CASE STUDY:
NORTHERN IRELAND OFFICE
“We know what we’re here to do, but we need to be clearer
about how we do it, and clearer about how we’re going to
make the most impact with fewer resources. You need to build
the best, most flexible, Northern Ireland Office we can with
the resources we have. And whatever we do, we need to do it
quickly”.
Ok, so this is paraphrasing a bit but this is the gist of the scenario presented to
Colin Perry by Sir Jonathan Stephens, Permanent Secretary, when Colin joined
the Northern Ireland Office as a Director in December 2014.
Prior to that, in autumn 2014, Sir Jonathan had commissioned a ‘Review of the
Northern Ireland Office’ about the Northern Ireland Office’s role and purpose. The
2014 Review reported in November, noting that some improvements had been
made following a 2012 review but identifying a number of pressing concerns that
needed to be addressed.
The recommendations were wide-ranging but Colin was able to brigade the
over-arching rationale for them into three distinct questions to help focus the aims
of the change plan. These were:
●● How do we understand our organisational purpose and develop our business
plan?
●● How do we organise ourselves to deliver our business objectives?
●● How do we communicate and share this?

”This was a big challenge. Everyone I spoke to in Northern
Ireland Office had a lot of pride in the organisation. But they
wanted clarity about what we were now here for and to be part
of shaping our future. This wasn’t going to be me or the Board
dictating how we should be but to try to get everybody engaged
in that future” - Colin
A Change plan was developed to communicate the
scale, breadth and timings of the changes. The plan was
set out in phases and also included some quick wins,
to gain a sense of momentum. The core message was
built around making the Northern Ireland Office Fit for
the Future.
A significant early activity was to look at our operational
structure. We knew that if we were to develop greater
operational flexibility and resilience we needed to avoid
working in silos and re-think our current operating
model. The Civil Service Organisational development
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and Design Team was brought in to help with this work. It was in support of this
particular change activity that a Staff Engagement Group was developed. The
Staff Engagement Group was formed of a diagonal slice of staff (all grades and
all parts of the business) across the London and Belfast offices. This group was
invaluable in providing challenge to the Change Team and in helping to clarify
issues about the aims of the future operating model.

“We relied on the Staff Engagement Group to be the sounding
board for what we were doing about how we should be
organised and to test if the Project team thinking made sense to
the members of the SEG. This helped us significantly when we
were developing our Design Principles (a set of guiding rules
against which any proposed changes whether they are about
processes, behaviours or structures, to the Northern Ireland
Office can be tested. Design principles are the ‘must haves’
of any future design for how the Northern Ireland Office will
operate).” - Colin
However, communicating this change and other changes more widely was still
problematic. A balance between communicating but also listening, creating joined
up messages was required. The scale and pace of the changes at times created
a perception of confusion and lack of vision - and maybe in some cases it was
more than perception!

“I realised that we needed to re-evaluate the way we were
engaging with our people. The People Survey Engagement
scores in 2015 weren’t bad but Leadership and Managing
Change scored only 50% - we needed to do better. I wanted our
people to understand what we were doing and why. This was
important because in December 2015 we launched a Voluntary
Exit Scheme, designed to create headroom to refresh our staff
complement and skill-set, to enhance our policy capability. It
was vital that all our staff understood why we needed to do
that - we did not want to cause alarm or have our people feel
that jobs were under threat; it was a voluntary scheme but
nonetheless, this was an important message to get right.
Communications across the Northern Ireland Office were key to
sharing the aims of the change plan and also for getting buy in,
as well as a sense of collective responsibility for the changes at
a senior level.”- Colin
To help us develop more effective two-way communication, conscious of
the need to receive information and feedback as well as disseminate it, we
designated 2016 as our ‘Year of Engagement”. We planned a number of
engagement activities, designed to provide a range of ways for people to hear
about and feedback on the change plan, context and progress. But it was also
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an opportunity for staff to ask questions and take part in the activities supporting
the change projects and to tell management what they wanted the Northern
Ireland Office to be like as a place to work. This was really the start of our bid
to gather views for what we knew would be the second part of our change plan:
cultural transformation.

“We needed the whole senior team to be on board with the
changes. That was challenging. We had not only the usual
turnover in the Senior Civil Servant cohort but also the
challenges thrown up by an intense set of political talks in the
autumn/winter of 2015. Delivering the talks as well as managing
the day job meant that not all of the senior team had time
to engage with the change plan. This was really important. I
needed to maintain an effective change narrative across the top
of the office to enable support for our initiatives and to get that
all important buy-in for why we were making the changes. In
January 2016 I led a Senior Team event - a day away from the
office that was given over to a range of sessions about change,
leadership and the future state of the Northern Ireland Office.
Our Permanent Secretary delivered his vision for the future
of the Northern Ireland Office and a colleague opened a
discussion on culture and behaviour, looking at what we want
it to feel like to work in our department in the future. The event
was very well received and was instrumental in creating a
shared mission to make the Northern Ireland Office a great
place to work. I have continued to lead these senior team days
on a six-monthly basis, bringing the whole senior team together
to create a cohesive team focus on our business delivery,
challenges and leadership skills.” - Colin
In May one of our middle managers
led an Appreciative Inquiry event
that focussed questions around
the themes of ‘Leadership, Trust
and Empowerment’ and ‘Skills and
Knowledge’.
Senior leaders get to grips
with the change agenda
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These subjects were informed by engagement scores in the 2015 People Survey.
●● Leadership and Managing Change: 50%
●● Learning and Development: 49%
●● My Manager: 74%
●● My Team: 79%
This was the first time this type of event had been held and was a great success,
garnering positive feedback from staff:

“Before the event I was a little pessimistic as I thought it may be
just another tick box exercise as has been the case on some
previous occasions. It could not have been more different and
I left the event feeling I had provided a positive input and that
the feedback provided from the group will be used in a positive
manner for future strategic management and staffing decisions.”
The event closed with a “One Wish” exercise which asked staff to submit their
one wish for what would make the Northern Ireland Office a great place to work.
The wishes would eventually be used to inform the development of our cultural
principles - more of which later.
June 2016 was a busy engagement month - the second of the senior leaders’
days was held and an All Staff Event, entitled Northern Ireland Office 2016 and
Beyond! was held in Belfast.
The event featured stalls from all business areas to showcase their work and
sessions on leadership and change. This was another opportunity for Sir
Jonathan to share his vision of a future Northern Ireland Office. It was also a
chance for Colin to share some of the themes that came out of the Appreciative
Inquiry event and to share it with a wider audience.
He also got everyone there to write their own “One Wish” of what would make
the Northern Ireland Office a great place to work. Staff really enjoyed having the
whole office together in one location, to be able to give their views and further
events are being planned for next year.
At the end of June, Colin met with junior staff in London and Belfast. This was
an opportunity to hear from staff who may not have felt so comfortable in sharing
their views in an open forum and to understand what the Northern Ireland Office
felt like for them as a workplace.
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“Meeting with junior staff and being able to talk to them directly
was very significant for me - how had the changes impacted
on them? Our VES had been for staff at these grades, so
amidst all the other changes 17 colleagues at these grades
had left the Northern Ireland Office in March 2016. Since
then, our resourcing focus had been on recruiting more staff
at middle management level to reflect the Northern Ireland
Office’s growing ambition to have a policy focus as the core
of its business. I knew the department must be feeling a very
different place for our junior colleagues. The discussions gave
me a useful insight into the issues affecting them and how they
perceived the changes.” - Colin
The data from these sessions would also contribute to the development of the
cultural principles in due course.
All of these events were successful and well received but what about the regular,
day to day, ongoing communications and engagement?

“Shortly after we joined the Northern Ireland Office in December
2014, Mark, my fellow director, and I implemented a Monday
Morning Heads Up. These all-staff addresses are done
simultaneously in London and Belfast and use a common
script to provide staff with an update on key activities and
business for the coming week. We cover the week’s priorities,
all business areas and Ministerial business so that everyone
has a snapshot of what the office is gearing up for in the coming
week. It was important to us that everyone should have the
same information, irrespective of whether you were in Belfast
or London. I have been surprised by the positive feedback we
have had from staff about the Heads Up and they have now
become an embedded and accepted part of Monday morning”
- Colin
Feedback on the department’s weekly Heads Ups has included comments
such as:

“Heads Ups are fantastic - very helpful to have these
face-to-face updates. My team’s deputy director is also
fantastic at keeping us updated. I found the Heads Up address
from SofS at the post-election Heads Up really positive and
engaging”.
- Feedback on Heads Up from the Northern Ireland Office
Interim survey
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Every three months, Sir Jonathan and the directors host an open forum session
in London and Belfast that provides another avenue for sharing information
and seeking questions from staff. Whilst staff seem a bit more reticent to speak
out at this slightly more formal event it does give the senior leadership team a
useful window to set our work in the broader context of the government and the
Northern Ireland political situation. It also allows them to update staff on what
they have been working on and how the department is doing.
Colin also wanted to be able to talk to business areas on a regular basis
during the change project and set up a schedule of quarterly change catch-ups
with each team. This created a relaxed and informal environment to discuss
all things change related and was really helpful in identifying where change
communications could be better.

“These catch-ups were so valuable - I could hear first hand
how staff felt about the changes. We could talk through the
recent changes and how they were working, what impact they
had had, as well as the impending changes and also get some
views on what staff wanted to hear about and what they wanted
to know. The meetings were, on occasion, challenging, but
rightly so; if our communications weren’t hitting the mark then I
needed to hear that. It was also beneficial to hear how different
changes were affecting the various teams, what was great for
one team could have been more difficult for another. So hearing
first-hand how teams were responding and benefitting from the
changes was great. The best example for me was hearing how
teams were making good use of our new, flexible IT and how
we could share their practices across the department.” -Colin
Internal communications are key to any successful messaging and the
communications team, project leads and the HR team worked closely together
during the change project to ensure that messaging was clear and consistent.
Staff leading on the changes were encouraged to blog about them and use
photos to show the changes - these were particularly useful for showing staff
across the two sites what was going on in the other. A deliberate approach to
recognise the expert and not the grade meant that a wide range of voices were
heard during the change project. Staff who would not usually be responsible for
creating blogs or news items on the intranet found a voice and were soon happily
uploading their latest bulletin and photos.
As autumn 2016 approached the change project began to draw to a close.
The Northern Ireland Office felt very different and in the space of 18 months had:
●● Seen the introduction of a new, flexible IT offer
●● Refurbished accommodation
●● A new strategic departmental plan
●● Carried out a Strategic Review of Resources
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●● Run a voluntary exit scheme
●● Submitted its Spending Review settlement to HMT
●● Created new channels for staff engagement
●● Created a new operating model, including the creation of a new Emerging
Priorities team (to help manage surges in work and create operational
resilience)
●● Established a Staff Engagement Group
●● Rolled out a programme of Continuous Improvement training
●● Launched a mentoring project.

“Looking back at the Northern Ireland Office from when I
arrived in December 2014 to how the office now looked and
felt 18 months later was staggering. We had changed beyond
recognition; not just in terms of technology and accommodation
but in how we worked, creating a more flexible, resilient
Northern Ireland Office that felt like a positive and rewarding
place to work. But I was also aware that we still had more to
do….we needed to complete our transformation by defining
our culture, as to what it should feel like to work at the Northern
Ireland Office; it should set for all of us how we should behave
and expect others to behave.” -Colin
The 2016 People Survey would be the test of how staff perceived the changes
had been managed. The 2015 survey results had been ok but not brilliant - how
would staff respond following a year of such significant change?
November 2016 - the results were in…
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“We were amazed, beyond pleased, at what the survey said
about how people felt to work here. The +20 for Leadership
and Managing Change was particularly pleasing, given the
sheer volume of change we had made in the year, and to see
the increases in My Manager and My Team was also very
gratifying”. - Colin
Survey results aside, had this first part of the change programme delivered
what it set out to do? What evidence was there that the changes had made a
real difference to how we understood our organisational purpose and how we
organise ourselves to deliver our business objectives and how we communicated
all of this?

“I think the change programme has really delivered a lot for us
as a department. This has been demonstrated by our ability to
respond more readily to new and simultaneous challenges; for
example, managing the implications of the EU Exit as well as
the political talks following the suspension of the NI Executive.
The current political talks have been much more joined up
and integrated with a wider range of input and contribution.
We are seeing a greater distribution of leadership, increased
resilience and reduced risk in how we organise ourselves.
There is a sense now that we are more empowering, providing
a space for our staff to show leadership and a greater
willingness to recognise the expert and not the grade. I am
grateful to everyone involved for making the changes work so
comprehensively and so visibly”. - Colin

The next steps… cultural transformation
Everything we learned from the first phase was brought together in a set of
12 cultural principles. The principles reflect our aspirational behaviours and
expectations - this is what staff have told the leadership team they want the
Northern Ireland Office to be like and feel like. The draft was seen by the
departmental Executive Management committee and then the Staff Engagement
Group; subject to a couple of minor revisions the principles were roundly
endorsed.
Continuing the practice of engaging with staff the internal communications team
held ‘Cake and Culture’ launch events to get views on the principles from a wide
range of staff and to see how staff would rank them in order of importance to
them. The team got positive feedback on the principles:
●● I think they’re really good! They provide a set of ground rules for working in the
NIO that will help us to challenge inappropriate behaviours & if everyone took
them fully on board it would be truly transformative!
●● I like the fact the sentences are generated by staff and feedback collected at
various events - BUT not just words on a page - we all have to live them.
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“I am pleased to have launched the principles and we are now
at the start of seeing what this means in practice. I see them
very much as a common set of aspirations inspired by feedback
from our staff, providing us with an over-arching, aspirational
vision for our culture. In making the Northern Ireland Office
a great place to work we align our vision and values with
those set out in A Brilliant Civil Service and the Civil Service
Leadership Statement. We discussed the principles at the
recent round of quarterly meetings and I have challenged teams
to think about what do the principles mean to them - how can
we share what we do well and how can we challenge when
we aren’t living up to them? I think the launch of the principles
in June 2017 marks a new phase in our change journey; the
challenge for me will be to ensure we keep them alive and that
the Northern Ireland Office continues to be a great place to
work. Some lessons learned and useful tips on engaging across
the organisation are provided below”. - Colin
●● Ensure buy-in at senior level at the outset. Develop a sense of ownership
and buy-in for the changes and engagement plans
●● Make a clear case for change - be clear on “the what” but also “the why”
●● Aim for some quick wins to gain momentum… but don’t declare success
too early
●● Be clear about what the changes are for and why you are making them nail the early communications and realise that you can’t over communicate!
●● Avoid letting the engagement be driven by one or two individuals, bring
on-board a range of voices and personalities to share messages and lead
activities
●● Engage with all areas of the office and all grades - seek out opportunities to
hear from staff who are less vocal publicly
●● Make good use of your internal communications experts - they can help
make the best of your messages and increase impact
●● Celebrate your experts - give them a voice and let them communicate the
changes in their areas
●● Try something new - experiment with new ways of engaging. We had great
success with the Appreciative Inquiry Exercise.
The cultural principles are set out in Annex A
Colin Perry
August 2017
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Annex A
We want to foster a culture where…
●● We share a clear sense of purpose and direction.
●● We put honesty, integrity, objectivity and impartiality at the heart of everything
we do.
●● We work as one team that is supportive and empowering and committed to the
success of the Northern Ireland Office.
●● We care about our well-being by promoting flexible working and a healthy
work-life balance.
●● We create channels for open, honest and effective two-way communication;
we listen and respond positively to feedback and challenge.
●● We inspire each other to develop our skills and to be the expert in our role.
●● We exemplify great leadership and lead by example.
●● We value all our people by embedding fairness, equality and diversity in all we
do.
●● We are innovative about creating opportunities for our people … and finding
solutions to challenges.
●● We take pride in working in the Northern Ireland Office and acknowledge the
sense of challenge and reward in delivering its objectives.
●● We are prepared to take risks to try new things and learn from the outcomes.
●● We embrace the principle of continuous development and the need to grow
and learn in order to meet new challenges.
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