award-winning, on-
site social enterprise business, Work 
This Way, suggested integrating this 
proposal with prisoner training. 

The resultant project, the Waste Oil 
in Prison Project, is testing high-quality 
biofuels production and at the same 
time developing training for offenders 
in biofuels production and associated 
qualifications.

Andrew Coggins  
Executive producer, 
Dance United

Over the past 12 years, I have seen dance 
transform broken young lives. It’s a 
powerful tool that can release potential. 
Without this fundamental shift, other 
support tends not to last.

The key with this kind of social inno-
vation is to create genuine hope where 
before there has only been despair. 
Dance United’s Destino show, with the 
Sadler’s Wells company, helped rein-
force the message that underpins all our 
work: we should have the same stand-
ards for Sadler’s Wells as we would with 
Holloway prison. Everyone deserves the 
best the artist can offer. 

With community projects, it’s impor-
tant that we view marginalised people 
neither as victims nor as villains; rather 
we must see them as survivors of a life 
lived thus far. (Continued on page 5).
Interviews by Mark Smith

‘People are the experts in their lives – not us’
Father figure: projects like Daddy Cool in Sheerness, which helps fathers to spend more time with their children, are working with users to improve services  Alicia Canter

Major cultural change is 
under way in Kent, where 
public service users are 
developing the way their 
services are provided 

Jargon buster 

Continuous improvement: A key 
concept, it’s important for innovation to 
be about improving things, rather than 
change for its own sake.
Improved outcomes: Finding the 
evidence for whether social innovation 
is working has been more difficult than 
you might expect. There is agreement 
that such measurement should focus 
on improved outcomes – but getting 
agreement on which outcomes are to be 
measured, and how, remains elusive.
Incubator: An organisation or project 
that will kick-start projects by providing 

advice and support, and sometimes 
funding. Incubators are most often found 
in the business world but are increasingly 
being applied to social innovation. 
Seed investment: Funding given at the 
early stages of a project to get it off the 
ground. 
Social enterprise: Organisations that work 
like businesses, in that they trade in goods 
or services and aim to make a profit, but 
with the purpose of meeting social needs.
Social entrepreneur: Someone who uses 
entrepreneurial qualities to address social 
needs or issues.

Social innovation: An improvement to 
products, systems or methods used by 
people working in and delivering services 
that meet social needs of all kinds. 
Transformative agenda: Change that 
does not simply build on processes and 
systems that are already in place, but that 
is radical and has the power to transform 
the way people experience public 
services. Personal budgets, for instance, 
are a radical way to give people control 
over their own spending — and that can 
be controversial. 
Jane Dudman

Vox pop Wise words from innovators ...

Saba Salman

Divorced from the mother of his son, 
Jamie looked forward to Saturdays with 
his two-year-old child but was running out 
of places to go. Without a car or income, 
he was  limited to trips to the playground. 
Frustrated and isolated, he felt he was  let-
ting his son down. 

But word of mouth led him to Daddy 
Cool, the fathers’ project at the Seashells 
Sure Start centre in Sheerness in Kent. 
Now Jamie not only has a safe play space 
for his son but a vital support network.

Project manager Steve Chevis says: 
“People in the group look out for each 
other. Friendships continue outside the 
Saturday-morning sessions.”

The project, where up to 12 fathers at 
a time can socialise while their children 
play, is at the heart of a burgeoning plan at 
Kent county council to achieve that most 
holy of grails: user-led services.

The dads’ project was set up four years 
ago but took on a new prominence when 
the council launched its Social Innovation 
Lab for Kent (Silk) in 2007 as a platform to 
develop new thinking. Under a year-long 
bid to overhaul how schemes are designed 
and delivered, Kent used its family  serv-

ices – such as the dads’ project – to explore 
different approaches to  community sup-
port. Fathers, among other residents, were 
asked about the ir experiences of  services 
and how these could be improved. The 
research culminated in a report, Just  Cop-
ing, which sets out the concerns of local 
people in unprecedented detail and acts 
as evidence for future support.

As a result of the views raised by local 
fathers, the council appointed Chevis 
as the dedicated dads’ worker at the 
Seashells centre. In addition, the coun-
cil hopes to launch a discount card for 
dads later this year, giving users money 
off at restaurants, shops and children’s 
attractions in the area. The discount card 
scheme is taking longer than planned due 
to the recession but the council is in nego-
tiations with local businesses.

Kent’s innovation lies less in the  physi-
cal differences the plan has made so far 
– it is early days – but in the fact that it is 
a highly researched vision of how the 
authority will transform its  attitudes to 
its citizens.

Put simply, rather than working out 
how existing services might meet need, 
the new approach asks residents where 
the support gaps lie. For example, among 
the ideas suggested by the fathers is a 
mobile play area for children. 

So what did Kent’s work involve – and 
why was it so vital? Robert Hardy, the 
council’s director of improvement and 
engagement, explains: “We felt there 
were areas where the way we’d been work-
ing hadn’t changed things – so we had to 
change what we did.”

The first step in 2007 was to get design 

and innovation company Engine to help 
the council launch a social innovation 
lab as a forum for generating its ideas. In 
spring 2007 Kent held a day-long meeting 
of around 50 residents and council staff, 
from social workers to teachers and policy 
officers. The event, according to the Just 
Coping report, revealed “a patchy under-
standing of how the world looks and feels 
from the perspective of the families”.

The meeting shattered preconceptions 
about vulnerable families. Hardy says: 
“For a lone parent to have 50 pence left at 
the end of the week shows she has been 
good at budgeting – not bad.”

The real eye-opener was that residents 
wanted more social networks, not serv-
ices. Staff also realised their work with 
parents was mostly with  mothers, so the 
dads’ project took on a new importance.

By mid-2007 the council had commis-
sioned University of Kent anthropologists 
to carry out research with eight families. 
Their study raised issues such as the fact 
that a utility company overcharging a 
household by just five pence a week could 
tip a family’s monthly budget into chaos.

Then between spring and summer 
2008, Hardy’s team collated the research 
into an easily accessible document, the 
Just Coping report. The challenges, says 
Hardy, include the difficulty of attempt-
ing to be “customer-focused” while tradi-
tional public sector culture often dictates 
that the professional knows best.

What is crucial, he adds, is the leader-
ship from the council’s chief executive and 
senior managers because the desire for 
change trickles down an organisation.

As for the £80,000 cost of the project, 
Hardy says: “The costs of doing noth-
ing are higher than doing something.” 
The  council used its own money, plus 
a grant from the government’s digital  
inclusion unit, because the research 
explored how people use technology to 
access services.

Kent is on the cusp of major cultural 
change and although transformation 
won’t happen overnight, as Hardy says, 
the drive is based on a simple concept: 
“This is about public services accepting 
that individuals are experts in their own 
lives – rather than us being the experts.”
Some names have been changed.

Weblink 

Social Innovation Lab for Kent: 
socialinnovation.typepad.com/silk 

Rob Whiteman,  
Chief executive 
Barking and Dagenham council 

The key factor is creating the ambition 
for change. Frontline public service prac-
titioners have tremendous values, but 
they work in a very complex regulatory 
system and it’s easy to get bogged down.

One way we’re trying to do this is to 
ensure senior management talk to staff 
regularly. We have 8,500 staff, but every 
month we get them together in big 
groups and encourage open communica-
tion. People don’t live their lives in con-
venient departments; they live joined-
up lives that combine family, work, 
healthcare, education – so problems 
need to be tackled in this way too. Our 
domestic violence strategy is an exam-
ple. It’s complex and needs a joined-up 
response. Our response to suspected 
incidents is to send police, paramed-
ics and a social worker. It’s about being 
dynamic across the range of services.




