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TNTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW
INEROA N e ——

What is a strategic manager?

as Tom Evans' background oaper and some of tha other contributions to
this seminar make clear, the concept of managerial strategy has, 1in
recent years, undergone a major re-appraisal and re-interpretation.
This paper will therefore not attempt to cover this ground again. Yet

any contribition to a meeting on the theme of

'Managers  as
Strategists' must implicitly or othaerwise concern itself with the
question of what it means for a manager to behave strategically. In
this introduction I will therefore touch briefly upon this issue

then provide an overview of my oOwn contribution to the theme of

seminar.

Over the wpast 15 years or so, the idea of managerial strategy has
attracted considerable attention and been subject to increasing
critical scrutiny. As a result, prevailing ideas about the nature of
strateqy have evolved rapidly in response to a host of insights and
'findings' rooted in both theory and managerial practice.  Andrew
Pettigrew in a recent book (1), orovides an authoritative and
insightful overview of this evolutionary process. And while it would
be an overstatement to say that there now exists a broad consensus as
to the mature of managerial strategy, the Zfollowing three inter-
related insights would seam to be the principal nroducts of the

process Pettigrew describes:




i)

[

é

ii)

The 'a priori', linear nature of strateay

Until as recently as a decade ago, the concept of managerial
strateqy was almost always assumed to incoroorate two kev
subsidizry notions. The Iirst was that a strategy consisted of
little mwore than a preconceived, goal-diracted sequence of
actions  intended to provide a guide for managerial decision—
making. The second was the notion that strategy unfoldaed in a
series of overlapping, but essentially seouential phases often
described as formulation, implementation, review and appraisal.

In the last decade, however, this 'a priori and linear' view of
strategy has given way to a much richer and more complex notion
which takes greater account of the actual behaviour of senior
managers. In essence, this more recent view emphasises the
gynamic, evolutionary and vyet npurposeful nature of strategy as
this emerges in the hands of perceptive and proactive senior
managers (2). This perspective portrays senior managers as
engaged in a continuous process of responding to (i) the upward
flow of information and ideas fram within their own
organisation; and (ii) the challenges and imperatives energing
from the 'axternal' environment. Strategy then, both grows out
of and provides a structure for, these two processes. Looked at
in this way, it is clear that managerial strategy has no
beginning and no end nor does it unfold in a linear fashion: in
Quinn's words, "... strategies are typically fragmented and
evolutionary with a hiagh degree of intuitive content ... overall
strategies tend to emerge as a series of conscious internal
decisions blend and interact with changing external events to
slowly mutate kev managers' broad consensus about what patterns
of action make sense for the future". (3)

The unitary nature of strateqv

A secord key idea about strategy which has been undermined over
the past decade is the notion that there is some one thing that
can be identified as managerial strategy. This notion has been

undermined in two ways. The first grows out of the work of
writers such as Quinn (4) and Mintzberg (5) who emphasise the
contingent and situational nature of  strategy. Such an

orientation recognises explicitly that strategic managerial
behaviour is influenced by an on-going diagnostic process
reflecting management's reading of the strengths and weaknesses
of the organisation at any point in time. In these
circumstances, there can be no one 'correct' idea of strategy
but rather, the recognition that different forms of strategy
will be more or less aporopriate to differing organisational and
environmental circumstances at different points in time.

The secord force at work in undermining the unitary view of
strategy, has been the growing recognition that it is not Jjust
'top management' which has a monopoly on strategic thinking
and managing. As Andrew Pettigrew has observed: "... empirical
process research on strategy (has) made a number of descriptive
contributions to the understanding of strategic decision-making




and chanags. Strateaqic orocesses (are) now

1evel activitiss and not U3t the province o° a faw, or aven a
single general manager. Cutcomes of decisions (are) not just a
product of rational ... debates, but (are) also shaped by the
interests and comuitments of individuals and arouos, the force
of bureaucratic momentum, OrosSS chnandes in the envirenment and
the manipalation of the structural context ...”" (6).

The instrumental nature of strategy

A third idea central to the early writings on strategy was an
emphasis on the instrumental nature of strategv, i.e. the notion
that strategy was essentially a means for achieving certain
ends. From this perspective, two criteria were central to the
measure of a good strateqgy: the first was whether the strategv
actuallv enabled management to achieve pre-set ends; the second
was whether the strategy enabled management to estimate the
consequences of proposed actions before they were taken.

Over the past decade, however, the twin themes of changing
organisational context and increasing environmental turbulence,
have emerged as central in both the literature and empirical
work on managerial strategy. As this has happened, it has
become increasingly clear that the instrumental view of strategy
offers an over-simple and inadequate framework for understanding
the process of strategic managing. As a consequence, the
instrumental - or means/end - view of strategy has been
displaced by a more developmental - Or process oriented - view.
Central to this perspective is the recognition that the
environmental and organisational contexts within which manaaing
nappens, present challenges and dilemmas which are simply not
amenable to definitive analysis. Accordingly, the notions of
managerial and organisational learning have emerged as key
elements within this developmental perspective. Evans and Best
(7) have characterised this perspective as follows: "... the
"learning' approach is about process, influence and development.
How things are considered and determined is important.
(Strateqy) must influence understanding and action. It is not
only how we do things now, but how we invest in their future
improvement and development that matters. Because of these
factors, the learning model ... relate(s) the substance of
strategy to the developing capacity of  the organisation to
manage change". (Bmphasis added).

The picture which emerges from this evolutionary process then, is an

altogether more sagacious, complex and above all relativistic, view

of managerial strategy. And this is perhaps not surprising for while
much of the early work on strategy was based on a priori theorizing

and normative models of strategy, later work was influenced more by




descrivtive and empirical studies of how manacers actually manaoe.

however, one critical difference which distinmiishes the
101" view froo the ‘new', i is to pe £ g1 ¥ assumed
relationship betwsen the nature of strategy e rationale for
strategy. Within the 'old' framework, this relationship is clear
enough: i.e. strateqy is preconceived and linear; unitary in nature;
instrumental and goal-directed; and therefore purposeful. A strategic
manager beshaves  purposefully therefore, because they  behave
strategically. Within the 'new' framework however, this relationship
is mpre problematic: i.e. strategy is non-linear and contingent;
situational and pluralistic; opportunistic and develommental; and yet
purposeful. A strategic manager behaves purposefully therefore, in

spite of the fact that they behave strategically. It is this apparent

paradox which provides the focus for this paper.

The remainder of this paper is divided into three parts. In the next
section, we pose the question, 'How do strategic managers manage?'.
In other words, how is it possible for senior managers to develop
contingent, opportunisitc, develormental forms of strategic managing
which also provide direction, coherence and purpose for a large
organisation operating in a turbulent environment? In the third
section we examine the processes of managerial and organisational
learning which would seem to be central to successful strategic
managing and its principal product, development strategy. Finally, in
the last section we pose the question, 'Can public sector managers
manage strategically?'. Using the British National Fealth Service as

an illustration, we suggest that the scope which many senior managers




nave for managing strategically within a public sect anvironmens,

may be surprisingly limited.

appended to the paper is a list of guesticns and issues which may be

useful as discussion starters for the session on development strategy.




to grips with develomment strategv:
Fow do strategic managers manage?

This section oi the papar explores the process of strategic managing

in further depth. For this purpcse, we shall make use of the simols
diagramatic model shovm in Figure 1. The model is intended to be a
schematic representation of some of the princimal elements which enter

into and influence the process of strategic managing.

Figure 1 suggests that three elements are central to the process of

strategic managing. These are: the tasks - or whats - of managing;
the processes - or hows - of managing; and the enviromment - or

context - within which managing takes place. Building on this model,
we shall suggest that the effective strategic manager is one who can
manage successfully the continuous interplay between task, process and
environment so as to deliver changes which are to the advantage of the

organisation.

Although Figure 1 1is intended to be no more than schematic and
suggestive, it is significant that the task and process elements are
cast as cycles, while the environment is portrayed as contextural and

ubiquitous. It 1is worth elaborating further on each of these three

elements:

i) The tasks of strategic managing: This refers to what Pettigrew
(8) calls the content or substance of strategic change, or what
Kotter (9) calls managers' work 'agendas'. Task refers to what
it is that managers have to achieve order to further the aims of
their organisations. Kotter provides a clear description of
senior managers' task agendas: "the agendas ... managers
developed tended to be made up of a set of loosely connected
goals and plans which addressed their long, medium and short-
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ii)

iii)

wroad rangs of financial, DrONuJ_A‘ r<et and organisat
issues". (10).

run responsibilities. As such, 2agendas tyolically addres =d
/‘

a
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The four stages in the task cycle shown in Figure 1 are
illustrative. Other cvcles with more or different stages could
be us2d. The cycle format is intended teo hiaghliqht the fact that
+he achievement of task alwavs reguires managers - however
informallv - to formulate intentions, wlan ahead, decide how o
measure achievement, and so on.

The processes of strategic managing: This refers to the ways in
which managers o about achlieving task and delivering chang=

Isenberg (11) distingquishes betwsen organisational and
interpersonal processes by which he means "o the ways in
which managers bring oeople and grouvs together to handle
problems and take action." Kotter describes how top managers
build up 'networks' (of people) and then use these to get action
on the items on their agendas. In Kotter's words: "... Paving
develoned networks that are cavable of implementing their
agendas, it is not surprising that ... general managers would
make sure that they did so." (12).

The process cycle shown in Figure 1 is again, illustrative. It
is intended to highlight the fact that the processes involved
in strategic managing oblige managers to engage - however
informally - in a number of different activities. In
casting the process cycle in quite different terms, Quinn (13)
voints out that: "... (managers) carefully orchestrate ad hoc

efforts de31gnod to: ... sense developing strategic nee=ds early;
oulld executive awareness about ootions; broaden support and
comfort levels for action; ... build attitudes, communication
channels and resource centres ...", (etc). The arrows passing
through the centre of Figure 1 connecting non-sequential phrases
of the vrocess cycle are reminders that these processes do not
follow neatly one fram another but rather, have to be managed in
the 1light of a variety of factors - most notably the states of
the organisational and external environments.

The envirorment within which strategic managing occurs: The
orthodox view of the managerial environment is that it consists
of all those variables which influence the fortunes of the
organisation, but which are outside management's control or
influence. A more helpful portrayal begins with Pettigrew's
useful distinction between the organisational (or  inner)
environment, and the external (or outer) environment. The
importance  of this distinction lies in the fact that these two
parts of the managerial enviromment often present quite
different problems (and opportunities) for top management.

The environment external to the organisation, for example,
consists of such elements as competitors, consumers and the
legal system. Changes in the behaviour of any of these groups
can - often at gquite short notice - pose a major problem or
offer an important opportunity, for the organisation. In this




sense, they can be seen as organisational 'imperatives'; i.e.
they represent challenges which management must respond to but
which, at the same time, management can rarely influence. By
contrast, while the inner (organisational) environment can also
pose problems and present challenges for manzgament, these can
sometimes be influenced directly through managerial action. For
example, while the forces of organisational interia and
momentum can often pose quite serious problems for management,
they can also sometimes be modified and re-directed in order to
promote and secure change.
When we combine the three elements described in Figure 1, what amerges
is a picture of strategic managing which is broadly consistent with
the descriptive findings of writers such as Kotter, Mintzberg,
Quinn and Isenberg (14). Thus, it is the selection of tasks or
agenda items that top managers attend to over time which - in
retrospect at least - sometimes leads to their behaviour being
described as purooseful and their perspective, strategic. Egqually, as
the environment poses new dilemmas for management, the content of the
task agenda and the order in which items are accorded priority,
change. It 1is the ability to see the implications of environmental

change for the content and handling of the managerial agenda that is

sometimes referred to as managerial 'vision' or foresight'. Finally,
g

as the environmental context and task agenda change, the processes of
strategic managing must change also: sometimes, for example, it will
be important to attend to those processes which foster the acceptance
of change while, at other times, stabilising and protecting change
will take precedence. It is the ability to identify and promote the
appropriate processes in changing environmental and task circumstances

which some-imes leads us to describe certain managers as

insightful or dynamic.




is also worth stressing that this comolex managing process is not

1t
solely driven by 'changing envirommental circumstances' or ‘'internal
organisational momentum'. In a dynamic organisation, it will in

important part be driven by what we might call managerial leadership:
i.e. the drive to manage the interplay between task, wprocess and
environment so as to identify, introduce and then stabilise, changes

which are to the advantage of the oraanisation.

7t is clear that as organisational complexity and environmental
turbulence increase, the difficulties associated with achieving an
offective balance betw=en task, process and environment escalate. In
particular, 'surprises' in the environment can often bring about
abrupt shifts in organisational priorities which, in turn, necessitate
changes in the managerial task agenda.  Moreover, it should be clear
that such surprises, the presence of organisational conflict and
other factors which give rise to a changing task agenda, are not
infrequent intrusicns into managerial practice: they are central to
" management in large organisations. It follows that a continuously

changing task agenda is intrinsic to strategic managing.

This observation is the source of the dilemma alluded to in the
introduction to this paper: namely, how can the strategic manager
manage a changing agenda while, at the same time, maintaining a
reasonable level of organisational stability and sense of purpose?
Arquably, it is recognition of this dilemma that has led writers

such as Argyris and Schon (15), Schon (16), and Michael (17) to adopt

a view of strategic managing which emphasises process and, in

11



Ind=2d, for

nacerial and organisational learnina.

+hese writers, the twin concepts of manacerial and orcanisational
learning are seen as central features of modern management. As

argvris and Schon have aroued:

"Since World War II, some of the most prominent ideas in good
carrency in American organisations have been those like research
and develooment, organisational innovation, planning and
evaluation and the management of change, all of which have to do
with (organisational) learning. Awareness of these ideas has
passed beyond rhetoric. Most organisations, vublic and private,
now have individual roles and even whole departments whose
functions ars intended to promote what we would call
(organisational) learning. Managers recognise that they
must not only respond to particular changes in the corporate
enviromment, but must also build orcanisational compstence for
responding continually to such changes, foreseeable and
unforeseeable." (p. 86 - amphasis added).

A central tenet in the writing of these authors is that as
organisational complexity and environmental turbulence increase, so
too does the need for an emphasis on those processes which facilitate
learning. This is because as the task agenda changes, organisational
change must follow: but viable organisations -~ if they are to develop
rather than simply change - require stability and continuity as well
as change. Hence the need for learning as a means of sustaining and

informing the process of selective adaption over time.

Writing in a different context, Schon (18) describes this process as

follows:

"In general, the more an organisation depends for its survival
on innovation and adaption to a changing environment, the more
essential its interest in organisational learning. On the other

12




hand, formal organisations also have a vowerful interest in the
stability and  oredictability of  craanisational life.
...Surprise, walch 1is essential to learning, is inimical to
smooth organisational functioning. Thus organisations evolve
sytems of error detection and correction whose function is to
maintain the constancy of variables critical to organisational
life." (p323).

although the process of error detection and correction is only one
type of organisational learning, it should b= clear in orinciple that
even this elamentary form of learning can, on occasion, resolve the
apparent conflict between the need for stability and sense of purpose,

and the nead for continuous change.

Successful strategic managing in a complex and dynamic environment
then, reguires that the strategic manager attends to process and
especially to those aspects of process concerned with learning. At
the same time, it is important to stress that what we are referring to
here as successful strategic managing is not solely about change:
some learning will reveal the need for stability. Locoked at from this

perspective, successful strategic managing is develoument strategy.



Managerial and Organisational Learning: The Key to Develomment
§§£§E§92?

This section of the paper examines in further detail the ideas of

managerial and organisational learnina as these relate to the process
of strategic managing. For this nurpose, it is important to try and be
as clear as possible about the notion of organisational 1learning.

aArayris and Schon's seminal ook, Organisational Learning: A Theorv of

Action Perspective, provides a useful starting point.

Argyris and Schon argue that all organisations develop certain norms,
strategies and practices which taken together, can be treated as an
organisational 'theory of action'. Using this as their starting
point, they then turn to the question of what constitutes

organisational learning:

"Organizational learning is a metaphor whose spelling out
requires us to re-examine the very idea of organization. A
collection of individuals organizes when its mambers develop
rules for collective decision delegation and membership. In
their rule—-governed behaviour, they act for the collectivity in
ways that reflect a task system. Just as individual theories
of action may be inferrred fram individual behaviour, so
organizational theories of action may be inferred from patterns
of organizational action ...

Organizational learning occurs when members of the organization
act as learning agents for the organization, responding to
changes in the internal and external environments of the

organization by detecting and correcting errors in
organizational theory-in-use, and embedding the results of their
enquiry in private images and shared maps of organisation." (pp
25, 29).

In developing this view of organisational learning, Argyris and Schon
distinguish between thres types of learning which they refer to as

single loop, double loop and deutero learning. Single loop learning

14



iMoot oD RLATLLON Al CLrTemT Lo Tt AR AT

o SImTn LT - T - . E

organisational norms exist (for example, for sales or product quality)
and that performance may deviate significantly from those norms. When
this hapoens, the resasons 'for the deviation ars sought out,
performance modified and the resulting 'know-how' bullt into the
organisation's 'theory of action'. In terms of Figure 1, single loop
learning is a Dprocess concerned witn imoroving how well task is
achieved: in Argyris and Schon's words " ... (single looo learning)
C‘ is concarnsd 'primarily witnh effectivenasss — that is, with how best to
achieve existing goals and obljectives and how best to keep

organisational performance within the range specified by existing

norms." (p 21).

As noted earlier, however, environmental turbulence and a variety of
ther factors can often necessitate a majior re-think of the task

| agenda. In this case, double loop learning may be required. Double

; loop learning consists of questioning and then revising organisational

a norms themselves:

"... (managers) must reflect upon ... error to the point where
they become aware that thev cannot correct it by doing
better what they already know how to do. They must become
aware, for example that they cannot correct the error by ...
perform(ing) more effectively under existing norms; ...

We call this sort of double learnino double-loon. Thers is in
this sort of episode a double feedback loop with connects the
detection of error not only to strategies and assumptions for
effective performance but to the very norms which define
effective performance." (p 22).




Finally, 2and Darhaps most 1mportarn: deutarc-learning 1s definad

simply as learning how to learn - i.e. an organisation learning how

. ¢ =5 =i 15 A AT o T iy Syt e
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"Wnen an sraanization engages in deuterc-learning, its mambers
learn ... Aabout previous contexts for learninz. They reflect on
and inguire into previous episcodes of organizational 1learning,
or failure to learn. They discover what thev did that
facilitated or inhibited learning, +hay invent new stratsgises
for learnina, they oroduce these strateaiec, and they evaluate
and generalize what they have produced. The results become
encodad in individual images and maos and are reflected in
organizational learning practice ". (p. 27).

argyris and Schon and especially Schon in a later book (19), stress
that senior managers are key agents of organisational learning. The
basic assumption is that successful top managers engage in a
continuous process of tryving to learn how to do their -dobs better.

Schon describes this process as 'reflection-in-acticn':

"Managers reflect-in-action. Sometimes, when reflection 1is
triggered by uncertainty, the manager says, in effect, "This is
puzzling: how can I understand it?" Sometimes, when a sense
of opportunity provokes reflection, the manager asks, "What can
I make of this?" And sometimes, when a manager is surprised by
the success of his own intuitive knowing, he asks himself, "What
have I really been doing?" ... . When a manager reflects-in-
action, he draws on this stock of organizational knowledge,
adapting it to some present instance. And he also functions as
an agent of organizational learning, extending or restructuring,
in his present inquiry, the stock of knowledge which will be
available for future inguiry." (pp 241/2).

These observations, which are consistent with the descriptive findings
of writers such as Isenberg (20), suggest that managerial learning is
a necessary prerequisite and key input to, organisational learning. In

terms of our earlier discussion, these observations suggest that a

16




again

1)

ii)

iii)

strateglc manager enjages in what we nave peen calling Tne iearnis

aspacte OI Drocess, is contributing to their crganisation's capacity to

achieve task - even though the task agenda may be chanaing.

i1n order to exovlorse how these insichts relate to the ovrocess ot

strategic managing and the idea of development strategv, we can once

make use of Fiqure 1. Ficurs 1 can bhe used to aexamine and

obtain insights into, some of the more common managerial 'vpathologies'

{ characteristic cf large organisations. Consider for example:

The raison d'etre for management resides in the achievement of
task, while the effectiveness of management often depends on
process. In short, managers are not paid to cajole, persuade,
build commitment or foster acceptance except as a means to

achieving certain (task-orientated) ends. On the other hand,
managers who cannot do these things well will, on the whole, be
ineffective. One important up-shot of this is that while

systems of managerial accountability are often task-based,
a manacger's performance frecuentlv depends on  attention to
process. AS a consequence, there is often a counter-productive
tension between mechanisms of managerial accountability and the
strategic time horizon adopted by managers, i.e. managers
sometimes focus on producing 'visible' short~term results at the
expense of developing their organisation's capacity to deliver
results over the longer term.

A related issue is that too great an emphasis on task, can lead
to a gap between statements or aspirations of strategic intent
(i.e. statements of what change is intended), and the
organisation's capacity to actually implement and deliver
change. Put another way, if the how of managing change receives
too 1little strategic emphasis, the organisation's capacity to

deliver change will suffer. This is again, a matter of
attending to develcpmental issues; 1.e. attending to matters of
organisational 'culture'; capability development; shifting

attitudes and beliefs; and so on.

The converse pathology of placing too great an emphasis on
organisational process is also common. In this case, process is
dominated by a concern with issues of organisation inertia
resulting in a change strategy that often amounts to little more
than organisational incrementalism. Instead of management
consisting of the dynamic interplay between task, process and
environment guided by a sense of strategic perspective,

17




organisational orocess is dominant. The consequence is a
sensitivity to factors external to the oroanisation;
agenda dominated by internal concerns; and a resulting
puroose and organisational direction.

411 three of these pathologies can, in important resmects, be seen to
pe questions of crganisational learning. The first cass 1s p=rhaps
the clearest. Rere, the relatively short term pressures on managers
to ‘'oproduce results' will result in an eamphasis on  sinale-loon
learning i.e. on error detection and correction and other forms of

learning which are concerned with how best to achieve existina goals.

2al

Yet many of the descfiptive studies cited by Argyris and Schon and

other authors suaggest that organisations which are good at this type
of learning tend to be rather weak when it comes to double-loop
learning, 1i.e. forms of learning concerned with  re-defining
organisational task or mission. There is thus a clear sense in which
strategic managers must attend to the development of both forms of
learning if they are to successfully manage the tension between the
short—term concerns of management accountability, and the longer term

requirements of development strategy.

The second two pathologies are clearly opposite sides of the same
coin, and in important respects, raise issues which could be said to
be questions of learning how to learn - or deutero-learning. Thus, we
have already seen how the management of the task-nrocess intermlav is

a central feature of managing strategically. In essence, this is

about striking an effective balance between task and process given the
changing states of the organisational and external environments. In

this  context, single-loop learning can bs seen to be essentially




concerned with effectiveness - that is, about how to better achieve

task. Double-loop 1learning, by contrast, can be used to alert
management both to tne need to engage in difierent tasxs ang/cr to
adopt different proczsses in ordsr to bettar achievs task. Clearlv,
hoth types of learning ar2 essential i > vight balance hatwaon
task and process - and bstween short term pressures and longer term

Jeveloomental needs - is to bhe struck.

Fram this perspective then, what Arqyris and Schon call deutero-
learning can be seen to be a key ingredient of davelopment strategy.

is to say, it is concerned centrally with developing the
capacity of the organisation to engage in effective forms of learning.
Deutero-learning has little if anything to do with task, it is
undiluted orocess: it is concerned with what Tom Evans refers to as
"building organisational capability and adaptiveness" (p. 23). As
such, it is at the very heart of strategic managing and development

strategy.




conclusion: Can Public Sector 7 < strategicaily?

1n this concluding section we shall consicder some of the implications

V=

of the preceding arguments for the manacem of the British

Heglth

Services (NHAS)., Before doing so, however, 1L may b2

to summarise the orincipal observations out forward in

parts of the vaver: they are,

The concept of managerial strategv has evolved in recent year
to the point where it is now a highly relative notion:
strategy 1s seen as non-linear, contingent, situational,
pluralistic, davelopmental and yst vurposeful.

When looked at within the task-process-environment framework,
the process of strategic managing can be seen to exhibit all
of these characteristics. The apparent paradox between the
nature of strategy and its purposefulness can be re-stated in
terms of the distinction between task and process: i.e. while
it is task which provides the 'raison d'etre' for strateay, it
is process (which is non-linear, contingent, etc.) which
frequently determines how effective strategy is.

As envirommental turbulence and organisational complexity and
conflict increase, the difficulties associated with managing
the interplay between task, wvrocess and environment escalate.
In particular, as the manacgerial task agenda changes,
management is  increasingly obliged to rely on more
sophisticated forms of process.

In a complex and dynamic environment, managerial and
organisational learning are central to maintaining a workable
balance between task, process and environment, as well as that
between organisational stability, change and sense of purpose.

When management fails to achieve an effective balance between
task, process and environment, a variety of familiar
'mathologies' arise: for example, too gresat an emphasis on
task can result in a gap between strategic intent and
operational delivery, while the opposite emphasis can lead to
a loss of organisational 'sense of purpose'.

The  absence of effective forms of managerial and
organisational learning provides one explanation for the
existence of such pathologies. The pramotion and evolution of




anisatlonal learning 13 tnersiors  one
s facing strategic managers 1in large
also a% the theart o develomment

~

In order to explore  what some of - immlications o

these arguments may be for the management of t! ational Health

service, we can think in terms of the management of a typical N9S
district. Such a district will in many ways be similar to the 'large’
organisation sometimes referred to in the strateay literature.

will, for example, have an annual 'turnover' of

something 1like

£50,000,000; it will employ around 4,000 staff; and it will cater for
something like 250,000 'customers'. It will also display considerable
organisational complexity and conflict with, for example, very strong
professional groupings pursuing internal strategies which may bear
only a mpassing resemblance to those espoused and/or pursued, by
management. And while for the most part, management within an NHS
district will not face the external challenges of the market place,
competitors, and consumers who can buy elsewhere, it will in recent
years, have experienced its own special form of environmental
turbulence. For example, in the last two years, all NHS District
Fealth Authorities (DHA's) have had their cash limits altered at least
twice and at short notice; they have been instructed to 'privatise'
many of their ancillary, damestic and catering services - again, at
short notice; they have been instructed to re-direct spending from
institutional to community services and from acute to non-acute
services; they have been instructed to raise 'income' through the sale
of NHS properties, to involve clinicians in management, to introduce
clinical budgeting, to identify 'efficiency savings' of 1/2% per

annum, and so on. Not perhaps as dramatic a form of turbulence as
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some market sector organisations, but nevertheless, clear

and not the only external challenges - to NHS management.

1n these circumstances, it seems reasonable to ask whether the
observations presented in earlier parts of this paper, might not offer
some insights into how the NYS could be managed. In other words, 1if
our desscriptions of the nrocsss of stratesgic manaainag and the nature
of develoument strategy even broadly reflect the realities of managing
within large organisations, 1is their scope for NFS managers to manage

strategically?

One reason for posing this question is that a number of the
administrative and policy mechanisms which are used or indirectly
promoted by central government to 'manage’ the service, clearly
inhibit what senior managers ars able to achieve at District (an

Regional) level. In particular, many of the mechanisms in use for the

purposes of fiscal and managerial accountability are largely task-

focussed, providing little incentive for District management to attend

to process. Consider, for example, three such mechanisms:

* A hierarchical form of performance review has recently been
introduced whereby central government level representatives
review the ‘'performance' of Regional Health Authorities;
Regional  Authorities review Districts; Districts review
individual hespitals; and so on. The format and content of
the reviews ars such that their overwhelming if not sole
concern is with task. At the level of district review for
example, DPA's are asked what it is that they have achieved in
the past year, and what it is they intend to achieve for the
coming year. Process development is largely ignored. It may
well be that there is not a single district-level manager
within the whole of the NHS that has ever been held to account
for the quality of their District's managerial process!




Another recent develomment has been the introduction of NHS
‘performance indicators'. These are cstatistical indices which
take various forms and which are intended to allow different
health authorities to compare their own ‘performance' with
that of others. Performance is calibrated in terms of such
measures as patient 'throughput'; expenditure over unit of
sarvice oprovided:; and so on. DUA's ars  sometimes rankead
nationally on these sorts of indices and the ranks taken into
account  1n merformance revisws. And wnile such  comparisons
can sometimes be the source of useful insiahts, thera are over
200 such indicators in common use and not one relates to what
we have been calling managerial process.  Managers are not
enoouragad to think of performance as consistina - even in
part — of process.

Finally, mention should be made of the NFS olanning system.
As Tom BEvans noted in his background papsr, the NWS planning
svstam - although modifi=d and tailored to the perceived
requirements of each Region - is, in all its <forms, still
based on a primitive 'forecast and' allocate' approach to
strategy. That is to say, it is predominately concerned with
establishing future targets almost to the exclusion of any
consideration of how these targets are to be achieved. Put
more starkly, although every DHA has a 10 year strategic plan
that attempts to set out the principal challenges (i.e. tasks)
facing the district, no DFA has a plan which describes how the
District will develop the managerial and organisational
capabilities to meet those challenges. Again, process takes a
back seat to the preoccumation with task.

Although it would be possible to offer a variety of further examples
of such planning and control mechanisms, the point is perhaps clear.
Namely, that like many other large public sector organisations, the-

NHS 1is rife with bureaucratic and administrative mechanisms which

actually limit the scope managers have to manage strategicallv and to

pursue develorment strategy.

As the three examples should make clear, these mechanisms are
introduced for accountability purposes and, in particular, to monitor
ard control the use of resources. And while the need to hold senior
public sector managers to account for the use of public resources is

real enough, the systems used to do so, often stress task achievement
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almost to the exclusion of manacgerial orocess (21). Cleariy, such a
o L oL

policy is bound in the long-term to be counter-productive for it
discourages senior management fram attending to oprocess, learning and

therefore, develooment strategy.

Moreover, +the prevalent attitude to environmmental turbalence (e.qg. a
mid-year reduction in the District's cash limit) and orcanisational
conflict (e.q. =~ un-cooperative clinicians) 1is that both  simoly
constitute additional . tasks. Acain, senior management 1s not
encouraged to attend to process (e.g. fostering an acceptance of the
need for contingency planning); there ars no incentives to do so;
managers are in no way held to account for not doing so; and if they
do so, they are certainly not rewarded. Yet as we have seen, 1in
situations where environmental surprise and organisational

complexity exist, it is process that reguires strategic emphasis.

It has become fashionable to assert that NHS management needs to be
improved and that the evidence for this is that there is a widespread
and persistent gap between statements of strategic intent and
operational delivery. Management in the NFS - like management in all
large and complex organisations - certainly does need to be improved.
Perhaps this will happen and the delivery record of management will
improve, when NFS managers are encouraged and given the freedom, to

manage strategically.




Developnent Strategv: Same Issues for Discussion

1z would appear that large organisations within the warket sector of

the economy are more willing and/or better able to face the challenges

associated with the davalooment affertive  arganiszatior and
learning than
One reason for this would appear to be that survival in a turbalent
world is diractlv dermendent upon the competitive organisation's
ability to com2 successfully with an evar-changing environment. The
same would not appear to be true for many organisations operating in
the public sector of the economv. In particular, it would apwpear not
to be true of the British National ®ealth Service. If <this
observation is broadly correct, it gives rise to a numbar of dilemmas

as follows:

If large organisations operating in the oublic sector of
the econany are exoosed to few incentives to  develop
managerial and organisational learning capacities, 1is there
any real sense in which managers in such organisations can
behave strategically?

In such circumstances, what might constitute develooment
strategy for a public sector organisation? For sxample, 1is
the Government or the next level up in the bureaucracy to be
seen as a campetitor?

If, as Michael argues, the development of effective forms of
managerial and organisational learning depends on the ability
to 1live with uncertainty, to embrace error, to recognise
conflict in goal-setting, and so on, can senior managers in
the public sector develop meta-strategies in order to

develop such capabilities within their organisations?

It the existence of markets, ocompetitors and subsequent
survival incentives are absent in the opublic sector, what is
the relevance of models of strategic management (which have
been developed with reference to market sector organisations)
to public sector management?
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