

MANAGING ONESELF IN ROLE

A Working Tool for the Management of Change
Peter Simpson and Robert French

This paper was published in Public Money and Management 1998, 18, 2:45-50
The changes in the nature of work and in organizational structures in the UK Public Sector have had a major impact on working roles and relationships. In the research project reported on here, we set out to explore whether a new approach to organizational role could help managers in HM Customs and Excise to meet the changing demands and challenges now facing them. It is argued that a dynamic, rather than bureaucratic, view of role is required, which can support flexible working patterns and encourage innovation. The case study suggests that role can be seen as a method or 'working tool' rather than a prescribed set of behaviours, and as provisional, something to be worked with, rather than as fixed and merely learned by rote. This conceptualisation of role can contribute significantly to the implementation of change initiatives, whether the changes are framed in terms of culture, structure or task.
Kierkegaard (1941) advises us that "Life must be lived forwards but it can only be  understood backwards". In organizational life, we are reminded that as change abounds, past experience is of less value than the ability to work and respond innovatively to current circumstance. This contrast encapsulates some of our thinking about existing and alternative ideas of organizational role: one tells me who I am and what to do based on what has worked in the past; the other demands that I create my organizational identity and practice as I go along.

Like much of the UK Public Sector in recent years, HM Customs and Excise has experienced a period of radical change, including restructuring, delayering, staff cuts and cultural change (Colville and Packman, 1996). The challenge has been to manage the transition from a traditional and bureaucratic organization to a new organizational form (Cravens, Piercy and Shipp, 1996). However, it is not sufficient to change merely the external facets of organization. There is a need for individual members of the organization, including management, to alter the way that they work. As such, the challenge may not be so much to find new organizational forms as to develop new forms of organizing.

The recognition of the need for changes in working patterns and behaviours is variously expressed through terms such as empowerment, self-management, people management, taking risks, flexibility, and so on. It is our experience that some in the Public Sector are able to adapt readily to this change in culture and that the new values and behaviours fit well with the way they have been working for years. By contrast, some are actively resistant. However, it is also our experience that many just cannot grasp what is required, and are left in a state of confusion and/or frustration. 

We argue that this is because public sector managers need to find a new way of looking at how to take up a role at work:  instead of following fixed rules and guidelines, as defined and laid down by others, each manager now has to interpret guidelines and respond to each new situation as it arises. 

Background to the Changes

Since the announcement of a Fundamental Expenditure Review (FER) in 1994, HM Customs and Excise has reduced the number of executive units from 21 to 14, and instituted changes in the structure and functioning of the Board and headquarters technical directorates. The significant impetus for change that was provided by FER was not, however, unexpected, but rather was indicative of the change that had been sweeping through Customs and Excise, and the civil service in general, since the 1980s.

This paper is based on work undertaken with one of the fourteen executive units, known as Collections, over a 12 month period beginning early in 1996. At this time, the Collection had been working through the implications of FER. It had been formed by adding together one existing Collection with parts of two adjoining Collections. This structural and geographical change to Collection boundaries led to and was accompanied by a number of significant changes to the working environment for staff and managers alike, including a decrease in the number of senior managers for the geographical region, a consequent increase in size of region and span of control for each manager; and an increased emphasis on functional specialisms across Divisions.

The success of the changes in the FER were dependent upon the effective management of the culture change. The wider spans of control and increased responsibilities of management were closely associated with the achievement of empowered managers and staff at all levels gaining efficiencies through team-based activities. 

The option for managers to retain a hands-on, directive approach to their role was no longer viable. This was producing a dual source of stress and confusion: not only were senior managers having to struggle to understand and manage the enormous scale and range of changes, but they were also faced with finding new ways to engage in this managerial struggle. Not only was the task a challenging one, but they found themselves having to find and use new tools to work on it. 

As a consequence of these changes, and the difficulties encountered in managing within this new environment, the senior management team of one executive unit approached Bristol Business School for some support in developing their notion of role within the new Departmental context. The structural changes at an organizational level were having a direct influence upon the structure at senior management level. Before the FER a fairly typical senior management structure (see figure 1) involved the strategic leadership within a Collection being provided by the Collectorate Management Team (CMG) comprising the Collector (represented by C) with two Deputy Collectors (DC). The two DCs exercised line management responsibilities over the Assistant Collectors (ACs). Together these formed the Collectorate. For a number of years the role of ACs in strategic management had been a moot point. Historically and structurally the power lay with the CMG. Typically, the AC role was predominantly that of Divisional Head.

However, the changes brought about by FER, which included the DC role moving out of line, were placing pressure upon ACs to take up their corporate, strategic role, more fully as a part of the Senior Management Team (see figure 2). The role of an AC was now more clearly that of a senior manager with the responsibility to manage the whole Collection, not just their own Division. 







The Research Project
The struggle that these senior managers were having in coming to terms with their changing roles matched well with our interest in developing ideas on role within new organizational forms. 

We adopted an action research approach, comprising a range of activities that involved us in working with managers' experience of role and relationships in the workplace. The ideas that underpinned the work, new to the managers involved, came from our experience in Group Relations (Colman and Geller, 1985; Gillette and McCollom, 1990) and Socio-Technical Systems (Miller, 1993). In particular we combined systemic thinking and psychodynamic theory (see, for example: Hirschhorn, 1988, 1997; Hirschhorn and Gilmore, 1992; Obholzer and Zagier Roberts, 1994; Trist and Murray, 1990).

The range of research activities comprised the following: 


one-to-one work on role with the chief executive (known as the Collector);


one-to-one interviews and workshops on role with senior management.

In order to underpin this work, and provide us with a sufficient understanding of the organizational context, we also undertook a number of data gathering activities including attendance at senior management meetings, steering group meetings, and management development workshops. 

The first research activity - one-to-one work on role undertaken with the Collector - was based on a process entitled Organizational Role Analysis (Quine and Hutton, 1992; Reed, 1976). This involved a series of eight sessions of approximately two hours at monthly intervals. The aim was to work with the Collector on his role. Rather than starting with a list of activities in the form of a job description, we sought, through reflection upon particular issues, hopes, problems, or stresses, to frame and reframe his understanding of his role within the changing organization. For example, historically a major activity for the Collector had been an extensive programme of "inspection visits" throughout the Collection. However, whilst a well established practice, it became clear that this act of bureaucratic control was no longer appropriate. Towards the end of the series of sessions, the Collector expressed the following insight in a letter to his senior management team:


In essence, Senior Management exist to serve the organization and people at the sharp end of the business and are required to provide clear leadership and direction. It follows that, the most critical part of my role is to lead cultural change on an ongoing basis.(original emphasis).
This is not a traditional or bureaucratic view of role. Rather, it acknowledges the requirement for a chief executive, and senior managers generally, to be prepared to let go of old practices and to focus on actively managing change, both within themselves and within the wider organization. For this Collector, the visits continued, but with a different emphasis: both to provide an opportunity to hear from those at "the sharp end", and in turn to communicate and model his vision of the new organization.

The second area of research activity comprised individual interviews and workshops with the senior management team. The interviews each lasted approximately two hours, in which we  explored the manager's image of his role in relation to the organization and the wider system. The workshops involved working collectively to explore the manner in which a different view of role could help to address the changing demands upon senior managers. Key issues included the changing nature of boundaries, tasks and priorities for senior managers. 

Boundaries

In Customs and Excise, managerial, as well as national, boundaries used to be carefully policed and deemed impermeable without appropriate rigorous authorization. As one manager expressed it, "the senior manager was squire of his domain". As a consequence, clarity in rules and activities was of paramount importance, and the role of the manager was to tell people what they could and could not do. However, boundaries are now more permeable and less rigid. An important issue has now become the management of risk (for example, the transport of unauthorised goods or, managerially, unauthorised intervention in another manager's work). 

Tasks
In addition, strategists at Headquarters changed the departmental objectives from a functional to a generic emphasis in terms of service to society, revenue, and performance statistics. Previously there had been a close link between divisional role, function and objectives for senior managers. The new objectives provoked many questions about the activities in the Collections: are resources deployed to the right areas to address these objectives? is the Collection organized appropriately? In short, is the organization working on the right tasks? 

Priorities
This shift contributed to a fundamental challenge to the priorities of senior managers.  Historically, activities were defined, both individually and corporately, by responsibilities in three main areas: divisional management, functional responsibility, and corporate responsibility (ranked in descending order of importance). However, the changing nature of the tasks suggested a complete reversal of this ranking: the senior managers were required to become corporate team players first, and divisional managers ("squires") last. 

The picture that we gained from these research activities was of managers needing to reframe their engagement with the organization, and needing to find a basis for acting effectively within uncertain and confusing circumstances. It was clear that there were, and are, no easy answers. "Looking backwards" was not offering the right sort of solution. 

However, we did find that through the exploration of a different concept and experience of role in these research activities some managers were developing a greater appreciation of their authority to act: to "live forwards" even where they still felt uncertain. This was not achieved through more accurate definitions of their roles (a bureaucratic view of role), but through a process of taking up their roles in relation to new and changing circumstances with an authority based on increased knowledge and understanding and increased confidence (a dynamic view of role).

In terms of knowledge, it seemed that their increased sense of authority in role grew out of an improved systemic awareness; in other words, as they developed clearer insights into the relationship between the changing nature of their tasks and developments in the wider organization and society as a whole. The particular requirements upon senior managers to achieve this are outlined in table 1.

	Table 1. The New Concept of Role

	To use the new concept of role, managers must learn to:

· maintain a good understanding of the changing organizational context;

· pay frequent attention to their role in relation to the aims of the organization;

· develop an idea of their role that is clear and closely linked to action;

· frame and reframe their understanding of their own role in line with continuing organizational changes

· manage the transitions between different roles and contexts;

· exercise self-control (rather than look to their line managers to impose control) and develop the ability to maintain an attention to tasks and objectives;

· use the idea of role explicitly when working with colleagues.




Many senior managers felt undermined by the complexity and confusion of the new organizational context. A developing systemic awareness helped them to engage more authoritatively with their senior management roles. It also enabled managers with many years of experience in the old organizational context to reassess both the value and the limitations of that experience. By taking time to reflect upon past actions and judgements, they gained a better appreciation of the limits and extent of their competence. This led to a growing confidence to act.

Applications of Role as a Method or Working Tool
The notion of 'role' originated in the theatre and was only translated to the broader organizational context in the seventeenth century. The central image is instructive in the context of our experience of this research project. In theatrical terms, role originally described the 'roll' of paper or parchment on which the words to be read by the actor were written. All the actor was required to do was to read clearly the words written for him or her on their 'roll' as it unrolled in front of them.

Many theatrical revolutions later, the actor's role can now be much freer, though arguably more demanding. Improvisation would be the starkest example. We no longer see the 'skill' of the actor (theatrical or organizational) merely in terms of the clear and convincing enunciation of another's directives expressed in the words attributed to their particular role. Instead, the accomplished (theatrical or organizational) actor's most critical skill is the ability to get into role. This means understanding the overall context and tasks to which his or her role relates (including the audience/clients, fellow actors/colleagues) - and then testing that understanding by creating the role in action, not just from the script.

This dynamic concept of role, where role is thought of as a method or working tool, has a number of practical applications for working and managing in the context of new and changing organizational cultures. In summary, we believe that this concept of role better enables managers to take up different roles and adapt to new tasks, to prioritise aspects of their work, to act with initiative, to live with uncertainty and ambiguity, to take up their authority appropriately, to manage conflict, and to focus on role rather than person. These characteristics are explored more fully in the following discussion.

Taking Up Roles
The ability to take up a role appropriately and to use role as a method is, of course, not a new discovery but rather a new emphasis or priority as a result of the changed organizational context. The chairing of meetings is a good example of the sort of issue that can be informed by the notion of role as a method. During the research project, there was clear evidence of an ability to chair meetings using role in this sense. It could be observed in the awareness of such issues as: the task of the group; the time available and the time boundaries; awareness of the representative roles of other members; the ability to judge the appropriateness of contributions set against the task and the representative role.

Prioritising aspects of Role
Working with role during this research project helped some managers to make judgements about priorities within the system. Thus, where aspects of the role description were becoming less relevant, the manager was enabled to give less time to those areas, to delegate tasks to others, or to cease the activities entirely. In view of the increasing pressures upon managers' time this ability is seen to be extremely important.

Acting with Initiative
There was clear evidence that the ability to operate outside of existing procedures or lines of authority has, for many years, been a valued competence in Customs and Excise. This involves the ability to take risks and make one's own judgements. This ability is enhanced by clarity over the task, system and role. The disabling effects of the confusing and complex new organizational context may be balanced against an increased clarity about one's own authority and purpose which enables the manager to act with initiative.

Living with Ambiguity
Some people are naturally more able than others to accept change and uncertainty. In the new organizational environment, where situations are often ambiguous, it is important to cope with the pressure that others can exert on managers to make everything clear. More effective managers have the ability to judge which aspects do need to be made clear in order to take the organization forward and which aspects of the situation can or may need to be left unclear. We found that such judgements and the engagement with ambiguity were easier for managers who saw this dynamic view of role as a positive development. They were able to work with role as a method and to use their experience in role as a source of information and as a guide to action.

Taking up Authority
There are times when it is appropriate to make waves, create conflict, and make clear and controversial statements. There are also times when authority can be taken up in a more invisible, facilitative manner. The ability to judge when and how often to operate in a particular way is crucial. It was observed that managers tend to prefer one or other approach, but that some were more able to work with both. This ability depends on seeing the exercise of authority as a legitimate organizational process for the achievement of prioritised tasks, not as the expression of personal power.

Managing Conflict
In changing and novel situations, conflict and disagreement over an individual's authority to act will be commonplace. For example, the changing priority of senior managers from a Divisional to a Corporate emphasis might require them to "interfere" in another senior manager's patch. The determination of authority within changing situations is a dynamic process that requires individuals to be perpetually exploring, negotiating and re-negotiating their authority to act. Judgements about the management of conflict can then be based on one's understanding of the system and one's place (role) in that system, rather than, in the words of one manager, whether "I have the bottle" to handle conflict or not.

Focus on Role rather than Person
Although this research project focused on the senior management team, work with middle managers indicated that the tension between person and role exists for managers at all levels. This could be seen in the desire to get to know colleagues informally and to work with them as people rather than "numbers" or "machines". The tension between person and role was particularly evident in this organization for historical and organizational reasons: there has been a tradition of long service and individuals therefore know many other people, some of them quite well.

In the turmoil of change, there can be a strong temptation to focus on person, because friendship and good personal relations can offer some security against uncertainty. However, this security is illusory when effective working is overly dependent on relationships (person) rather than on clarity over the task (role). A focus on person can mean that the desirable aspects of friendship - trust, loyalty, and a shared understanding - can add positive support to the professional demands of system and task. However, the effects of a focus on person can also be to undermine the task, if the 'shadow side' of friendship leads to exclusion, intrigue, rumour and favouritism. Our research indicated that if clarity over task and role is the primary focus, it is possible to work with someone effectively whether you like them or not.

Conclusions
The project has shown how experience in role can be used both to make sense of and to work with change. Our focus on systems thinking, personal development and growth, and a renewed "mental model" of role does indicate some similarity in thinking with Senge's (1990) principles for the "Learning Organization". The requirement is for a revitalization of the organization through an attention to learning, change and innovation. It is important, however, that this does not occur merely at the level of structure. Nor must the sole responsibility be placed upon individuals to shoulder the burden of working differently. Rather, the demands of the new public sector context need to be met both through the development of individuals and by changing forms of organizing. 

Whilst our experience indicates that some individuals are naturally more adept than others at this way of working, it is our contention that the challenge of underlying organizational and cultural change can be met by an approach to the training and development of managers that supports adaptation to the new requirements of role. In this project both the one-to-one work and the group workshops appeared to support managers in developing their awareness of and effectiveness in role. Other activities could be utilised to support this development. The essential characteristic is that a developed concept of role is achieved by working at the experience of role in oneself and in others.

Finally, we would highlight the fact that this is not something for senior management alone. Our more limited contact with middle managers indicated that this kind of awareness of role must be developed at all management and staff levels in the organization. In this sense, work on role is a way of implementing the larger culture change initiatives that have been undertaken in the wider organization.
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