
 

 

 

1 

 
 

      
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Online Training Workbook 
  

Developing Political Awareness and Sensitivity 
 
 
 



 

 

 

2 

 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE WORKSHOP 
 
Whilst the relationship between Elected Members and Officers has always been 
important for Local Government this is particularly the case when the organisation 
faces financial pressures and the need make tough decisions about priorities. It may 
also be the case that collectively Members and Officers are working together to 
achieve significant organisational change. In addition, it can be a challenge for new 
staff coming into the organisation to grasp the importance and efficacy of political 
leadership. This workshop is a chance to explore what you know and don’t know and 
to develop the skills to build effective relationships with Members. 
 
Key Outcomes 
 

• Being more aware of the political reality of the organisation 

• Building knowledge and awareness 

• Developing communication strategies and positive influence 
 
 

What are the key outcomes for you? 
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THE REALITY OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
MEMBERS AND OFFICERS 

 
 
The nature of Local Authorities is based on the premise of politically elected 
members agreeing policy, strategy and direction which is then implemented by a 
team of staff with the skills, abilities and qualifications required. Members will have 
statutory duties to ensure certain functions are carried out and, in relation to their 
own personal duties and behavior. 
 
Overview of the different roles 
 

Members  Officers 

• Accountable to their electorate 
 

• Community leader for their ward 

• Add a political dimension 

• Set policy and strategy, 
including the budget/Council tax 

 
 

• Bound by a statutory code of 
conduct 

• Involved in senior appointments 
only 

• Through the Chief Executive are 
accountable to the Council 

• Serve the whole Council 

• Politically impartial 

• Provide advice and deliver 
services within the policy 
framework and budget set by 
the Council 

• Bound by their contract of 
employment and the code of 
conduct for officers 

• Responsible for the 
management of staff and 
operational matters 

 
 
In effect 
 
 
 

  Members     Officers 
Agree Policy Advise on and Implement 

Policy 
  Provide Strategic    Carry out Statutory  

Direction     Functions 
   

Represent Public    Manage Services 
 
 
 
 
That all seems pretty straightforward but the reality is there are sometimes blurred 
lines: 
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• Officers also create strategy 

• Officers also produce policies 

• Members will want to be involved in operational issues and decisions 
 
 
 
 

Members    Officers 
Agree Policy                          Advise on and 

         Implement Policy 
  Provide Strategic   Carry out Statutory  

Direction    Functions 
   

Represent Public   Manage Services 
 
 
 
 
 
Officers have to demonstrate Political Sensitivity when working effectively with 
members. 

What does the term mean to you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The term can be understood by considering dictionary definitions 
 
Politics: 

• The activity of winning and using government power, in competition with other 
parties. 

• Political opinions 

• Activity within a group by which some members try to gain an advantage 
 

Sensitive: 
 

• Showing delicate feelings or judgment 

• Knowing or understanding the feelings of others 

• Needing to be dealt with carefully so as not to cause trouble or offence 
This is further complicated by the prevailing culture of relationships in the 
organisation and the impact and imperative of organisational change.   
This is the reality of working in Local Government and something that officers and 
staff can embrace and work with despite the frustrations it can sometimes create.  
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You may hear staff moaning about issues highlighted by members or expressing 
anxiety about dealing with particular members. Sometimes almost seeing it as a 
hindrance to getting the job done. 
 
This can manifest itself in an unhelpful tension between Officers and Members even 
to the point when there is an ‘atmosphere’ when members are in the building. This in 
turn can lead to assumptions and stereotypes. Similarly, this can happen for 
members who may feel that there are barriers being created to them fulfilling their 
democratically elected role.    
 
However, some Authorities have developed a culture based on mutual respect and 
trust with an understanding of the legitimacy of each party’s role and of the need for 
flexibility that surrounds this. 
 
Step 1 is therefore to embrace the reality of working in Local Government and 
develop the skills needed. However, it is still important to operate within the 
Legal boundaries and the policies and culture of your organisation. 
 
This is not a new challenge and the ambiguity as described back in 1980 still holds 
true today:   
 

“It is difficult to have any clever clear-cut idea that there are two separate groups, 
the politicians who get on with the formulation and direction of policy and officers 
who are aloof from this, who have nothing to do with the political arena and 
actually get on with the implementation. Both officers and members know that 
isn’t true and that officers are inherently involved in the formulation of policy 
because of the nature of information giving that they are very deeply involved in 
and that members are involved in carrying these policies out. They’ve got to be 
because changing policies is about knowing whether they’re working and being 
able to monitor and evaluate the success of what’s taking place.” 
 
Cllr David Blunkett, Leader of Sheffield, interviewed by Simon Baddeley 
INLOGOV (1980) 
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From your discussions in small groups note lessons learned about working 
effectively with Members and any Key pieces of advice gleaned from your 
colleagues.    
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THE TWO MAIN CONSIDERATIONS IN 
DEVELOPING POLITICAL AWARENESS AND 

SENSITIVITY 
 
Kim James, Tanya Arroba and Simon Badderley working with INLOGOV described 
these considerations as:   
 
Reading: 
 

1) How the Political scene is changing 
 

2) The structure and processes of political decision making 
 

3) Sensitivity to the politics of your own Authority – Knowing the      
organizational powerbase (the ‘dominant coalition’) 

 
4) What is going on behind the scenes? 

 
5) What are the hidden agendas? 

 
 
Carrying: 
 

1) Appreciation of the legitimacy and necessity of political control 
 

2) Communication skills in a political setting 
 

3) Ability to handle the stresses of a political management system 
 

4) Readiness to face the dilemmas which can arise 
 

5) Sense of public and private self and how the boundaries shift. 
 

In many ways these are also considerations for leadership generally in any kind of 
organization when applied in context. 
 
In essence it is: 

• How aware are you? 

• How skilled are you in your communications and ability to positively 
influence?   
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YOUR KNOWLEDGE AND AWARENESS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Based on your pre-workshop preparation are their gaps in your knowledge 
and understanding of the Political operation of the Council and of the 
members themselves? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What could you do to address these gaps? 
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OFFICERS CAN EXPECT 
 

• A working partnership 

• An understanding of and Support of and support for the role, workload and 
pressure under which officers operate 

• Political leadership and direction 

• Respect, dignity and courtesy 

• Integrity 

• Openness 

• Mutual support  

• Appropriate Confidentiality 

• Not to be subject to bullying, harassment or to be put under undue pressure 

• That Members will not use their position or relationship with officers to 
enhance their personal interests or those of others or to influence decisions 
improperly 

 

 
MEMBERS CAN EXPECT 

 

• A commitment to the Authority as a whole 

• A working partnership 

• An understanding of and support for the role, workload and pressure under 
which Members operate 

• Respect, dignity and courtesy 

• Timely response to enquiries and complaints 

• Professional, balanced and evidence-based advice 

• Awareness of and sensitivity to the political environment 

• Training and development in order to carry out their role effectively 

• Integrity 

• Openness 

• Mutual support 

• Appropriate confidentiality 

• That officers will not use their position or relationship with officers to enhance 
their personal interests or those of others or to influence decisions improperly 
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MEMBERS AS STAKEHOLDERS 
 
Members often cite a lack of communication as one of their main concerns about 
working with officers. It is important to keep in mind. 
 

• What needs to be communicated, to who, when, and how (the best 
approach)? 

• The specific information needs of Executive Members and others 

• Recognising Information that has political significance 
• Communicating impartially 
• Are you the right person to be communicating? 
• Communicating to serve the Council as a whole and individual Members 

 
This is particularly important in project management as members will often be 
significant stakeholders. 
 
Stakeholder analysis involves understanding who: 
 

a. Has an interest in the project 
b. The project should involve    

 
In Local Government it is likely that many projects will have a wide range of stakeholders as 
a result of inter agency working, shared services, community engagement, staff 
engagement etc. 
It is not only important to understand and listen to the views of stakeholders but also to 
engage and positively influence those who can significantly impact on the success or 
otherwise of the project.     
 

Various approaches can be used to conduct your stakeholder analysis. The main 
thing is that it informs actions required to address stakeholder issues. These could 
involve improved communication strategies or relationship building.  
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CHANGE THAT CAN BE A FACTOR IN WORKING 
EFFECTIVELY WITH MEMBERS 

 
• The financial imperative faced by Local Authorities 

 
 

• Local and national issues driving change 
 
 

• A commitment to putting the recipients of services back in control – The 
Localism agenda 

 
 

• A commitment to improving the performance of Councils and other service 
providers that are not performing 

 
 

• Creating strategies for organisational improvements and having to make really 
difficult decisions about how the organization operates. 

 
 

• Improving democratic accountability 
 
 

• Changes in the political landscape 
 
 
What’s happening in your organisation? 
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THE BEHAVIOURAL SKILLS NEEDED 
 
So, if you are politically aware what skills do you need to apply this knowledge 
sensitively? 
 
Today may be as much about understanding your personal development areas and 
things to add to your ‘toolkit’  
 
Skill or Behaviour Is this an area of strength or something 

to develop? 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
What feedback have you been given by others? 
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RESEARCH BY THE CHARTERED MANAGEMENT 
INSTITUTE SUGGESTED CLUSTERS OF 

INTERRELATED SKILLS 
 
Below they have been placed in hierarchical order based on building political skill 
(carrying skills as described by James, Arroba and Badderley) on a solid foundation 
of personal awareness and integrity   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

An ability to build 
alignment and 
alliances with 

integrity 

An ability to read people 
and situations and adjust 

behavior to suit  

Interpersonal skills  

Personal awareness  

Able to align with 
strategic direction 

and scan the future 
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USING A RANGE OF BEHAVIOURS 
 
 

Working effectively with Members involves developing a range of skills that you can 
apply to these sometimes sensitive situations. 
 
The model below shows how an assertive approach (push) is sometimes required 
and sometimes a more collaborative responsive (pull) style is more appropriate. 
Overuse or inappropriate use will be ineffective. 
 
If Members feel they are being pushed by officers when the decision required is of a 
political nature it often results in pushing back or a lack of trust. 
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INFLUENCING WITH INTEGRITY 
 

Influence is the process of getting someone else to want to do, react, think, or 
believe the way you want them to or feel appropriate for them to do. Manipulation is 
defined as exerting devious influence over a person for your own advantage and 
therefore without integrity. 
 
This is obviously a fine line and requires an acceptance of the importance of Political 
leadership. Influencing to allow Members to make Political decisions. 
 
Developing good interpersonal skills is influential in itself but it is also about being 
aware of the factors and drivers important to the other party and communicating in a 
way that addresses them. 
 
For example, somebody who is driven by and values logic and rationality will be 
more influenced by presenting data and information in a logical way. This seems 
obvious but sometimes our unconscious bias means we try to influence in a way that 
meets our own needs. 
 
 

SIX INFLUENCIAL FACTORS 
Set out in Robert B. Cialdini’s Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion 
 
This is an interesting take on the subject as it is essentially about getting people to 
do more of what you want. It may sound manipulative but it depends on how you 
use the skills of influence. Any type of persuasion can be immoral or unethical if 
used incorrectly or for selfish or manipulative reasons. 
 
1. Commitment and Consistency  
2. Reciprocation  
3. Scarcity  
4. Authority  
5. Liking  
6. Social Proof 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/review-of-influence-by-robert-cialdini.php
http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/1-principle-of-influence-commitment-and-consistency.php
http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/2-principle-of-influence-reciprocation.php
http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/3-principle-of-influence-scarcity.php
http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/4-principle-of-influence-authority.php
http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/5-principle-of-influence-liking.php
http://www.earthlingcommunication.com/blog/6-principle-of-influence-social-proof.php
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A MODEL FOR UNDERSTANDING POLITICAL 
SENSITIVTY IN ORGANISATIONS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ref Simon Baddeley and Kim James, INLOGOV 

Acting with 
Integrity 

Psychological  
Game Playing 

Politically Aware 

Politically Unaware 
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SEEK FIRST TO UNDERSTAND AND THEN TO BE 

UNDERSTOOD – Stephen R Covey The 7 Habits of Highly effective People 

 

• Accept that their perception is reality to them 
• Know yourself 
• Be aware of other ways of thinking 

• Talk in their terms 
• Maintain mutual respect 

 

Keep asking: are you on the same wavelength as others? 

 

SO, WHAT DO YOU NEED TO DO? 

 


