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This is the story of a six-month intervention that enabled the successful handover of a govern-
ment-run prison in the UK to a private company in 2011. I will be describing the mobilisation
phase of privatisation; it is one chapter in a longer story of the transformation of the prison in
private hands, and — although I won’t be covering it in detail here — nine years later the collapse
of safety and security at the same prison to the point it was returned to government manage-
ment. This is itself part of the 25-year story of Professional Dialogue work in UK prisons and
US corrections. The story is significant in part because the situation was unprecedented — Her
Majesty’s Prison Birmingham was the first prison in the UK to be transferred from the public
to the private sector. The situation was also high stakes, with a cast of politicians, militant
unions, a multinational corporation, prisoners, and the media, and the widespread anticipation
of a drama that would become a crisis. Instead, using Professional Dialogue with the benefit of

professional partners in this work, the handover was a non-event to the outside world.

A Container-Based Professional Dialogue Intervention

At a high level, the success of this intervention was based on the development of a Container
that allowed a complex situation — deeply fragmented, volatile and riddled with conflict — to
work out constructively. Those outcomes were at the personal level, supporting individuals
in making decisions about their futures, and the level of organisational planning of changes
that affected many people. The Container (described more fully under Our Principles, below)
provides the conditions for the potential in any situation to unfold, and therefore affects the
outcome as much as the activities in the foreground. Using a range of design, engagement
and facilitation skills, and a genuine, open disposition, I intentionally built, sustained and
enriched the container at HMP Birmingham. The Dialogic Practices are key to the develop-
ment of the container; these figured highly in my work. The intervention also required a
range of Modes for Talking and Thinking together, the extensive use of Conversation, Skilful
Conversation and Dialogue, replacing the traditional use of Monologue and Debate in the
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prison culture. We needed to design a sequence of meetings, considering different sub-
cultural mixes, agendas and facilitation processes, to achieve the desired outcome.
This paper should be of interest to anyone working on organisational intervention and

volatile situations, not solely within a prison or corrections context.

HMP Birmingham: A Thorn in the Side of Her Majesty’s Prison Service

HMP Birmingham was opened in 1849 as Winson Green Prison, a Victorian facility built to
the radial design, intended to separate prisoners, and allow for easy observation. It was a
menacing institution built in the city as a visual deterrent to would-be criminals, in the
thinking of the time. When I first started working at another prison in the same area in
1999, it was still known as The Green, and staff and prisoners alike had stories to tell about
the attitude of the staff, the state of the building or the overcrowded conditions.

Beyond the reputation, a report of the Chief Inspector of Prisons in 2001 described HMP
Birmingham as having “some of the worst conditions for prisoners we have seen anywhere”,
with a “deep and longstanding negative culture”. Despite valiant attempts and some
improvements at times, (particularly with a multimillion-pound investment programme that
added a building and new facilities to the site, and along with it the challenge of managing
1400 prisoners), not enough changed over the following 10 years. Staff behaviour was still
cited as the most frequent cause of prisoners feeling unsafe; basic building, hygiene and food
conditions were poor (the rubbish, rats, pigeons within the site were horrendous); purposeful
activity, resettlement and other rehabilitation interventions were well below what was
expected; and rates of prisoner self-harm were unacceptable.

In addition, Birmingham had a strong local branch of the Prison Officers Association
(POA), the union representing uniformed grade staff, viewed as militant by managers and

politicians and blamed by many for holding back progress and improvement at the prison.

Dividing Lines Drawn

In 2009 Labour Justice Secretary Jack Straw began a market testing process allowing private
companies to bid for the contract to run HMP Birmingham. For him, the goal was to achieve
cost efficiencies and modern practices that were otherwise blocked by unions.

For the unions and prison campaigners on the other side of the argument, privatisation
was seen as simply a way to achieve prisons on the cheap. Unions feared for their members’
jobs and talked about the ‘betrayal’ of public sector workers. Many believed this was ‘a
punishment’ for unions over failure to accept workforce modernisation proposals put
forward by the prison service. In the words of one Birmingham Prison Officer, “The other
prisons are looking at us and shitting themselves because if they can privatise Birmingham,

they can privatise any other prison on the basis of cost. Plus, in terms of the POA they’ll
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have taken on the biggest bully to make the other bullies crumble and
give up fighting.”” The POA campaigned vigorously with the slogan Pnlsn“s

Prisons are not for Profit. a'e “0‘ '0'

A Solid Partnership with G4S P n o FlT

Whilst the conflict was escalating in Birmingham, in the background

the UK already had 13 private prisons with a successful track record.

G4S ran four of those. The world’s largest security company by revenue and one of the
world’s largest employers, operating in 90 countries, the Custodial & Detention Services
(C&DS) division was a small business in their portfolio.

My colleague (and fellow Director in Dialogue Associates) Peter Garrett and I had
partnered with the Managing Director of C&DS for eight years, first when he was working
in the public sector. (I will call him the MD from here.) Over that time, I had worked as a
consultant, coach, and interventionist within his region of the government-run prison
service, then his business, using Professional Dialogue individually, facilitating challenging
meetings and at an organisational level. The first work in 2003 paralleled the situation at
Birmingham: a poorly performing prison with an adversarial union. With our Professional
Dialogue intervention, HMP Dorchester — one of the prisons within his region at the time
— rose from its status as one of the worst-performing prisons in the country to one of the
best within a couple of years. More recently in 2010, I facilitated an intervention between
the MD’s leadership team and the GMB (General, Municipal, Boilermakers) union at their
Joint Negotiation & Consultation Committee, where the exceptional way they had been able
to talk and think together had astounded all the participants.

This shared experience meant we were trusted by the MD and his organisation to inter-
vene where there were strongly divided subgroups, to enable constructive relationships to
develop, take necessary decisions and actions and, ultimately, to change culture. We were
recognised as professional partners with an expertise in Dialogue that could be relied upon in
any situation, however high the stakes.

Peter and I were pleased to add our expertise to the G4S bid for HMP Birmingham. The
proposal extended over a two-year period and included three phases: Mobilisation: a
six-month period from contract announcement to the day G4S assumed control of the
prison (and the subject of this paper); Transition: the period of handover and completion of
employee transfers; and Transformation: introducing innovations in prison management,

technology, business practices and cultural change.

*  From Privatising Prisons Labour Law and the Procurement Process by Amy Ludlow. Reports of how shocking things
were at the prison, the animosity between the POA, Prison Service management and government and the political

context are easily accessible online and in Amy Ludlow’s book.



66 | Dialogic Intervention

Houses of Parliament, London 31st March 2011

On 31st March Ken Clarke, the Conservative Justice Secretary, announced the contract to run
HMP Birmingham had been awarded to G4S. He claimed there would be cumulative savings
of £216m from Birmingham and two other prisons involved in the market testing process over
the 14-year contract. He also said contingency plans were in place to prevent violence and
disorder inside prisons. The Government anticipated widespread walkouts by prison staff in
wildcat action. Up to 3000 military personnel had been trained to work in prison and were on
standby to take the staff’s place. All bids had also been required to provide contingencies for
rehousing prisoners in other prisons, should staft walk out on strike or prisoners take advantage
of the situation and start a riot, so all G4S prisons were on standby.

One third of the 752 Birmingham staff’ walked out, and there were dramatic scenes outside
the prison as they gathered there. The Birmingham POA branch chairman stated, “Our union
has a policy of industrial action, up to and including strike action, should a public sector prison
be handed to a private sector operator. The policy of the union will be followed by this

branch”. The POA also immediately launched a judicial review into the process.

The Action Begins

Our Principles

We began our consultation with some principles that would be the foundation for our approach.
Container development is fundamental to the Professional Dialogue practice that Peter and I
have been establishing. The Container provides the conditions for the potential in any situation
to be realised. There is always a container; the skill is understanding how to affect the quality of
the container to support the developing situation. Qualities of a container include strength, to
manage challenges and crises; safety and security, to allow openness and vulnerability; energy,
to bring about change; and the presence and awareness of potential. Intervention requires the
development of a container fit for the change. The more conflict and challenge in a situation, the
more robust the container needs to be, and the more skill and attention is required.

The concept of a container is understood in sports, without the language. We expect
sporting competitions to have a home leg and an away leg. The container favours the home
team, so when a team repeatedly loses at home fans really wonder what is wrong with the
container. (Yesterday, for example, ninth-ranked Japan, playing on their home turf, beat
Ireland, ranked second, in the rugby World Cup.) The womb provides a container — it must
be safe, strong and steady to protect the foetus as it grows. It is flexible and changes size and
shape through a pregnancy. Within the womb is the energy and potential for the foetus to
grow to maturity for a successful birth and survival. If our children are in a school perfor-
mance, we take care with their preparations and give them attention while they’re on stage
to help them do well. We all work tacitly with containers all the time.

Given the volatile context for the start of the work, we knew we needed the right quality of
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container. Built on many years working together, Peter and I have a steady and generative
partnership to carry the most challenging work. Our partnership with G4S was also built on a
solid understanding with the MD. In our preparations, we had carefully included the team work-
ing around him on this contract, sharing our motivations, hopes and fears for the work to come.

The Dialogic Practices need to be active to develop the container. The four Practices are
Voice, Listening, Respect and Suspension. They are not technical skills; they can be developed
through practice and have a profound impact as they deepen. Toice first means speaking up,
then saying publicly what you say privately, then adding your unique perspective as a contri-
bution to the situation. Listening requires hearing others, understanding their meaning. and
receiving their unique contribution. Respect requires taking other people and their views
seriously, even when they think very differently or in opposition, and finding out how to
include their difference. Suspension is the practice of noticing how you are forming your
views, explaining, and checking your thinking.

We also knew that our stance was important. The stance we take is to be a peer to all,
whether they are the Head of the Prison Service, a prison officer, the Chief Executive of
G4S, a prisoner, the union representative, a news reporter, or anyone else. As their equal we
can talk on-the-level, without any limitation in our use of the full range and depth of the

Dialogic Practices. This stance would prove crucial.

Addressing the Biggest Risk and Power
As we sat down with G4S to agree our first steps, POA industrial action posed the most immedi-
ate risk, both within HMP Birmingham and in the prison service nationally. National POA
leaders in the newspapers were predicting the prison service could go into ‘meltdown’. The union
had the power to stop progress, or worse, and we knew this power had to be met directly and
immediately. We had to address this risk first and, despite nervousness from many people in G4S,
we agreed to set up and facilitate a meeting of relevant POA leaders with the senior G4S team.

Convening the meeting was unique in my experience. The MD was in touch with the
National Chair of the POA. They were both experienced men who had known each other for
many years, albeit on different sides of the fence, and they respected each other. The POA
Chair agreed that a meeting might ease the situation and he was happy to talk with me about
the possibility. Everything was arranged by phone. I called him, and after hearing his story and
views in depth, he gave me a number to call the POA National General Secretary. 1 called him and
we also spoke at length and in depth, and he gave me a number to call the Regional representa-
tive on the National Executive Committee. After an equally frank and cordial conversation he
gave me details to call the Branch Chair at the Prison. I spoke with both him and his Branch
Secretary. Once they agreed to the meeting, everyone else agreed to attend.

In each call I introduced myself and explained my role, asked one or two questions about
the situation and invited them to the meeting. I listened and extended respect to each person
and we began to establish a rapport that would be crucial when we met.

It was obvious that the sequence of calls respected the power dynamic within the union and



68 | Dialogic Intervention

was necessary to get everyone to the table. The local Branch has the power — they vote in the
national officers, and the officers act on their behalf. National and Regional representatives could
not tell the Branch what to do, but they could facilitate introductions. National and Regional
representatives could not agree to attend the meeting until the Branch agreed — otherwise they

would appear to be betraying their members. Each call felt like a test, and presumably I passed.

Around the Kitchen Table

The day of the meeting was preceded by dinner at a local hotel. A meeting room was booked
there but, based on what I had heard on my calls, we agreed to move location to the Dialogue
Associates office. Our office has a unique quality — the meeting room has the design of a bright
kitchen-dining room with flip charts along one wall; we sit around a large oak kitchen table, and
the tea- and coffee-making facilities are on hand. Symbolically the room signifies the integration
of home and work, personal and professional values. It was just right for this occasion.

A crisis occurred at the start of the day. Everyone had arranged to drive down from the
hotel in convoy, but a misunderstanding meant the Chair and Secretary of the Birmingham
POA Branch were stranded without directions. By the time they arrived they were angry.
“We never leave one of ours behind”, said the Chair. The situation symbolised everything
they were feeling about betrayal, and the meeting seemed to be on the brink of collapse. We
could not ignore what had happened — like everything, this had to be discussable. Peter
pointed out that it was inevitable we would feel let down by each other down at times, the
question was how we managed the situation when it happened. After a range of authentic
reassurances from others we agreed to proceed.

Given the significance of all the stories I had heard on my preparatory calls, I suggested we
take time for a longer round of introductions to hear what each person was thinking and
feeling about the privatisation of HMP Birmingham. In my opinion, one of the most sig-
nificant introductions was by the Birmingham Branch Chair, who emotionally described
his commitment to his members, his pride in HMP Birmingham, and his hopes and disappoint-
ments during prison modernisation and then privatisation. “I would treat my dog better than
they (the prison service) have treated us”, he commented. He appeared like a wounded lion, and
as he talked his hostility begin to be replaced by the voice of a loyal colleague and proud public
servant. A second significant statement was the Head of G4S Care and Justice, the most senior
person in the room, who defended the private sector after comments from the POA about the
lack of values in commercial organisations. He explained the value G4S contributed to many
pension funds, including those of public sector workers. These were the two extremes in the
room, and while they were developing a cautious respect for each other, there was no doubt
that in the wrong conditions they would defend their own position and attack each other.

The atmosphere, the container, was transformed after the check-in and the day proceeded
with an open respectful Dialogue addressing a range of issues that were of interest to each side.
This ranged from ethical business to union recognition rights, the profit taken from a prison

contract to the calibre of Birmingham staff, and from explanations about the due diligence
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process to arranging regular tours of the prison together. Everyone heard what others had to
say about all these subjects and they were able to build a common view of the whole situation.

Outside the room the POA were maintaining a public stance that was critical of the govern-
ment’s decision, and during our breaks they were approving press releases denouncing the priva-
tisation. However, over the next few days a more positive message to members emerged from
both National and Branch officials. A letter sent the following week by one of the POA partici-
pants said the opportunity had “allowed the POA and G4S to expel some myths about each
other and the meeting was both positive and professional”. More than that, there was no indus-
trial action, and the adversarial narrative had started to shift. Within weeks the Branch Chair and
Mobilisation Project Manager were working together looking at staffing profiles. They did not
always agree but they listened to each other, respected each other, and they could work together.

Mobilisation

During the six-month Mobilisation phase the G4S team had a long list of technical work to

accomplish, including:

* conducting due diligence (which entailed an extensive survey of buildings and equipment)

* initiating a TUPE process, or Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) —
UK law to protect employee rights when a business is transferred

* establishing a risk register

* purchasing and distributing new uniforms for every member of staff

* setting up the system to pay salaries to over 700 staff in October, and more.

Our role was to prepare staft for the transition to G4S on 1st October and initiate a change
of culture. This preparation would include the opportunity for staff to talk through how
they were feeling and thinking about working for a private company and the changes they
knew or suspected would happen. Preparation would also mean enabling people to make
informed personal and professional decisions, with an understanding about the implications
of those decisions for them and others.

Off-site, Peter and I had designed a framework for the six-month Mobilisation process,
including Engagement, Discovery and Preparation (described below). Each of these phases
had a different goal, and were convened, designed and facilitated differently as a result. I
talked offline with Peter regularly to reflect on what had happened and what was needed
next, and the intervention adapted to the needs and opportunities that arose.

First Get People Engaged
The Engagement phase was designed to allow Birmingham managers and staff to meet the G4S
Executives and Mobilisation Team, establish a common understanding and mutual respect and lay

a foundation for working together. The first session brought together the incumbent Governor,
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Deputy Governor and senior members of the leadership team to meet with the MD and senior
peers in G4S. Only the day before, I had entered the prison for the first time with the Mobilisa-
tion Team Leader and Project Manager, but the meeting was off-site — on neutral ground.

We used facilitation patterns that we have used successfully in other settings. A pattern has a
series of steps that make a difference to the quality of engagement and effectiveness with which
people talk and think together, without participants needing new skills. One of the patterns we
used required people to line up according to how long they had been working in prisons and,
in turn, starting with the longest serving, tell the date they started and list the prisons they had
worked in. On both sides they could respect the experience of the others — the G4S staft had a
long public sector background as well as commercial experience. Then, we asked them to line
up according to the length of time they had worked in HMP Birmingham. Once again, the line
extended from the person who had served longest at Birmingham to those in the recent G4S
Mobilisation team, and we heard the date they started and a story from their first day. In this
round G4S were the inexperienced group, with less to say, and the Birmingham staff could
speak with humour and pride about the prison. “We are passionate about Birmingham. It runs
through us”, one said. Mutual respect and understanding began to emerge.

Next in small groups, each with a mix of G4S and HMP Birmingham managers we intro-
duced our Five-Question Pattern. In turn, each person on the group answered the question:
Why you did you join HMP Birmingham or G4S? This was followed by: What has been your most
Sfulfilling experience? Then: What has been your most devastating experience? And: Why do you stay?
And finally: What would make you proud that you stayed and saw this through, in two years? Of
course, the most fulfilling experience for most of the G4S staff was the announcement that
G4S had won the contract to run HMP Birmingham, and the most devastating experience for
many of the Birmingham staff was the announcement that G4S had won the contract to run
HMP Birmingham. From these different feelings about the same event, they found they had
very similar answers to the final questions — they all wanted to see Birmingham be a success-
ful, high-performing prison. Having begun in different stories about what had happened,
they finished with a common story about the future.

The Engagement phase progressed with these sessions for every level to first-level leaders
(senior officers). Respecting the hierarchy and power structure, we cascaded through the
ranks. Some of the responses to the experience were remarkable. People were hungry to be
heard, and eager to meet and talk with anyone in G4S. The bidding process had taken two
years, in which period staff felt that they were on a knife edge. One common story was this:
“The announcement was made in the gym on the other side of the prison. After, we were told we had to
walk past four residential wings the prisoners were shouting “you’re gonna lose your job’”. Many people
talked about shedding tears when the announcement was made. The sessions enabled the
collective organisational trauma to be processed. There were also many unhappy individual
stories. One older officer explained through tears of anger how he had already lost one
pension in his early career in industry, and now he feared the pension he had built in the

prison service would be lost too as they moved to a private employer.
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Who Are You? Signs of Pervasive Fragmentation

Once in the prison and talking to people, I found that the fragmentation was more extreme
than I had anticipated. For example, in addition to the POA, several other unions repre-
sented staff. They never spoke to each other beyond formal meetings, and the POA drove the
agenda. In an Engagement session they finally talked openly and began to find common
ground with each other, as well as with G4S. In the same way I found an entire rank of
uniformed staff! The Principal Officer (PO) rank had been replaced nationally by a non-uni-
formed senior management position, but those who refused to sign up to the new role were
not penalised. POs were permitted to remain POs. Birmingham’s organisational chart and
briefing had not shown that they retained seven Principal Officers. They each had decades of
experience, hundreds of years between them, but were pushed out and under-utilised.
Engaging them led to their useful participation in Mobilisation, supporting areas such as staff
care and communication, which benefitted from their reputation and strong connection with
the prison and the staff. Finally, as we reached middle- and lower-management levels, staff
who had worked in the prison for some years met each other for the first time!

As a result of the engagement sessions relationships were forming, people were gaining a
better understanding of each other, the history and culture of the prison was clearer, and
G4S were showing Birmingham staff how they did business. “It’s great to be spoken to like
a grown up’, commented one manager. Our intervention design and my facilitation were
focussed on evoking the Dialogic Practices, building the container, and preparing the ground
for the complex work to be done. Engagement was also a phase of research, or what we
called Discovery — with the goal of understanding more about the culture of the prison from
the point of view of staff and prisoners. I spoke widely with people about what I was notic-
ing and including the Mobilisation Team, to help them in their work.

Engagement with prisoners included one-to-one conversations, Dialogues for a range of
groups with distinct characteristics such as foreign nationals, elderly prisoners, ethnic
minority prisoners, and those at a different stage of their journey through the prison, such as
on reception into the prison or on remand versus being long-term prisoners. Interestingly,
these were straightforward sessions, where the prisoners were unsurprisingly critical of
prison conditions and staff attitude and interested to understand what changes were planned.
The signalling to Birmingham staff that G4S wanted to engage and hear from prisoners was

more significant than the content.

Everything Changes and Nothing Changes: Preparation

Three months after the bid announcement, and with three months to go until the prison was
transferred to G4S, staff were still understandably tired, anxious, sensitive and feeling disem-
powered. The aim of the Preparation Phase was, therefore, to help the staff, managers and
prisoners establish a sound and shared understanding of what would happen during the

Transition period and think together about what they could do to prepare effectively. Thus,
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they would realise that they could themselves manage and influence the situation rather than

simply be subject to what was happening.
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Working in partnership with the head of each department, we appointed up to 20 people
from mixed ranks and roles who worked in that area to attend meetings in the Preparation
Phase. The structure was simple. I had created a six-month Transition Road Map (see figure)
and started each session using this to explain what would be happening. I used the same
roadmap, covering four flip charts taped together, in every session, adding anything that
people had heard about that was not already written up, and dispelling myths when I heard
them. Together we talked about the key issues that might arise for that team, what they could
do to prepare, risks and how they could be mitigated. We recorded decisions publicly on a flip
chart and shared with all the participants afterwards to circulate to their colleagues and staff.

The feeling of pain was still widespread. The break with public sector was emotional as
well as practical for staff, and some degree of preparation for this was required. Many people
were proud to work for her Majesty’s prison service as a public servant and felt diminished
by the prospect of working for a private company. This was symbolised by the change of
uniform from Prison Service ‘Black and Whites’ to the G4S uniform that was likened to that
of a coach driver. Staff had joined Birmingham for a steady job, or because their parents or
grandparents had worked there. The upheaval and drama of the last few years had under-
mined their sense of security.

As staff talked about how they felt, and why, they began to take in the situation and think
constructively about the future. The opportunity changed a negative and reactive disposition
into a positive and proactive one. As well as making practical plans, Birmingham staff started to
recognise they were going to be leading the transition and transformation of the prison — there
was no big G4S team going to turn up to do it. Cross-hierarchical groups thinking things
through together was a different way of working, and one that G4S intended to introduce to

the culture at Birmingham. There was greater awareness of what was happening across the
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prison, greater participation, and people were able to act in a coherent and constructive way.
Preparation sessions were held with prisoner groups on every residential unit. Most had
heard little that was concrete but had high expectations of what was to come (for example,
in-cell showers and telephones) because they had been in G4S prisons, or other private
prisons, before, or had heard stories about better conditions in private prisons. My aim was
to manage their expectations, as the changes would be small initially (such as wearing their
own clothes), and some of their expectations would never be met as this was an old building
with significant limitations. What I could prepare them for, and the one or two staff
members who participated in each session, was the quality of communication and relation-

ship between staff and prisoners that G4S expected.

Much Can Be Achieved with the Right Mode for Talking and Thinking Together
While the formal sessions were taking place, I was talking informally daily with staff and prison-
ers, individually and in small groupings. In our work we distinguish seven Modes for Talking
and Thinking Together, and an intervention requires a range of these Modes to achieve different
outcomes. Monologue, one person holding the floor, is the most basic Mode and is commonly
used in prisons. People were used to briefing others and telling them what to do. The message is
“I know, and I am in charge”, and at times that is needed. Debate was another familiar Mode —
making your point to beat the other side and, if necessary, playing dirty to win. Our interven-
tion required Conversation, enriching relationships, enabling mutual respect to develop, and
providing a foundation to work together. Skilful conversation brought out reasoning and the
chance to think through consequences and hence enable better decision-making. For more
complex issues Dialogue included a range of stakeholders to talk and think together to reach a
common understanding. There was no requirement for consensus, just a desire for a good overall
picture to emerge from which each person or group could make decisions.

To engage basic-grade uniformed officers and non-security staff, it was not possible to
convene large groups — after all, they were doing the work! Instead I walked and talked my
way around the prison. I did not have a set of keys to get around as I wanted to be clear that
I was a guest in their prison. Consequently, I had to be escorted everywhere and this gave
me good opportunity to talk with my escort and ask them to introduce me to others. In
Conversation 1 built great rapport and relationships with people — they realised that I was
working with them, not doing anything to them or for them. The starting point for good
Conversation is an interest in the other person. As you listen to what they say, and what they
don’t say, it is remarkable what you can pick up on — follow that thread and a deeper connec-
tion is formed. Most people were thirsty for that connection, especially as they associated me
with their future employers, and they had been expecting a distant and impenetrable face
from a commercial organisation. Good Conversation also requires a willingness to reveal
yourself to others, and thus you easily find common ground. Remarkably a conversation
that began with me asking one of the influential old-guard officers why he wasn’t joining me
for a cup of tea, to break the ice, led to the discovery that his wife had been treated by my
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brother, who is a consultant Nephrologist. The officer held my brother in high regard —
“somewhere above God”, he said. Did that help? Absolutely.

This may not sound that clever. We all get to know people and make friends, at the school
gate or local bar, but the implicit rules of organisations define what you can and cannot talk
about and with whom, dictating personal and professional boundaries, and constraining
conversation. Attitudes towards the value conversation adds to organisational life tend to be
dismissive or soft. I believe the tougher the situation, the more important the conversation.

The MD would regularly come to the prison and be guided by me about where he should
go and to whom he should talk to go to the tough nuts, address risks or opportunities and
build the container for change. This applied to prisoners as well as staff. I found an almost
self-sufficient community of some 80 Vietnamese prisoners living in one housing unit. If
understood and managed, this sort of community can be positive, but unmanaged there is a
risk that they control the staff and their area of the prison. I took the MD to Buddhist
Chapel to meet and talk with these men. Respectfully, he removed his shoes and sat cross-
legged on the floor, deep in conversation.

Once relationships were established, I was able to drop into Skilful Conversation with
individuals and smaller groups. Skilful Conversation takes some time and focus, as people
consider what they are thinking and feeling and why, take on new information and think
through the implications. Staff frequently raised issues with me, usually about G4S and what the
prison would be like to work in. Many were considering whether to stay at the prison and work
for G4S or try to transfer out to another prison within the public sector. A Skilful Conversation
about G4S, Birmingham, future privatisation, other prisons, and their own aspirations helped
them to think through their decision. Skilful Conversations would also be about aspects of their
work, and how to manage situations given the changes that were happening. I was able to sup-
port and challenge the way they were thinking or introduce them to the right person to talk to.

As well as the Dialogue in the Engagement and Preparation process, at times complex issues
were raised that required the Mode of Dialogue. These involved a range of perspectives,
sometimes including external stakeholders such as education or treatment providers. Some had
longer-term decision-making consequences, and always implications for a range of staff. Where
staff raised such an issue with me, I would convene the right group from G4S and elsewhere to
talk about it. The wide-ranging relationships I had developed through the intervention gave me
the power to convene. One such situation arose with a complex contractual issue for the Drug
Treatment provision, which affected the uniformed prison officers who were doing the work.
The Dialogue brought out the range of perspectives, short- and long-term possibilities, risks
and opportunities — everything was included and those who had immediate decisions to make

were better informed.

Decision-Making
The process to help individual and collective decision-making was critical. Many decisions

were having to be made amid the emotion and uncertainty of the situation. G4S could not



Jane Ball | 75

recommend what anyone should do and the transitional Governor of the prison did not
know what would be happening in the long term, so he was not able to advise his staff. The
union were more subdued. People had to decide for themselves, and many were not used to
doing that. The Dialogic Intervention created a container in which those decisions could be
thought through and made constructively.

Sort Yourselves Out Too — Mobilisation Team Alignment

The G4S leaders and staff involved in Mobilisation were committed to doing a good job, proud
of what they had achieved by winning the bid and of being the first to manage a prison priva-
tisation. They were also warm-hearted colleagues. Yet they also had very different interests to
manage during the Mobilisation process. The MD was in regular communication with the G4S
Executive, who knew nothing about running prisons so could not understand the steps that
were being taken and was anxious about the financial and reputational risks to the business. He
also was the point of contact for the National agencies — the Prison Service, unions, and the
media. The Head of the Mobilisation team, who was in line to take over as Governor of
Birmingham, was trying to understand the operation, build relationships and prepare for the
changes and innovations she knew she would be required to deliver after Transition. The
Project Manager was ensuring delivery of the due diligence process. The Head of Human
Resources was very concerned about ensuring a legal and professional process to take on the
public sector employees. There was also the Facilities Director and Head of Finance, who had
other priorities. Meanwhile we were leading the cultural change and encouraging high levels of
engagement, transparency and participation to enable the changes. As in any organisation, areas
of specialism pursue their own interests, are often unaware of the interests of others and
frequently act at odds with colleagues. There was a significant risk we would trip each other up
and miss the creative opportunities of closer cooperation. The pressure of Mobilisation
deadlines and the complexity of the work would make these problems more likely.

At the start of Mobilisation, the HR Director expressed her fears about our planned
engagement and preparation process, and me — or anyone — talking with Birmingham staff
while they still worked for the public sector. TUPE required release of information in a
controlled way within a formal consultation process according to a legally defined timeline.
The HR team were concerned that our engagement with staff at the prison contravened the
requirements of this process. The challenge was helpful, as it clarified our role and stance to
everyone. We did not know any of the detailed future staffing plans and we were not there to
represent G4S; therefore, we could not contravene the formal communication processes. We
were there to represent the whole system, and I described my stance as being on everyone’s side.

We recommended a monthly Alignment Meeting for the heads of the various areas involved
in Mobilisation. Each time we met we drew up a timeline for the next six to twelve months
across four flip charts, with a section for each person to complete, showing what they would be
doing over that period. Additionally, we talked through what had happened, what had

been learnt, and what we were going to do. As a result, we could all see the whole picture. Our
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facilitation encouraged everyone to listen to each other and understand what others were doing
and why. The agenda was set collectively according to what anyone noticed and wanted to raise.

We created a Cultural Risk Register to track the range of cultural risks that were identified
as the Mobilization phase progressed, and the mitigations that were undertaken. While there
were so many technical tasks to accomplish, this ensured the whole team was thinking about
the culture. The Cultural Risk Register formalised the implicit risk-based approach we had
taken from the outset. At our suggestion, our colleague Mark Seneschall from Prison
Dialogue was commissioned to record a rich narrative of the process. What was happening

was unprecedented and the value of a detailed record was clear.

Always Expect the Unexpected

We had a carefully thought-through, high-level intervention plan that was adapted along the
way according to the circumstances we met. A robust container was being established that
enabled unexpected challenges to be managed without risking progress. Challenges now
occurred within the container; they did not threaten the container. There were so many
details to get right in a fixed and tight time period: staff pay, uniforms in the right size and
number, policies and procedures to prepare after due-diligence scrutiny, buildings to check.
Unexpected issues were continually being uncovered in many areas along the way. By far the
most personally challenging was the departure of the Head of the Mobilisation Team and

prospective Governor of the prison, following the sudden tragic death of her son.

Becoming G4S

Transition-Eve

On HMP Birmingham’s last day as part of the public sector prison estate, at the end of the
dayshift, a ceremony took place in the Centre (the hub of the radial Victorian building). The
area was crowded with staff, the large prison bell was rung, and the chairman of the POA
gave a proud and moving speech. The ceremony gave respect to the history of the prison, as

the intervention had done from the outset, and which I believe was part of the success.

Zero Hour — 1st October 2011

G4S took control of HMP Birmingham 00:01 on 1st October 2011. Overnight the recep-
tion was painted in G4S colours, the HMPS flag was taken down and the new G4S flag
raised, and the keys were counted and handed over.

I was there as many staff arrived early for their morning shift in their new G4S uniform,
such was the feeling of excitement and anticipation. Everyone felt that they were part of the
success of the day, and the pride that they had managed the transition without any prisoner
disturbances. I experienced a genuine sense of camaraderie and kindness as people appeared

with bacon rolls and cups of tea for their colleagues. One female officer, whose husband also
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worked at the prison, told me, “We had a curry last night and got everything ready — I
don’t know why but it felt like a special occasion, like the first day at a new school”. Union
representatives were alongside G4S executives and prison senior managers, providing a strong
leadership presence. There was no trouble from prisoners, and no resistance from staff. The
MD was proud to be able to report to his CEO, waiting anxiously for news I am sure, that the
prison had been unlocked as normal and there was an excellent atmosphere in the prison.

Still in the background a Tornado Squad was close by should there be any disturbances.
They were not called upon, as inside the prison there was almost a festival atmosphere.
Outside the prison this had become a non-event but inside it was a significant victory!

What Happened Next?

The Transition period continued until the end of 2011, while new staffing numbers, structures
and roles were introduced. I facilitated a reflective Lessons Learnt process about Mobilisation,
including representatives who managed the process on the government side. In 2015 we also
facilitated a session, hosted and convened by Prison Dialogue, to consider learnings from the
whole privatisation process.

A two-year Transformation had to be delivered according to the promises of the bid and
subsequent contract between G4S and the government. This included technical innovations
such as body-worn cameras, ‘clocking-in and clocking-out” for staff, touch-screen kiosks for
prisoners to manage more of their own affairs, and cost reductions.

Dialogue Associates was contracted to provide consultancy and coaching services during
this period. Though I do not intend to describe this phase in detail, it is worth noting that
many people were eager to continue working together in the way they had experienced
during Mobilisation. Changes in behaviour and attitude introduced through the Mobilisa-
tion intervention were sustained in areas. I supported managers leading two major restruc-
tures of residential areas, helping them to use a participative Dialogic decision-making
approach to include all the stakeholders to work together. As a result, a major move of
prisoners in protective custody from one housing unit to another (more challenging that you
would imagine), and the opening of a Social Care Unit for elderly and disabled prisoners
were delivered successfully. They had received no Dialogue training, but the managers had
embraced the principles of ownership and participation. I introduced the simple concept — if
you talk about them, include them. They found it worked. In fact, in 2014 an officer received
a national commendation for the development of the Social Care Unit.

Principles of delegation, distributed leadership, accountability, and ownership were taken
strongly into the culture in many forms. For example, name badges were introduced for all
staff, so they were personally identifiable; senior managers were required to report regularly
at a trading review for their department; first-level leaders were responsible for managing the
budget for their area. I was providing coaching and consulting for the new prison Director
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and facilitation of the Transformation Board (the Alignment Meeting).

Staft at HMP Birmingham had a taste of how to do things differently, but not the skill.
Without Dialogue skills training and leadership development a Dialogic approach was not
embedded nor therefore sustainable. We proposed introducing Dialogic training and develop-
ment, but because it was not a contract deliverable it did not happen, despite some enthusiasm
off the back of the successful Mobilisation.

Closing Reflection on Dialogic Intervention

On reflection, when you work with people, rather than doing things fo them or for them, the
contribution you make can be overlooked. This is both the power of the work and its
downfall. It behoves us as professional practitioners to make our work explicit, so that the
skills can be shared and extended. The effectiveness and reliability of those skills, especially
in high-stakes situations, attests to the professionalism.

Our intervention in the privatisation of HMP Birmingham, and the Mobilisation phase
described here, shows how Professional Dialogue can enable highly conflictual and fragmented
organisational situations to work out in a constructive way. The cultural intervention required
understanding of organisational power, individual and collective decision-making and risk.
We had to appreciate the context and current situation from the perspective of all the known
stakeholders and design the intervention in response. As we engaged with new people and
heard their point of view, we were able to adapt the intervention design to include them
where necessary. We used a range of intervention design skills, including how to work with
history and how to think about the future; how to integrate and align organisations and
subgroups; when to work with a distinct subgroup and when to mix relevant subgroups (and
what that mix should be). Design skills for meetings (the check-in, facilitated exercises,
questions etc.) enabled each session to support the live needs of the situation. Convening skills
meant I knew who to include and how to get them into the room.

Our intervention practice was based on deepening and extending the container to include
more of the people and situation. The container was developed through my use of the
Dialogic Practices (Voice, Listening, Respect and Suspension), and activating the Dialogic
Practices in others towards each other — through meeting designs, facilitation, engagement
and relationship. With the container people were aware of what was happening because all
the information was equally available to everyone, they began to see the potential of the
situation and they were able to participate, make coherent decisions and take coherent action.

The stance required for the intervention was to engage everyone as an equal, to be on
everyone’s side, and to act on behalf of the whole system rather than one part of the system.
This stance is based on the principle that everything is interconnected, and there is a way in
which the situation can unfold constructively for everyone. I believe this case describes how

we achieved a constructive unfoldment at HMP Birmingham.
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Conference Session Extracts

From a conversation with participants considering the paper with the author

Speaker 1:

Speaker 2:

Speaker 3:

Speaker 4:

What I was wondering about is intervention. What is intervention?

Shall I offer a perspective? My first involvement with dialogue was a piece of work
that we did with Bill Isaacs, who was coach to a management team of which I was a
part, and I think that was dialogue. Basically he just got us working together as a team
more effectively. I think the terminology might label that as dialogue in the room,
but I think it’s a blurred line about where intervention starts . . . . This was bringing
groups together to be more effective, and building containers. So where does that sort
of stop and where does intervention start? I just think it’s a continuum.

One of the things he did, he just got us to assume the other guy’s role. There was
an intervention, but it wasn’t in pursuit of a specific problem. I think part of what
you and Peter do particularly, and what I think is . . . I'm not just saying this . . .
what is spectacular about your work, is that you design interventions. So you go
beyond “let’s just build the container” to “let’s do something that is focused on a
particular area — to, “What are the ranges of activities that we can implement,
which have a sort of dialogic aspect to them that will make a difference?” I think
that’s the real nugget. You kind of have a sense of what you do, but you don’t copy.

So, essentially the client is over here and they would like to be there, and they often
hire a consultant to help them or to partner with them to get from here to there. And
then I think it gets really interesting, because then each consultant is left with saying,
“We’re exploring how we’re going to get you from here to there”. And that’s exciting,
because we each would do it differently, and we each have very different ideas on
what would work. And either we have something somewhat set, or we are designing

in the moment and don’t have something set. So that’s how I see an intervention.

I had to find a way to design an agreement with the company for not knowing. So,
I usually only give them an overview of different kinds of interventions, or points
in the process and what it could cost, and then we just go from there. We have some
checkpoints on the way where we can see if there is a budget that we have to not
exceed. There is a question of whether intervention skills are a gift that you have as
a person, or are something that acquirable, that you learn. I have the feeling that
you have a skill, a way of understanding the system, a soft approach, a way of being

and relating to people. Some people can have these skills naturally.

So, two quite different things came to mind when you asked your question. One
was, when I did my organizational development course, there was this phrase that

was often said: When you start, when you have that first conversation, it’s already
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Speaker 5:

Speaker 6:

Speaker 1:

Speaker 7:

Speaker 1:

an intervention. It starts with that first phone call, so make sure that the right
people are even in the call, and be aware that this is already an intervention. The
other picture that comes to mind is . . . about doctors and surgery rooms. When
you have surgery you want to be healed, or you're hoping to get healed. Usually
intervention is not just something minor, but an intervention in medical terms is
something quite major. So it’s a major change that’s supposed to bring healing in
some sort of way. You actually do something more dramatic with a particular
objective in a certain time frame, time comes into it, or you accompany people over
a longer time. Then there is a design and there is a process behind it that allows you

to travel that distance with the system.

I can sort of recognize everything you say there. This one-time team-building session
or Workshop ... I feel the same, it’s not satisfying afterwards. It has to be a longer

thing where you can actually feel a part of seeing that something actually happens.

I'm a struggling a bit with the word, because intervention relates for me “to inter-
vene”. For me that’s kind of to interrupt. So you interrupt some sort of processes,
which will became unconscious and just carried out without knowing. If you want
to change patterns which are unconscious, you need a lot of effort, because you’ll
not only have to stop patterns but create new ones as well. So you have to do it over
and over again until the new patterns are unconscious too. So, short-term interven-

tions are almost a paradox.

For me, intervention is about trying to change the course, using the skills quite
deliberately to change something. Something working out in a way that you believe
is unhelpful, otherwise you wouldn’t intervene. If you see this is going well, why
intervene? I knew there was a way that things could work out that people wouldn’t
get hurt, and that everybody could be better off. And that we needed to provide the
opportunity for that to happen. It wasn’t that it’s got to be x, y and z, but there is a

way in which it can work out constructively and we’ll find out how that is.

I want to thank you. I am very touched by what you've done and how you've
presented it. I think that a lot of what you have accomplished comes to who you
are, your ethics, your sensitivity, your intelligence. Of course, what you know is
useful as well. But I think what counts the most is what you are. Because you invite
cooperation just by your vocabulary, by how you present. And this invitation to

cooperate — not everybody has it.

In my own development as a dialogue practitioner, I started with dialogue in the

room, and then I found, well, that’s not enough — we need to intervene. And then
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I did interventions, so I go, “Well that failed, so I need systemic work . . .” There is
a natural path. As you work on intervention you realize how much better you need
to be as a practitioner in the room, and how much you need to grow. Every step
you need to grow as a person to be able to encompass the work you’re doing. So I

think it always comes back to that.
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Postscript

The author’s reflections, written some months after the conference

I posed the question “What is intervention?” to colleagues at the conference
session, after they had heard about my work at HMP Birmingham. This question
helpfully changed the dynamic from learning from me to learning together. People

noticed and shared their own ideas about intervention, prompted by my work.
The more precise question I meant was “What is dialogic intervention?” The perspectives that came
up led me to think about this in more depth.

Some people’s words seemed to imply that dialogic intervention is simply communication or
‘sorting things out by talking about them’. I see it as more than this. My paper describes some of the
skills and patterns that are needed, that practitioners can learn. However, I have been thinking about
what else is needed for dialogic intervention. What is the subtle discernment that leads to interven-
tion decisions, such as with whom to engage, about what and when? This seems to require apprecia-
tion of the context, history, subcultures, power differences and dynamics; time and timing; and
taking a perspective that includes the past, present and future — the whole system and the individual.
Such dialogic discernment is difficult to describe.

During our conference session this discernment was named, variously, ‘magic’, ‘a personal quality’
or ‘genius’ (which I particularly liked!). While such descriptions may be flattering, there is an import-
ant underlying question posed rhetorically by one participant — are intervention skills a gift or acquir-
able? I stated in the paper my belief that intervention skill or capability is acquirable, and anyone can
acquire that capability. Yet, I am not able to clearly name and describe the generic skill of dialogic
discernment for intervention. This skill is not yet explicit, it is tacit — difficult to verbalize and there-
fore to transfer.

I had always attributed this lack of expression to not wanting to shout about my achievements (a
characteristic from childhood), and that as long as the outcome was successful it did not matter if
anyone knew what I did. However, I am now thinking I lack the awareness and articulacy — I find
myself needing to say, this is not to “blow my own trumpet” — to be able to verbalise and transfer the

skill. That may be true of the profession.
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