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A local council is using an HLS approach to redesign 
their planning service. A Service Designer guided 
the Planning Manager and staff together to co-
create their new service, where iterative and 
learning methodologies are used as a foundation 
for the approach. 

The Planning Service was recognised as having poor 
customer relations. Complaints to elected 
councillors were increasing through strongly verbal 
feedback. Applications were taking too long, 
evidence that was required did not seem to be 
relevant, and final planning decisions were often 
contentious. Finally, being a Planning Officer was 
not recognised as a rewarding job, and staff simply 
came to work to do their tasks and go home. 

Therefore, focus on redesigning this service had 
become a council priority.  

 

 

SETTING UP THE SCOPE AND INTERVENTION 
DESIGN 

The scope defines the level (depth), boundary 
(limits) and underlying design paradigm of the 
change. The Chief Executive and the Planning 
Manager recognised they needed a fundamental 
transformation, as the myriad of problems pointed 
to fundamentally poor systemic problems. They 
engaged with an HLS Service Designer, to use a 
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| Overview 

▪ A Local Authority’s planning service can 
produce better,  faster results by 
adopting a relational approach and 
using the intrinsic motivation of staff 
 

▪ Engage, don’t report: involve managers 
in the learning process, don’t just report 
learning to them  
 

▪ Service systems can be improved 
through workflow analysis – particularly 
minimising the numbers of handoffs  
between staff 

Melton Mowbray Planning Service 
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specific methodology to radically develop a person-
based design for the service.  

The Service Designer had the following challenge;  

- what do I do with a manager who has no time, 
and their resources are severely limited? 

Thinking laterally, the council was in collaboration 
with a nearby council where they had performed an 
HLS redesign in Planning several years previous. So, 
the Planning Manager visited, and spend a full day 
with their front-line staff, armed with carefully 
crafted open questions, to experience the new 
system in operation.  

On her return, the Manager was highly enthused 
and impressed. She had seen something new and 
flexible, and exciting.  

◼ A positive team, that got on well with each 
other. 

◼ Enthusiasm for the work of Planning. 
◼ Dedicated to dealing with issues and a positive  

UNDERSTAND THE SYSTEM 

The Planning Manager immediately engaged with 
the HLS Designer. And she would do whatever was 
necessary to achieve the goal of what she had now 

developed as the outcome. However, the 
requirement to make this happen was: 

◼ At least one front line staff and the manager 
need to spend one day a week on this. 

◼ They themselves have to take responsibility to 
co-design this. 

◼ Senior managers had to be involved and 
understand the redesign by getting involved 
themselves. 

Due to their enthusiasm, within a week, an 
Administrative Officer was selected and the team 
of three started. From then on, this was the 
sequence followed: 

1. From a demand analysis, we learned that all of 
the Planning demands into Customer Services 
had to be passed on to the duty Planning 
Officer, who then could usually not answer the 
demands. Also, 30% of those demands were 
caused by the council not doing something right 
in the first place. 

2. Map the workflow. The workflow of an 
application was experienced and mapped by the 
team, by following a real application. The 
learning was that no-one had actually 
understood how the end to end flow truly 
worked, and it was realised that the flow of 
work was highly administrative and 
complicated. 
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3. The team went out and listened to two Agents 
(customers) who submit applications to the 
council. They asked open questions and focused 
on what mattered to them and their applicant. 
They learned that Agents were indeed unhappy 
with the service, that Planning Service was not 
responsive to their queries, and that 
applications were often rejected. 
 

 
4. Purpose – The Designer took the team through 

a series of questions, based on what they had 
learned from the agents. The question was 
simple, who is your customer and what matters 
to them? 
On contemplating the answers, the Planning 
Manager had a series of perceptive realisations 
of what the true purpose of the service was. In 
doing so, she also realised that the current 

design of Planning had never been developed 
around what was important to customers; much 
of what was actually important to customers 
was simply ignored. Planning was instead 
designed around the legislation and guidance. 
By the end of the session, the Planning Manager 
was holding her head in her hands. She was 
never quite the same again! The result of this 
realisation was that her determination had now 
solidified to design her service around the true 
purpose, as derived from the customer. 

5. Identify the Value steps – The team then went 
back to their workflow diagram on the wall and 
identified those steps that directly contribute to 
the newly found purpose. Out of about 150 
steps, 7 were Value.  

 

They also realised that about 50% of all submitted 
plans were rejected by service due to being invalid. 

Figure 3 Current planning service 
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These applications were put on a shelf, and then 
returned to the agents after some weeks.  

The Planning Manager realised that she had 
constructed a ‘sausage machine’ that was made up 
of about 10 internal handoffs end to end. No 
wonder that no-one really knew what was going 
on. No wonder that staff felt distant from any 
professional connection with the work.  

FEEDBACK TO SENIOR MANAGEMENT 

At this point, the learning from the understanding 
phase was given through informal feedback by the 
team to the Chief Executive, Portfolio Holder, and 
the Director. This allowed for the real learning to be 
transmitted verbally and with impact, and for the 
participants to ask questions. No written reports 
were produced to update managers, as tacit 
knowledge is best transferred by direct 
engagement.   

THE EXPERIMENT 

Armed with a new set of working principles, the 
planning manager and the technical officer began 
to take new planning applications and work then 
through in new ways. After several weeks of 
working through applications end to end, this is 
what they learned that: 

1. A Planning Officer should pick up an application 
and own it until the very end. 

2. The officer, on receipt of the plan pack, would 
review the pack, note down any queries, and 
call up the agent. There would be a discussion 
on various points to clarify, but the officer 
would only clarify those aspects of the pack that 
was needed. 

3. The officer decides on the actual flow of the 
work of the particular application, dependant on 
the individual aspects of the application. 

4. As the Planning Manager led the change, she 
focused the experiment until it became the new 
design. The new behaviours that she gained 
with her team, became the basis for the new 
learning for the whole service. 

OUTCOMES 

The outcome of these deceptively simple changes 
was that:  

◼ Rejection at validation went from 50% to 1%. 
◼ End to end time for some applications went 

from 28 days, to a day.  
◼ The amount of work involved in processing 

those applications went down between 15% - 
70%. 

◼ End to end ownership created a sense of 
achievement for the officer, and that created a 
new team working culture with them. The team 
themselves began to feel alive and really 
enthused to bring in the rest of the wider 
Planning staff into the new way of working. 

 

Figure 4 New prototype planning service 

MANAGEMENT & LEADERSHIP 

In terms of the management and its involvement, 
the intervention was personally led from the 
beginning by the Planning Manager, who worked 
directly with a Technician. This allowed the 
normally disparate aspects of a change programme 
to already be combined. This co-design is perhaps 
the most important aspect of this intervention, that 
allows for the learning to follow through to 
implementation.  

Senior Management - The Director herself was 
connected to the work through a series of frequent 
discussions with the Designer and the Planning 
Manager. Allowing her collaborate in the learning, 
create the conditions for the change to occur, and 
the implications for new measures.  

The sequence of management activities that 
continued after the experiment were: 
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1. Review of the learning, and decision on whether 
to develop this into a working prototype. 

2. Approve those aspects of the system that 
involves resources. Allow for the creation of the 
recording system, with modified forms and 
recording mechanisms. 

3. Develop a local area-based team, that split the 
borough in to three teams. 

4. Implement this by undertaking a full staff 
development strategy. 

5. Applying Digital technology to the design, 
supporting the flexibility of the service design. 

The three main new aspects that define the new 
design of the service design are: 

◼ Contact with the Agent as soon as the 
application arrives, engaging the customer.  This 
allows for specific characteristics to be taken 
into account for each application. Reduced the 
rejection rate to 0% and cut swathes of activities 
that did not need to occur. 

◼ Giving each planning officer end to end 
responsibility and ownership of completing 
individual applications, gave officers back the 
reason why they became planners in the first 
place. People, not technology, is key to making 
this service work. 

◼ Creating a long-term officer career development 
plan, allowed officers to learn and develop into 
senior officers and want to work together and 
remain in that council long term. 

◼ Digital technology should not define the 
workflow, it should support the staff 
interactions in the flow and handle the 
administration.  

The main principles underlying the new design are 
shown in the table below. 

IMPLEMENTATION 

The Planning Manager herself, together with the 
officer working in the new team, took full 
responsibility to create the new service. The 
implementation plan was based around officers 
being pulled in from the old service, and work with 
the new team with a fresh set of planning 
applications. By working together, the new officers 
would learn not only the new flow, but the 
principles and behaviours that were characteristic 
of the new way of working. 

 

 

There were many issues that got in the way of the 
redesign. However, the main one was the time 
away from her regular duties for the manager. 
Because of the dedication of the manager to make 
this redesign happen, the other barriers were 
relatively easily dispersed.  

The officers in the existing service were impatient 
to hear of progress and were often critical of the 

| The New approach 

| Barriers and Tensions 
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new experiment. However, as one of their 
colleagues was a part of the team, it gave them 
confidence that this would work. Throughout the 
experimentation the team would have sessions 
with the whole of Planning, where they would be 
taken through what they had been doing and had 
the chance to answer any questions. At various 
times in the redesign Planning Officers were pulled 
in to contribute to the new design.  

The Planning Manager had to confront how 
previously she believed that digital technology and 
how IT designs staff to fit into the ‘sausage 
machine’ was the supposed modern way forward. 
This mindset had become a barrier within the 
whole organisation, which then had to be resolved 
by recognising the diverse nature of applications 
are best served by human staff.  

 

 

WHAT TAKING THIS APPROACH REQUIRES:  

1. The first requirements to this approach is 
that management recognises total 
ownership of the change, and then commits 
to lead this to make it happen. This must 
become the primary task of the managers 
above all else.  This resulted in a far less 
reliance on the external Service Designer – 
only 20 days in total. 

2. Use a methodology whose fundamental 
principles and implementation focus on HLS 
approaches, recognising that service change 
is a discipline in its own right, rather than 
something that we all think we can do. 

3. Incorporating an immersive and direct 
experience of learning what the new service 
could be by hands-on iterative experiments, 
co-created with the front-line staff. This is 
not about copying. 

4. The ability of the redesign team to put aside 
their biases and legislative priorities, and 
truly focus on the customer and purpose. 

5. The Director and Manager recognising that 
they themselves needed to challenge and 
change their own views and perspectives 
about what about managing and how their 
services should be designed. 

6. Looking at the whole system; including the 
development of new supervision and team- 
based behaviours. 

7. Digital is a partner, not an imposition. Digital 
must be led by good systemic design 

8. Do not assume that transactional services 
are, basically transactional. Almost all have 
elements of variation or complexity. 

 

 

| Enablers and successes 
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The experience has proven itself, and the approach has now been accepted as the vehicle for 

further service redesign in that organisation. 

At the start of the COVID lockdown a group of staff were brought together with the purpose 

of setting up an operational hub to support people in need. The setup and design of that new 

service was performed by a facilitator using the same methodology as the Planning Service 

redesign. The result was that a small team developed a new way of working and formed 

themselves into a team, such that when demands increased into the lockdown, the Hub was 

able to work with a flexible work design, that had staff in the work making the decisions for 

how to help each resident that came to them. 


