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Innovation in HR to embed a ‘Can do’ culture across the organisation 

‘Can do’ is our shorthand to describe the culture that we are striving to embed consistently across 

Leeds City Council (LCC).  We are one of the largest employers In West Yorkshire, we have retained 

delivery of frontline services which means that we have a range of jobs from Accountants to 

Zookeeper, spread out over a large geographical area.  Around 6,000 of our employees in front line 

roles do not have regular, or any, access digitally to corporate information or devices.   

We have worked hard with stakeholders across the organisations to successfully embed our five core 

values since developing them in 2011.   Each team has its own identity, depending on location 

profession and history, however we all share our values and these influence our work every day.  

In 2016 we took part in a Local Government Association Peer Review.  The result was positive and 

the reviewers were clear that this work and our well embedded values gave us a strong foundation 

for progress.  It also challenged us to go even further with our innovation and embed cultural 

change, saying that we can -  

• do even more to share learning about what works and what doesn’t – by making space for 

people to come together. 

• continue to work to make cross department and collaborative working the norm. 

• further improve on the speed of decision making and some internal processes that can be 

slow and unwieldly. 

It was clear that in order to positively respond to this feedback we would have to take a different 

approach.  We wanted to uncover the stories about where innovation & ‘Can do’ was already 

happening, change mindsets so that people felt empowered and safe to be bold at all levels of the 

organisation, enable the best people in the best place to solve problems.   We recognise that in our 

constantly and quickly changing world the skills needed to work effectively and with resilience have 

also changed.    

For us developing a ‘can do’ culture is a long term vision.  With many different strands being 

developed by staff at all levels of the organisation: embedding values and managers habits, 

redefining leadership at all levels, front line engagement, recognition, collaboration & innovation, 

performance & productivity, learning, streamlining processes. 

Recognising the complexity and ever evolving nature of the organisation, public sector and the world 

- there is not a one size fits all approach; it can’t be pinned down easily. We are not proud of any 

single achievement but stress a spectrum of innovative approaches that together have shifted the 

culture of the organisation.  Individuals, staff and managers have to use their experience and know 

how to choose the right routes in, at the right time, based on good strong understanding of where 

services and teams are at. 

 

Starting with ourselves - making innovation a priority  



Throughout 2017 we have been developing as a HR team.  Implementing a new model and ways of 

working - making innovation, flexibility and collaboration a priority, Key developments -  

• Reducing hierarchy and flattening our structure by concentrating line management 

arrangements for all grades within one small group of HR Service Managers.  Line 

Management is not determined by area or piece of work.  

• Delivering through flexible & interchangeable teams (matrix management) around 5 big 

priorities and 3 core areas – Cross cutting priorities, Service Priorities and HR Service 

Development. 

• Working in the present, with an eye on the future – the HR team has grown in confidence to 

do things differently and experiment with new methodologies e.g.  A ‘hack’ with open to all 

stakeholders to develop our new recruitment policy, developing partnerships with the 

region and a local private software start up to bring digital solutions to the front line.  

 

Bringing leadership to the front line - Leadership Conferences 2016 & 2017  

Leeds City Council annual Leadership Conference brings together over 350 senior leaders and key 

influencers from across the Council & city, typically it takes a traditional conference / seminar style 

with key speakers and workshops.    In 2016, with buy in from the Chief Executive, we took a risk on 

a different approach.  Using it as an opportunity to introduce different perspectives to the leadership 

team to promote our ‘can do’ culture we;  

• Introduced an ‘Open Space’ element to the conference.  Randomly assigning delegates to 

groups to work together on a ‘hack’.  They were required to go away and return ready to 

present the outcomes of their ‘hack’.  

• Invited anyone, from anywhere, in the council to attend the first ever Leadership ‘fringe’ 

event.  Held concurrently, but in a different location to the main delegation, around 90 

fringe delegates worked on exactly the same exercise as the main conference delegates, at 

the same time.   

• Joined up the two events via live video so that delegates could present their findings to each 

other, interact and ask questions.  

• Introduced technology (Sli.do) to the conference and enabled people to ask panel questions 

online. 

• Were even more confident with the use of twitter to interact regarding the conference.  

 

The success of this event led to greater confidence to be even bolder at the 2017 Leadership 

conference and expand the reach even further.  We –  

• Held an ‘UnConference’ - open to anyone in the council who wanted to attend, over 60 staff 

come together from across the Council; pitching for sessions to discuss issues that mattered 

to them. Colleagues were able to agree actions to take back to their services and make 

changes the way things are done immediately.  Attendees appreciated this opportunity to 

bring their ideas and connect with different people.  

 



•  Sent an open invite to anyone from across the organisation to present an ‘Ignite’ style 

presentation to the delegation.  Some were sceptical, but we had some excellent 

presentations showcasing innovation from diverse areas of the organisation. 

 

• The UnConference and Conference launched ‘Can do’ week – celebrating our values and a 

week of activities to bring ‘Can do’ culture to life with all our interactions with communities 

and citizens.  

 

Impact on the organisation - 

• HR Staffing budget - delivering savings of £350,000 over 2 years for the HR team while 

continuing to deliver against priorities.  

• Flexibility within the HR team - enabling us to respond to quickly changing priorities.   

• Improved understanding of innovation and willingness to experiment within the HR team 

leading to greater impact and ability to drive the strategic direction of the organisation in 

embedding ‘Can do’.   

• Empowering & engaging people to reduce bureaucracy within the HR team and beyond - 

focussing on outcomes not process. 

• Unconference approach - we will be rolling out this low cost, high impact, approach more 

widely in 2018 with the support of the Chief Exec and Deputy Leader. 

• Proof of concept that font line staff will engage digitally, even on their own devices, when 

we get engagement right 

• Engagement scores – Annual Engagement survey in 2016 achieved an overall engagement 

score of 7.5 out of 10, based on answers to the question ‘If a friend asked you to give a score 

from 1 to 10 working for Leeds City Council, what it would be?’ All directorates scored higher 

than 7 out of 10.  Scores for 23 of the 26 survey questions improved between 2015 and 

2016. 

 


