
 
 

 

PLANNING FOR CHANGE: LET’S TALK ABOUT LOVE 

David Robinson 

__________________________________________________________ 
 

“Plans are useless,” said Napoleon, “but the process of planning is invaluable.” 
 

Over the next 5 months politicians across the party spectrum will be planning their offering for the general 

election next year.  Much of this work has been underway for some time, particularly in the opposition 

parties, but until now mostly under wraps. During the summer we might expect more open discussion as 

the main lines are agreed or contested and as preparations are made for the final conference season of this 

parliament. Next May the electorate will choose one, maybe two, parties to form a government. Then the 

real politics will intrude - financial constraints, passing crises, personality differences. The manifestos will 

either be yesterday’s news or, at best, a guide to themes, principles, and priorities. That’s why it is so 

important that we get them right. The specifics may struggle to survive the rigours of election but values 

are more resilient.  

 

It is time to tell it like it is, and tell it how it ought to be.  

  
Public services have changed, are changing and will change more radically and more fundamentally between 

2010 and 2020 than in any other decade since the 1940s.  

 

80% of the deficit reduction strategy is staked on cost-cutting and the Institute for Fiscal Studies say that 

60% has yet to reach the front line, probably more in Wales. There is no precedent for 

administrative cost-cutting on this scale. Demographic change is increasing need at the same time as 

expenditure is being reduced and many services are shrinking. In combination, these trends are creating a 

spiral of decline. As the remaining resources are sucked into managing the greatest needs, earlier-stage 

interventions are abandoned – spending on prevention fell by almost 10 per cent between 2010/11 and 

2011/12 (Reeder 2013) – and more problems are becoming more difficult, when instead they might have 

been prevented entirely. Effective services fall into a tailspin, leading to crisis management, with inevitable 

consequences. 

  

In short, cuts without fundamental systems reform disrupt and disfigure without resolving or 

transforming. They generate more needs and more expensive needs, may well fail to deliver the short-

term savings target, and are very likely to be storing up problems that will become increasingly complex 

and expensive during and beyond the lifetime of the next government. The discussions this summer must 

be located in this economic context and also, equally importantly, grounded in an understanding of the 

society that we are becoming. 
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The report into management and care at Mid Staffordshire hospital revealed ‘the unnecessary suffering of 

hundreds of people’, ‘a lack of care, compassion and humanity’ and a ‘system which put corporate self-

interest ahead of patient safety’ (HOC 2013). Three weeks later, Professor Bruce Keogh started work as 

the new NHS national medical director promising that hospitals would be fined if they failed to provide the 

best care. 

  

Care driven by fear of punishment? The prospect is discomforting but it isn’t new. Talk to social workers, 

teachers, probation officers and care workers and you will find that regulations and systems, impersonal 

transactions and a fear of risk and reprisal shape the culture in which they all work. Public services are 

being reduced to a set of transactions when the real need is for a more personal relationship, 

for common sense and human kindness. 

 

Now listen to those who use the services and those who do not. For some, family, friends and neighbours 

are more than adequate but for many they are not – moments of joy go unshared, battles are faced alone. 

More than a million pensioners enjoy less than 30 minutes’ social contact in any given week, despite our 

understanding that social isolation increases the risk of death in older people by 26 per cent (Steptoe et al 
2013).  

 

Our public services must change. And so must our communities. 

Weak communities and social isolation are widely considered to be one the greatest challenges facing 

Britain today (JRF 2008). Just one in five people know their neighbours well; one in 10 claim to be too shy 

to say hello, even though 95 per cent believe that knowing their neighbours better could have a positive 

impact on their community (Big Lunch 2010). 

 

Now more than ever we need manifestos which challenge culture, systems and structures 

and which promise a more effective, sustainable and equitable alternative. 

  

A piecemeal, programmatic response is one option, layering specific initiatives and isolated pilots over a 

failing system, more sanctions, inspections, enforcement, more waiting for trouble, more belated reaction 

and – ultimately and inevitably – more failure. 

  

Alternatively a better government would grasp the scale of the challenge and the importance of bold, 

whole system reform. It would structure its narrative around the shared values which give our lives 

meaning, identity and purpose. It would align its vision with the deep-set rhythms of our daily lives, talking 

about opportunities and transitions and making readiness its primary goal. It would prevent the preventable 

and champion relationships as the organising principle at the heart of all our public services. 

 

Then, because governments can lead and enable but cannot achieve anything alone, it would co-design, co-

produce and co-locate, fostering cooperation in our communities, services and politics, and changing the 

structures and the behaviours that get in the way. 

 

Finally and especially it would talk about love. We need leaders who understand the place of 

trust and kindness in the public realm and who consistently and deliberately design it in to 

service reform, rather than design it out. Make these the underpinning principles of the next 

government, and indeed of the next opposition, and the process of planning this summer will 

indeed have been invaluable.  
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