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My name is Mike Crowther and it is my privilege to 
be the CEO of Empowerment, a Blackpool based 
charity. I have worked in the charity sector for 25 
years and been in management positions for 15 of 
them. My journey in management has been a 
transformational one, from unquestioning 
acceptance of the New Public Management ethos 
to having my eyes opened by Human learning 
Systems. 

Our work brings us alongside people with mental 
health issues, learning and physical disabilities, 
people with addictions, homeless people, victims of 
domestic abuse and those who are lonely and 
socially isolated. In brief, we work alongside people 
whose lives are messy and complex and who face 
on a daily basis an overwhelming system which 
doesn’t seem to learn from what clearly isn’t 
working, and in fact makes their situation worse. 

Our excitement at discovering HLS via our initial 
discovery of social pedagogy has begun to inform 
our work on a daily basis. However, seeking to 
change the system ‘out there’, whilst not focussing 
on our own practice, frankly lets us off the hook as 
an organisation. Therefore, our initial challenge is 
to engage in a process of transformation of 
ourselves. 

Our purpose is to use the principles of Human 
Learning Systems to radically change the way we 
do things, to be a living example of what can be 
done when we accept that being human is messy, 
we are making mistakes and learning from them 
continually and that our organisational system has 
to reflect that, rather than seeking to control what 
it can’t really control anyway.  

  

 

Summary 

 

| Overview 

▪ We are at the beginning of the journey of 
introducing social pedagogical practice 
into every level of our organisation. At its 
core it means focussing on us all being 
human beings who work best when we 
feel safe, supported and enjoy good, 
trusting relationships with each other. 

▪ The main challenge we face is unlearning 
and undoing all the values, attitudes and 
beliefs we have assimilated over the years 
by following a ‘New Public Management 
Approach’ 

▪ The cross over between Social Pedagogy 
and Human Learning Systems (HLS) is 
obvious to us, and HLS has provided us 
with a new pathway and a language to 
describe where we want to go. 

Empowerment 
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The story of change can only start with myself. I 
became a Manager and subsequently a Leader of 
an organisation during a time when the New Public 
Management was at its zenith. For me, this was as 
part of the New Labour government’s ‘Supporting 
People’ programme, aimed at providing support 
services for people who were homeless or at risk of 
homeless. At the time, this was seen by many of us 
a significant investment in vital services, however it 
came with a very comprehensive framework all 
centred on achieving outcomes which were actually 
based on the ‘Every Child Matters’ framework. 

As a young manager I bought into this way of 
working, wholeheartedly and unquestioningly. Prior 
to this, I had spent 10 years as a frontline support 
worker supporting homeless people, and it was as if 
I managed to forget all that had taught me, i.e. 
change happens through great relationships and 
placing the person being supported genuinely at 
the centre of the process. Now, from my staff (and I 
did view them as my staff), I wanted paperwork 
completed accurately and on time. E.g. why 
weren’t initial assessments being completed during 
the first appointment? I insisted on ending support 
for those who were appearing not to engage with 
our support and I asked for constant data on 
outcomes, outcomes and more outcomes.  

Ironically, there was a big emphasis on ‘Service 
User Involvement’, so as to consult and engage 
with our service users (they weren’t people, merely 
users of our service). I can honestly state that I 
can’t point to one single example of change 
implemented as a result of involving service users, 
it was tokenistic and fake. However, we could 
proudly point to our extensive service user 
involvement in our monitoring reports. 
Interestingly enough, money was deviated from 
frontline support to fund positions in our 
organisations whose purpose was solely to ensure 
our extensive performance monitoring 
requirements were completed accurately and on 
time. 

And so, my management approach was moulded 
and shaped by the New Public Management ethos. 
Fast forward several years, and after a series of 
personal setbacks, mental illness, relationship 
breakdown, I also recognised so much of my 

unhappiness was based on the tension I had been 
living with for years.  This was the fact that I was 
leading in a way that was actually utterly against 
my own values, which somehow I had managed to 
bury. Being a leader had become a miserable 
experience, so in 2017 when I landed at 
Empowerment I knew that something had to 
radically change. However, for that I needed a 
language and a framework for that change to 
happen… 

And that was Social Pedagogy! A colleague had 
started studying the M.A. in Social Pedagogical 
Leadership at UCLAN and was effusive in expressing 
her excitement at the discovery of this amazing set 
of ideas, so I had to find out for myself. And, now I 
too am enrolled on the M.A. and loving every 
moment of it. It’s been a journey of discovering 
something which I have always known instinctively, 
because it comes from my own Haltung!  

Social Pedagogy is itself a hard concept to define 
succinctly, it is a patchwork of ideas, but for me it 
essentially boils down to this: we are all human 
beings, we grow and flourish when we journey side 
by side with each other, learning together 
collaboratively and not in competition. The key to it 
all is developing great and trusting relationships 
with each other, relationships based on true 
equality.  

It is unapologetically positive about the unique 
potential of each human being, in all of our 
messiness and complexity. The implications for 
leadership are therefore clear; hierarchical, process 
driven forms of management with an emphasis on 
achieving outcomes is just wrong. It utterly ignores 
the reality of our lives, and is based not on trust 
and meaningful relationships, but on an attempt to 
impose a false construct on human beings, and…. it 
doesn’t work! 

Social Pedagogy gave me a language and a pathway 
to journey alongside colleagues at Empowerment. 
We spent a year developing together a new Vision, 
Mission and Values, a set of words which would 
truly reflect what we do. 

Vision, Mission, Values 
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So our Vision now is to:  

To work alongside people in Blackpool and the 
Fylde Coast who feel they have no voice and are 
not listened to; so that they are empowered to 
bring about real and positive change to their own 
lives and the lives of others. 

Our Mission now is to: 

To Advocate 

To Co-Produce 

To Challenge Domestic Abuse and all of its 
consequences 

To Tackle Social Isolation and Loneliness 

To Recognise the Uniqueness and Potential of 
Everyone!  

Together we will bring about ‘Lived Experience’ 
Inspired Change in Blackpool and the Fylde Coast 

All of this is to be underpinned by our Values: 

Working with Kindness 

Working for Justice 

Working towards Equality for everyone 

The key words and phrases are ‘alongside’, 
‘together’ and ‘the uniqueness and potential of 
everyone.’ 

Now, we know that Vision, Mission and Values 
don’t embed the change itself, in fact in my 
experience most are ignored whilst we get on with 
our day jobs. What is different, is that there is now 
a passion within Empowerment to live out these 
words in our everyday lives but also to hold us to 
account when we start to drift into the old ways. 
Most importantly, they have changed the 
conversation within Empowerment.  

Discovering Human Learning Systems…. The 
eureka moment! 

Whilst studying for the M.A., we were introduced 
to Human Learning Systems, I have to say that the 
title didn’t immediately excite me, but after reading 
some of the materials, it was like a eureka moment, 
a joyous recognition that there was a movement 
gathering around a set of ideas and principles 
which were absolutely centred on the actual reality 
of our lives. The last remnants of the tension 
between how the New Public Management ethos 
had influenced me had drained away. Here was a 
way to be really great charity without having to 
behave in a way that went against our instincts, our 
haltung! 

Here are some of the ways in which we have 
introduced Human Learning Systems into our 
approach both internally and externally: 

Human: 

We absolutely sign up the HLS notion that the 
people who work for Empowerment want to do a 
great job and therefore we trust them. We don’t 
micromanage anybody, we work hard to give 
everyone the freedom they need to be brilliant. 
When we recruit, we don’t hold formal interviews, 
we have conversations with people wanting to 
work with us. Passion and excitement are what we 
are looking for, not qualifications or the ability to 
answer all the questions! Supervisions and 
Appraisals are now based on each individual’s 
challenges and aspirations, not on outcomes to be 
achieved. 

When things get difficult between colleagues 
(which always happens, we are complex human 
beings trying to exist in the same space as a diverse 
range of people), we don’t have telling offs or 
people being bollocked. We have difficult 
conversations (a concept borrowed from Brene 
Brown I think), so as to sensitively and respectfully 
resolve an issue. 

Wellbeing is so important to us, the people who 
work at Empowerment are passionate individuals, 
but who are so busy working alongside complex 
individuals that very often they don’t look after 
their own welfare. We have taken active steps to 
address this, with built in reflection time, a Time to 
Talk Room where colleagues can offload and share. 

| Current Approach 
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And being a Time to Change organisation we have 
sought to rid our organisation of the stigma of 
mental health. I share openly with colleagues my 
own experiences of depression and anxiety over 
the years. 

I am so passionate about removing fear from the 
workplace and all the people who work here 
relaxing into being amazing individuals. We have a 
long way to go but we have made a start. 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning 

Embedding the HLS approach into Empowerment 
has been a development of the social pedagogical 
approach based on mutual learning. Allied to this is 
our newfound willingness to take risks, make 
mistakes and learn from it. So what happens when 
something goes wrong here at Empowerment. Well 
the first thing we do is encourage a culture of 
honesty, for all of our team to feel comfortable 
about sharing with us when things go wrong. In 
response, we as an organisation welcome the 
honesty and agree that we will have a ‘Learning Get 
Together’ to understand what we have learnt and 
what needs to be adapted or changed for the 
future. There is no blame, but there is 
accountability.  

However, by seeking to remove the feelings of 
shame and embarrassment which leads often to 
covering up, we are working towards a much 
healthier way of working. By the way, it is readily 

acknowledged within Empowerment that the 
person responsible for the most mistakes is… me! I 
think it is important to publicly acknowledge this 
(not always an easy thing to do), but is liberating to 
acknowledge my own imperfections by being 
vulnerable with the people I work with. 

Systems 

The Human Learning Systems approach is also 
informing the way we deliver services. I have to say 
that significantly, all of our funders both from 
formal local authority commissioning teams or 
grant making organisations such as the National 
Lottery Community Fund, are exemplary in allowing 
us the freedom to develop services and projects. 
There is already a great deal of trust which has 
been built through relationships. Fundamental to 
this is Empowerment being utterly honest when 
things aren’t going well as we had hoped.  

The epitome of this approach has been our Lived 
Experience Team (LET), funded by the Lottery as 
part of the Fulfilling Lives programme in Blackpool. 
This is a team led by and comprised of people with 
lived experience of multiple disadvantage; namely 
homelessness, substance misuse, mental illness and 
offending behaviour. Their role is to work towards 
system change inspired by the experiences, 
knowledge and learning they have built up over the 
years as people who have engaged with the 
complex and often undo-ordinated system of 
agencies. Some of these remarkable people were 
living chaotic lives for 20-30 years and now they 
have a passion for changing the system. 

It is striking that the approach they have followed is 
pure HLS. It is Human because first of all, I and the 
rest of Empowerment have never dictated to the 
team how and what they should do. They have 
done that themselves. At the heart of their 
approach has been developing a set of non-
antagonistic relationships across the system with 
commissioners and designers of the services they 
used to engage with.  

Then they have sought to Learn, and they have 
done this by conversation and listening to people 
sleeping rough, been struck off services for poor 
engagement and people who have just been 

“ 

 

At the heart of their 
approach has been 

developing a set of non-
antagonistic relationships 

across the system with 
commissioners and 

designers of the services 
they used to engage with  
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released from prison. Because they have worked on 
the relationships, this learning is then shared with 
commissioners and service providers. People 
experiencing multiple disadvantages perhaps know 
better than anyone else what happens when the 
system acts in a disjointed way to try and achieve 
their own outcomes without considering the 
impact on other parts of the system. 

The LET have by no means changed the system, but 
they can now point to real and significant change 
which has been achieved by their HLS approach.  

 

 
 

So, this is the start of our journey, we have a long way to go, but it is exciting about 

where we are going, wherever that is? When I was a devout follower of the New Public 

Management, I would inevitable say the following words, ‘We need a plan’. In fact, 

colleagues would mimic me, ‘we need a plan, we need a plan etc.’ And the truth is, I did, 

here was a new challenge and I wanted to exert control over it, so let’s plan for it in the 

minutest detail. Once I had the plan in place then I could relax and move on to the next 

issue. 

 

My new social pedagogical/HLS approach has removed my need for a plan (well, not as 

much) However, our plan for furthering the transformation of our wonderful 

organisation is that there is no plan. We will continue to learn and listen and then 

organically the transformation will take place. Even writing that, still makes me a little 

nervous, but I know it’s right.  

 

Finally, because my own values match the way I work, being at work is much more fun, 

far less pressured and I genuinely think I and we are better because of the changes we 

have made. 
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