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In 2013 Bristol City Council began a refreshed transformational change programme designed to 

focus change effort on redesigning the organisation to achieve better outcomes for citizens whilst 

addressing a sizeable budget deficit.  

Previously autonomous 

“streams” of transformation 

were consolidated into a 

Single Change Programme. 

An overarching Change 

Strategy and associated 

governance was also put in 

place with clear operating 

principles: 

 It must be driven to 

achieve the right 

outcomes for Bristol 

 It must meet the 

current financial 

challenge (and be 

flexible enough to meet potential future challenges) 

 It must make the majority of the reductions in the first year to allow us to begin recovery as 

quickly as possible 

 Pace must be increased and cost of delivery reduced 

 Rationalisation of the activities underway to focus on fewer things; one programme of change 

 Change will be top down, structurally led with a clear vision and visible leadership 

 Change activities are aligned with line management accountabilities 

 The Human Resource, Finance and Business Change and ICT services will provide the ‘platform’ 

to deliver change effectively.                                                                 
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Organisation Restructure and Workforce Cost reduction 

Faced with a large budget deficit, Bristol City Council needed to undertake an organisation wide 

programme that sustainably reduced workforce costs by £28million per year by 2017. Financial 

analysis and modelling of the cost base highlighted that this was the equivalent of 800 posts (15% of 

the total workforce). 

Due to the speed at which these significant cost reductions needed to be made, it was decided that a 

centrally run and governed project led by Human Resources was the most appropriate model to 

deliver on the ambitious outcomes and timelines. The programme involved: 

 Defining a new organisational structure based on a consistent set of design principles. 

 A systems review and service redesign process involving service managers to encourage buy 

in and engagement with the outcome. 

 A change process that would deliver new organisation structures and cost reductions at 

pace, in a planned way that did not impact on organisational resilience. 

 The identification of other ways to reduce workforce costs including more efficient vacancy 

management and reduction in temporary staff costs 

The Design Principles 

To ensure consistency and sustainability, an agreed set of design principles were created to guide 

managers defining their new structures. These principles included: 

 A sustainable, reduced cost base specifically including a reduction in management costs 

 No duplication in activities and outputs 

 Optimising hierarchy by being clear how each layer adds value to the layer below it 

 Recognising that 4-5 levels is good practice 

 Clear and consistent management spans of control 

 Clear and transparent lines of reporting 

 Well defined manager responsibilities 

 Maximising flexibility and efficiency in the resources across portfolios 

 Simplifying, standardising and sharing where possible and appropriate 

Designing and Supporting the 

Implementation 

A small dedicated HR project team 

was established to manage the 

process centrally and ensure 

managers and staff were supported 

at every stage. The task was 

planned over 3 waves of increasing 

complexity and workforce numbers 

but in a way that would enable the 

organisation to move to a single 

timeline and contain all elements of 

change within one timescale. This 
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included putting new structures ahead of considering applications for voluntary severance to ensure 

that the right people were leaving the organisation.  

Over the 12 months of the project the HR project team completed a huge volume of change work: 

 180 days of consultation with staff and trade unions 

 700 staff and managers trained in relation to managing change 

 40,423 emails in and out of the ‘Voluntary Severance Process’ and ‘Restructure’ email 

 1389 voluntary process applications were processed 

 13,300 letters issued about VS, appointments and contractual changes 

 42,536 staff views of internal news releases about the restructure 

 200,000 staff views of the ‘Change’ page maintained by the team on the intranet 

Throughout the project the team also conducted impact assessments looking at the impact of the 

structure on workforce diversity, absence management, workforce health and career opportunities. 

Impact of the Restructure 

Applying the design principles outlined resulted in a number of structural changes: 

 The Health & Social Care and Children and Young People’s Services Directorates were 

merged together  

 Two new services were created- Corporate Policy, Strategy and Communications service and 

a Business Support and Admin 

 The number of layers of management was reduced 

 The number of managers was reduced across all directorates, including a 15.8% reduction 

across senior management 

 More consistent spans of control that met best practice guidelines were created resulting in 

more equity across services. In some areas the span was reduced whilst in others, 

particularly at lower tiers, the span of control was increased to remove 1:1 reporting.  
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Throughout the implementation of the restructure key workforce indicators were monitored and 

remedial actions implemented by the HR Project team: 

Impact on workforce diversity 
 

The programme saw an increase in staff 
between the ages of 16 and 49 as largely staff 
aged 50+ opted to take voluntary redundancy. 
Little or no effect of note was seen on other 
workforce equalities including gender, ethnicity, 
disability, religion and sexual orientation. 
 

Impact on absence 
 

Absences were monitored throughout the 
programme so that trends could be identified 
and supporting strategies developed if needed. 
Although there was a slight year-on-year 
increase in absence rates, the levels remained 
well below levels recorded during 2010-2013. 
 

Impact on workforce health 
 

The employee assistance programme (EAP) was 
promoted as a key source of confidential support 
for employees during the programme and usage 
monitored as an indicator of employee 
wellbeing.  Although calls relating to change at 
work were the highest reasons for work related 
stress calls, the number of employees that 
sought counselling support remained low. 

Impact on career opportunities 
 

The restructures resulted in over 260 vacant 
posts with the majority of posts advertised 
internally. As a result a significant number of 
staff were appointed to new roles, mitigating 
against potential redundancies and positively 
impact on staff morale and perceptions of 
opportunities for career development. 
 

 

Achieving the outcomes 

The programme resulted in a reduction of 615 posts, representing a saving of £21.03 million annual 

workforce costs.  

The principle of using voluntary severance as the primary tool to mitigate compulsory redundancy 

was strongly adhered to with over 99% of all people leaving voluntarily doing so.  

No days were lost to 

industrial actions and 

no collective disputes 

were raised during 

the period of the 

project. 

No services were 

stopped and the 

wider change 

programme 

continued throughout 

the period including 

moving 1750 

employees to new 

work locations. 
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Lessons Learnt 

Because of the pace and scale of the programme, a conscious decision was taken to learn as the 

project progressed. As a result processes and practices were refined throughout the rollout 

including: 

 Although a wide range of communication and media channels were employed, it became 

apparent that face to face communication was overall the most effective and best received form 

of engagement, especially when led by a service manager and was used where ever possible 

 Refreshing a number of key “enabling” HR policies to support the transition including those 

relating to voluntary severance, managing change, redeployment and secondment and acting 

up. 

 Core people transition processes, many tested through sheer volume of use, were iterated and 

improved 

We also learnt much about what effective HR project delivery looks like: 


