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1.  Provide the latest research on some of the hot 
topics facing the public sector today.
2.  Seek input on future topics that you would like to 
know more about (paper is on your seat).



3 topic areas …..

• Restructuring – managing pitfalls

• Consultants and effective change

• Using goals effectively – how to avoid trade -offs 
and get effective change.

Drawing on existing international research, 
emerging VUW research

But first some overall trends ….



Trends

• Hyper-innovation (Donadelli & Lodge, 2019)

• Restructuring, CEO turnover, mission change (Hamblin & 

Plimmer, 2023) 

• Performativity /Limited measurement/ Feedback/ 
Poor incentives (Hill & Plimmer, 2024)

• More hierarchies

• New professions – e.g. project managers (Löfgren et al., 2022)

• Rise of middle managers

• Operational teams often see largest redundancies



The workforce or the ‘Elephant in the 
room’?

• Accountability: better governance or 
just performative acts?

• Bureaucratisation through both autonomy and 
control



Where has the growth been?  
Occupational Organisational

Managerial level Occupational 
managers (e.g. senior 
doctors, head teachers 
etc.)​

Senior management 
team​

Professional level Professional front-
line workers, street-
level bureaucrats​

‘Corporate services’ 
(HR, strategy, 
IT, communications, 
quality assurance, 
operational management 
etc.)​

Clerical, technical level Front-desk staff​ Office clerks, 
technicians, maintenance​



Restructuring 

• Hyper innovation - Threat rigidity theory (Wynen et al., 2017)

– Reserve decision-making to a small set of central leaders

– Reduces local innovation

– Retrenches to most well-ingrained behaviours; 

– Reduced flows of information

– Less collaboration (Staw et al., 1981). 



Testing with Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA)

• Qualitative Comparative Analysis – based on survey results

• Categorises conditions (stability, constructive leadership and 
ambidexterity) and outcomes (performance, improved performance) as 
being present or absent for each organisation

• This creates “in” and “out” groups for each condition and outcome

• Then identifies which combinations of conditions lead to achievement and 
non achievement of outcomes

• Minimises this to the simplest solution

• Ideal for rigour when your number of cases are relatively small



Results

Group S13 L13 OA S16 L16 Number of 
organisations

Good and getting better ✓ ✓ ✓ 5

Good performers
✓ ✓ ✓ 8

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 10

Deteriorating performers ✓ ✓  7

Improving to average  ✓ 8

Struggling

  7 

   5

  ✓ 3

 ✓  2

✓ - condition must be present
 - condition must be absent
Blank – condition presence of absence doesn’t matter



Managing consultancies (Seabrooke & Sending, 2022)

1. Recognise Ethos: Avoid clashes with public sector values 
and beliefs. 

2. Recognise expertise: Avoid over-reliance on consultants 
and dependence on external actors. ​

3. Keep control: status can indicate expertise and ability  - but 
risk of status-based power dynamics..  

4. Define and set tasks clearly: You not them - Maintain 
control over direction and objectives. ​

5. Balance Efficiency and Public Interest: Evaluate contribution 
to public interest, not just short-term efficiency. ​

6. Build Capacity: Build internal expertise for long-term 
sustainability and the ability to effectively govern.



What do consultants say? (Fattore et al., 2018)

Clear vision and plan for change -  provides a sense of direction and 
purpose for employees and stakeholders involved in the change 
process. ​

1. Top management commitment - support and champion change – 
can create a positive organizational culture and motivate employees 
in the change. ​

2. Build internal support: Involve employees to contribute to the 
change process. 

3. Build support: e.g. external stakeholders. ​
4. Provide resources –e.g. financial, professional, and technological. 
5. Institutionalise  change - mechanisms to monitor and evaluate the 

progress, communicate results. Helps ensure changes









Consultants in restructures

• Consultant work tends to focus on the creation of abstract 
models and principles, like here: 
‘... develop a clearer operating model of WorkSafe’s approach to 
identifying, developing and implementing strategies to influence 
behavioural change.” Consultant report for WorkSafe 2017

• This results in new operating models, ways of working, design 
principles and vision statements. 

• The structural changes are presented as ‘giving effect’ to 
these abstract goals, often without further explanation. 

• This may well represent the nature of a consultant-
engagement (time-limited, leader-focused, closed-door) 



Observations

• A ‘cookie cutter approach’, almost always involving new operating models. 

• Abstract language, non-commital, generic – hard to disagree with.

• Unclear links between strategy and structure – weak logic that changes 
lead to the desired operational/behavioural change? 

• Some teams get several operating models within a few years – with the 
new one difficult to distinguish from the last. 

• Out of near 500 restructures, only 1 defined tangible measures of success. 

• Little mention of concrete training, tools and resources that staff may 
need, and no commitments to post-implementation activities other than 
‘support’.



Goal setting 
Good for direction, persistence and level of effort ……….. But..

• “measure fixation, myopia, gaming or manipulation of data”, illusion of control” 
(Franco‐Santos & Otley, 2018 p.696).

• “perverse (rather than necessary evils), not just for the users of the system, but 
also for other stakeholders” p.719

• Risk areas - Low trust, complex, regulated environments, misalignment with public 
sector values most at risk

So how do we use goals well? 

• Fit – alignment (e.g. people and organisational values), match reality

• Stewardship not agency theory? Multiple stakeholders, enabling, shared, long 
term, intelligence not blame

• Remove opportunities to game – game it out 

• Monitor and refresh – gaming can take awhile to happen

• “pay attention to the strategies of senior management” (Tenbensel et al., 2020 p. 160). 
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