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Professor Sir David Eastwood, Vice Chancellor, University of Birmingham 

I am pleased to introduce this report on the work of the Public Service Academy, established 
in 2012 as a collaboration between Birmingham City Council and the University of 
Birmingham. The PSA was established to provide a strategic platform through which the 
mutual benefits of a structured interaction around public services could be established and 
driven forward, and to advance a model for the future development and leadership of public 
services. This report outlines the progress made to date and sets out an agenda for the 
future development of the PSA. The Public Service Academy serves as one example of the 
University’s commitment to improving the future of the city.

Mark Rogers, Chief Executive of Birmingham City Council

BCC is pleased to have been working in the collaboration with the PSA over the last two years. 
During this time, we have successfully engaged on a number of projects. One notable example 
has been the production of the “21st Century Public Servant” report launched in the Autumn of 
2014. This work reflects the benefit of such collaborative research and thinking, supporting the 
creative approaches needed to develop workforce transformation across public services in the 
21st Century.
 
The PSA has brought together academic and research activity to challenge models of 
organisational strategy and service delivery. Here in Birmingham shared information has been 
used to develop corporate policy and enhance decision making. The Council looks forward to 
continuing to work with the PSA to jointly address the needs of the city.
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Overview

The University of Birmingham’s Policy 
Commission into the future of public 
services invigorated our thinking about 
how public services are being reshaped 
and how the University (UoB) can 
work with key local and international 
partners, in particular Birmingham 
City Council (BCC), to ensure that 
research intelligence and expertise 
from across the University is made best 
use of in understanding, envisioning 
and delivering public services. The 
establishment of the Public Service 
Academy (PSA) in January 2012 was a 
key response to this challenge.

The PSA brings together the public 
service expertise of the College 
of Social Sciences (CoSS) and 
colleagues in other parts of the 
University, providing a conduit through 
which this is brought to elected 
representatives, public service officers 
and others involved in shaping and 
delivering public services regionally, 
nationally and internationally. Many 
strong and on-going relationships 
exist between UoB academics and 
BCC. The PSA offers support to these 
relationships; scopes new projects or 
pieces of research; makes connections 
and facilitates collaborative networks; 
and builds new relationships and 
identifies opportunities for new strands 
of work.

Since its inception the PSA has drawn 
an expanding pool of UoB academics 
into its activities and widened the scope 
of work and the collaborative teams 
that it makes possible. Contributors 
to the PSA include colleagues 
from: Education, Health Services 
Management Centre (HSMC), Institute 
for Local Government (INLOGOV), 
Social Policy, Institute for Research into 
Superdiversity (IRIS), Accounting, Third 
Sector Research Centre, Centre for 
Research in Race and Education, and 
Geography, Earth and Environmental 
Sciences. The PSA has also developed 
strong international collaborations 
with key partners at the University of 
Illinois-Chicago and the University of 
Melbourne.

The PSA has been led by Dr Helen 
Dickenson, Senior Lecturer in 
Health Policy and Management, 
(January 2012 to June 2013), and 
Professor Deborah Youdell, Professor 
of Sociology of Education, (from 
July 2013). A PSA Steering Group 
comprising senior UoB and BCC 
officers identified thematic priorities 
and a College of Social Sciences Civic 
Engagement Group provides a platform 
for discussion of the development of 
the PSA, enhanced by regular strategic 
meetings with BCC and participation 
by invitation at key BCC forum                

i.e. corporate management team and 
Cabinet meetings.

The PSA has been supported by 
funding from the University and by 
external income. This income has been 
comprised mainly of a research council 
grant and targeted ‘match’ funding 
contributions from BCC. The capacity 
of the PSA to work in partnership 
with BCC through match funding 
arrangements has been crucial to the 
success of the PSA. 

The PSA has generated

 � New collaborations across UoB 
departments
 � New areas of engagement with city, 

regional and international partners
 � Priority relationships with key local 

government officers and members
 � New collaborations with international 

universities and other partners
 � Potential for major grant capture
 � Potential impact case studies for 

REF 2020
 � ESRC Knowledge Exchange funding
 � Further funded projects

The PSA is involved in a range of on-
going engagement activities:

 � 21st Century Public Servant
 � Future Council – Policy Prospectus
 � Fair Funding Formula
 � Leader’s Policy Statement
 � Devolution and Localisation
 � Youth Employment and Engagement
 � Social Work Academy Continuing 

Professional Development (CPD) 
programme
 � Internship programmes

The PSA is working towards:

 � Formalising its relationships with 
partners
 � Fuller networks with CoSS/UoB 

academics
 � Major external funding through 

tender or grant capture
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Research and policy activity: Key themes

At its inception the PSA and BCC 
identified four thematic priorities for its 
initial work, alongside an overarching 
concern with the shifting remit, skills 
and capabilities of public servants. 
These priority areas have evolved 
as the PSA has responded to the 
changing public service landscape; the 
deepening relationship with BCC and 
their emerging needs; and the priorities 
of colleagues engaged through the 
PSA. 

These themes are cohesion, youth 
employment and engagement, 
localisation, health and well-being, 
Social Work Academy, 21st Century 
public servant, local government 
finance, and ‘Future Council’.

Cohesion

Social Inclusion Process
The PSA brought together a team of 
CoSS colleagues, including those 
from the Institute for Research into 
Superdiversity (IRIS), to play a leading 
role in the Birmingham Social Inclusion 
Process led by the City Council. The 
University provided academic support 
to this review of social inclusion in the
city and to the action plan arising from it.
 
Superdiversity research
The PSA has funded research 
undertaken under the auspices 
of the Institute for Research into 
Superdiversity. Mapping of census 
data has shown how Birmingham 
demonstrates all the characteristics of 
superdiversity: population complexity 
and fragmentation; multi-layered 
migration characteristics and increased 
scale; and speed and spread of 
diversity. 

‘Schools and the Black Child’
The PSA sponsored the first national 
‘Schools and the Black Child’ 
Conference that was organized and 
hosted by UoB’s Centre for Research 
in Race and Education.

Youth employment and 
engagement

Birmingham Young People
The PSA is contributing to the range of 
work BCC is undertaking in relation to 
young people in the city including the 
review of its ‘Youth Offer’ and ‘Youth 
Engagement Commission’. To this 
end the PSA has offered to organise 
and host a Safe Space Dinner at one 
of the city’s catering colleges to build 
networks and explore issues relating 
to youth employment and youth 
engagement.

The PSA is undertaking research and 
evaluation with BCC as part of their 
‘Destination Work’ youth employment 
programme – acting as the formal 
evaluator to this major project funded 
by the Cabinet Office, the PSA is 

developing measures of ‘social value’ 
and ‘success factors’ that will inform 
spending of significant European
Structural Fund resources over 2015-17. 

The Director of the PSA has accepted 
an invitation to be an Ambassador 
by The Prince’s Trust (TPT) and has 
brought together TPT and BCC to 
develop a major new future workforce 
and apprenticeship programme. 

Youth in ‘Austerity/Asian Century’ 
The PSA is developing a line of work 
with the Great Cities Institute at the 
University of Illinois-Chicago and 
the Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education and Youth Research Centre 
at the University of Melbourne on youth 
engagement and employment and the 
impact of current movements in global 
capitalism. 
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Localisation
 
Devolution and localisation
A BCC scrutiny review of devolution 
in the city recommended that 
a programme be developed in 
partnership with the PSA to support 
learning and development for 
devolution. The PSA undertook a 
diagnostic phase of work exploring 
how best members and officers might 
be supported in the process of culture 
change to deliver devolution and 
localisation.

In 2013 the PSA contributed to the 
summer’s Neighbourhood Dialogues 
and supported the the Transforming 
Place Agenda during the following 
12 months. Identifying key points 
of articulation between this agenda 
and issues of cohesion and youth 
employment have been identified as 
points of action for the PSA.
 

In summer 2014 the University was 
the venue for a series of workshops for 
councillors and senior officers covering 
topics including transforming place, 
leadership and culture, engagement 
and co-production. The workshops 
were co-facilitated by BCC’s Service 
Director, Homes and Communities, 
the PSA Director and colleagues from 
CoSS and Life and Environmental 
Sciences. The initial papers arising 
from these workshops spelled out the 
next steps for localisation and formed 
the basis for the relevant chapters of 
the Leader’s Policy Statement 2014, 
approved by the City Council in July 
2014.

Selly Oak project
The PSA is providing on-going 
supported to colleagues from 
INLOGOV to work with Selly Oak 
District on localisation. Thematic 
discussions with officers have included: 
student/resident relationships; sharing 
places and services; promoting 
inclusion; making the ward/district 
relationship work; decision-making 
at the local level and relationships to 
services; using social media to support 
devolution; and innovating without 
resource or influence. A further round 
of collaborative work is currently being 
developed. 
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Health and Well-being
 
Health and Social Care Reform
A ‘Safe Space’ dinner hosted by the 
University brought together a set of key 
stakeholders from the city and some 
neighbouring boroughs to consider 
what has helped to make health and 
social care reform work in the past. A 
summary paper outlining the lessons to 
be taken forward by the city council in 
discharging its new responsibilities for 
public health was published in February 
2013. 

The PSA hosted a UoB seminar, 
‘Involving citizens in health and social 
care decision making in a time of 
austerity’, which BCC colleagues joined 
to hear international and national 
experience of practical strategies for 
engaging citizens and communities in 
challenging decisions about health and 
social care, and to consider how they 
might be applied locally. The PSA has 
also contributed expert input to a BCC 
seminar exploring evidence-based 
approaches to public health. 

The Social Work Academy

The city has faced and continues to 
face many challenges in the areas of 
both child protection and adult care.  
The University is a major provider of 
social work training and continuing 
professional development to social 
workers, and also academic expertise 
to city council senior officers in 
addressing these challenges.  

Safeguarding 
The PSA has worked with Professor 
Sue White and her team to bring 
extensive research intelligence to the 
strategic work of BCC. It has part-
funded and provided expert research 
support to a piece of BCC research into 
parents'/carers' experiences of the child 
protection process. 

In April 2013 the University hosted 
a ‘Safe Space’ dinner that focussed 
specifically on the Birmingham context 
of safeguarding for children. It brought 
together a set of key stakeholders from 
across the city to consider what has 
helped to make safeguarding work 
in the past, and what can be done to 
improve it in the future.

As part of the ongoing work of HSMC 
with BCC, Professor Jon Glasby of 
the Health Services Management 
Centre has provided a report on future 
directions for safeguarding adults and 
his team continue to offer the expertise 
of the HSMC.

Social Work Academy seminars
The PSA has collaborated with the 
Institute of Applied Social Studies to 
host a series of seminars for social 
work managers in the city and region 
during the last two academic years. 
Primarily targeted at Birmingham social 
work managers these seminars are 
increasingly attracting professionals 
from the wider region. The 2014-
2015 series is now underway with 
the first seminar, on the subject of 
‘Strengthening Professional Judgement 
in Practice’, held in November. 
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The 21st century public servant

Knowledge exchange 
The 21st Century Public Servant 
project is a Knowledge Exchange 
project funded by the Economic and 
Social Research Council (ESRC) in 
partnership with Birmingham City 
Council. The project is looking at the 
skills, values and identities of the 
future public service workforce and 
has drawn on an extentive review of 
the literature; interviews/focus groups 
with a purposive sample of people 
working in local government and in 
national stakeholder organisations; and 
a survey with recent graduate entrants 
into local government. 

The project’s final report was launched 
in November 2014 and the 21st 
century public servant blog continues 
- http://21stcenturypublicservant.
wordpress.com/. This will be a key 
resource for sharing findings from 
the project and for connecting with 
the broader policy and practice 
communities. Dissemination with 
professional audiences is now 
underway and comparative analysis 
is planned for publication in an 
international journal. 

Careers in Public Service
Working with the Department of 
Political Science and International 
Studies (POLSIS) and the Careers 
Service, the PSA has jointly funded and 
organised annual speed-networking 
events for students to learn about 
the range of public service roles in 
the public, private and voluntary 
sectors, with city council colleagues 
and University alumni amongst those 
advising students on career routes and 
opportunities.
 
Internships 
Partnership work with the Careers 
office in UoB and Workforce Planning 
officers in BCC has led to the 
establishment of a strong programme 
of internships for UoB undergraduates, 
including the competitive Future 
Leaders programme that spans local 
government, fire and health; and 
the current development of UoB’s 
accredited ‘community researcher’ 
programme for young people in 
partnership with IRIS and BCC.

New internships this year include two 
within the City Council Cabinet Office 
and corporate policy team supporting 
the Leader of the Council and Cabinet 
Members.

Alumni engagement
Following a seminar for UoB alumni 
a LinkedIn discussion group was 
established to facilitate alumni requests 
for opportunities for networking and 
debate. Alumni have participated in 
careers networking events and social 
work seminars. 

Local government finance

Fair Funding 
The PSA has responded to an invitation 
to make a major contribution to the 
development of a ‘Fair Funding Model’ 
for BCC and has brought together a 
team of accounting, urban geography 
and social policy academics to do 
this. This work is bringing together the 
PSA’s ongoing work with BCC on the 
dimensions of localisation, including 
the values and technical dimensions of 
a ‘Fair Funding Formula’. This work is 
being informed by existing scholarship 
and is forming the foundation for 
an application for external research 
funding in partnership with BCC in 
2015.
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‘Future Council’

BCC Service Reviews
Catherine Staite, INLOGOV’s Director, 
has provided input into service reviews 
undertaken by BCC and has gone 
on to advise on a methodology for 
anticipating and mitigating against the 
potential impacts of cuts in funding. 
In the last round of reviews the PSA 
coordinated consultation with UoB 
academics across the range of BCC 
Service Review Green Papers, with 
over 15 colleagues contributing: their 
response was delivered to the Chief 
Executive and Cabinet by the PSA 
Director.

Birmingham Prospectus
The PSA has been engaged in BCC’s 
evolving development of a model 
for city government into the future. 
During 2013 the PSA contributed to 
the city’s Future Council strategy. 
This has developed under the city’s 
new executive leadership into a 
Policy Prospectus that will provide a 
framework for policy development and 
be underpinned by a network of policy 
experts of which the PSA is a key part. 

Mapping Public Services Project
The PSA has brought together colleagues from across the College, each with 
expert knowledge about policy and practice in particular public service areas, 
to begin to develop a shared map of the current public service terrain reaching 
across legislative, policy and service as well as discipline areas. This activity is 
underpinning an application to the ESRC for a major study of the transformation of 
public services, with an anticipated linked submission to the Australian Research 
Council by partners at the University of Melbourne’s School of Government. 

The Public Service Academy: progress report    9
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Work with international partners

Developing productive international partnerships and contributing to UoB’s 
strategic global engagement is a growing element of the PSA’s activities. 
By connecting our local policy and practice related activities to national and 
international debates about global policy tendencies we are creating a platform 
through which we can interpret and shape worldwide trends in policy and practice 
around public service reform. This is underpinning the  ‘Mapping Public Services 
Project’ and translating into international research agendas as well as resulting in 
the production of high level scholarly publications. 

University of Illinois-Chicago 
(UIC) 

With INLOGOV, the PSA hosted a 
delegation from UIC in June 2013 and 
both the current and previous directors 
of the PSA have visited Chicago at 
the invitation of UIC and their partners 
in the city, with Deborah Youdell 
presenting at an invitational conference 
exploring ‘Global Urban Challenges’ 
and at UIC’s Great Cities Institute on 
‘Cities Across the Globe’.

The PSA and the Great Cities Institute 
are developing cross-city work on 
youth engagement; producing a co-
edited book Disassembling Dynamics 
of Capitalism in Cities Across the 
Globe: Social and Spatial Strategies to 
Reassemble Communities; and have 
plans underway for a second ‘Cities 
Across the Globe’ seminar in Chicago 
in April 2015. 

University of Melbourne

At the University of Melbourne the PSA 
is working closely with the School of 
Government on a current sister project 
to the PSA’s 21st Century Public 
Servant ESRC project and on an in-
development ESRC proposal mapping 
the changing shape of public services 
across contexts and continents. We 
are also working with the Melbourne 
Graduate School of Education and 
Youth Research Centre to bring 
together existing and developing work 
on youth engagement and employment 
and the impact of current movements 
in global capitalism. The current PSA 
Director has visited the University of 
Melbourne at the invitation of the two 
schools and been part of the plenary 
panel at the ‘Public Policy in the “Asian 
Century”’ conference. An exchange 
visit from Melbourne’s Public Policy 
and Management MSc programme in 
November 2013 was supported by the 
PSA and a second visit is planned for 
December 2014. 

Guangzhou

The PSA and the city council 
were awarded ‘distinguished city’ 
status following a joint submission 
to the Guangzhou Innovation in 
Public Service Awards. During 
a visit to Guangzhou the PSA 
Director addressed students at The 
School of Government of the Sun 
Yat-Sen University and met with 
colleagues from The School of Public 
Administration at Jinan University, 
The Guangzhou Academy of Social 
Sciences, and the British Consul.

Goethe University

The PSA supported research by 
IRIS that underpinned an invited 
presentation by the Director of IRIS at 
a conference on civic engagement at 
Goethe University in June 2014. 
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Looking forward

In the two years since its inception the 
PSA has established itself as a key 
partner to BCC; become a significant 
hub for UoB academics working in 
fields relating to public services; and 
made firm ties with partners in leading 
universities internationally. As the 
PSA’s relationships, priorities and 
analysis of the public service terrain 
have evolved, it has acted increasingly 
as a conduit for and enhancer of the 
impact of the scholarly work of a range 
of UoB academics.

Cabinet members, directors, and 
senior officers within Birmingham City 
Council recognise the PSA as a focal 
point for work with the University – it 
is a first point of contact for a number 
of key officers and has a strong 
relationship with the city council. The 
PSA is increasingly engaged in setting 
a shared agenda within the City, and its 
contribution has the potential to make 
a real impact on the realisation of this 
agenda.

There is the potential for a number 
of impact cases studies to come 
out of the work of the PSA: the 21st 
century public servant; transforming 
the local state; localisation and the 
transformation of local governance and 
finance. 

The activities of the PSA are 
increasingly able to be scaled-up 
and articulated with substantial 
academic research agendas that 
include UoB academics from across 
a range of disciplines and locations 
and that involve Birmingham as well 
as international city and university 
partners. These networks offer 
unprecedented research partnerships 
and have the potential to create a new 
model of university-city engagement 
and the impact that flows from this. 
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‘the PSA collaboration between UoB and BCC is a 
great example of the university’s wider engagement 
with its community, and its commitment to making its 
research activities have practical impact on the world. 
BCC is Europe’s largest council, and UoB is one of 
Europe’s leading universities (indeed the UK University 
of The Year).  The PSA is a tangible and very practical 
demonstration of our shared agenda and the synergies 
between our enduring roles.’
(BCC Senior Officer)

Contact details: 
Deborah Youdell
Director, Public Service Academy
T: +44 (0) 121 414 4840
E: d.youdell@bham.ac.uk

Liz Haydon
Project Administrator, 
Public Service Academy
T: +44 (0) 121 414 7492
E: e.haydon@bham.ac.uk
psacademy@contacts.bham.ac.uk

www.birmingham.ac.uk/psacademy

 

Helping BCC create the capacity and capability 
to build a great council through shaping 
service reviews and workforce.  Focusing 
on improving the lives of the people who live 
in Birmingham with a series of structured 
interventions and research capabilities 
(BCC Senior Officer).

 

Access to academic and leading edge thoughts 
to exchange knowledge and support research 
into practice.  Building collaborative focuses on 
issues common to Birmingham. 
(BCC senior officer).

 

I have enjoyed working under the PSA 
brand, as it highlights the interdisciplinary 
nature of the public service work that I’m 
interested in, and roots in policy/practice as 
well as academic research 
(UoB Reader).




