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Getting so much better  
all the time
by Michael Bichard and Ian Swithenbank

We are at a piv-
otal point in the 
development of 
local govern-
ment’s role and 
its ability to 

take increasing control for its own improvement. 
This pamphlet helps initiate a debate on that 
future. It is inspired by an IDeA commissioned 
analysis, summarised here, from Clive Grace and 
Steve Martin on the current state and future 
prospects for improvement.

This a critical time to be initiating a debate 
about the nature of local government improve-
ment and how to progress it. There has been 
much discussion over the last few years about 
local government’s role, from ‘local:vision’ 
through the 2006 White Paper and culminating 
in the Local Government and Public Involve-
ment in Health Act 2007. We have recently seen 
central-local agreements signed in form of the 
National Improvement and E!ciency Strategy 
and Central-Local concordat. While these all 
signal a move towards greater devolution to lo-
cal government, it is early days and we still have 
a long way to go to fulfil those ambitions. 

Immediate issues
There is both a short-term and longer term de-
bate to be had. There are immediate issues such 
as getting the comprehensive area assessment 
(CAA), local area agreements (LAAs) and the new 
performance framework right. But the longer 
term prize is bigger. It is about local govern-
ment’s ability, as a sector, to manage itself. This 
is about having more responsibility for its own 

improvement and reducing the burden of  
regulation. It is about being an equal partner 
with central government in delivering national 
and local priorities. It is about local govern-
ment having the belief in itself to deliver in this 
new role. And it is about whether local govern-
ment can earn itself the right to have a more 
autonomous existence with its own democratic 
legitimacy.

It is such questions that this pamphlet  
addresses, and we encourage you to join the 
debate. We are please to have such a broad range 
of contributors – from council leaders and chief 
executives, to regional and national bodies as 
well as the third and private sector.

We’d also like to particularly thank Adrian 
Barker at the IDeA and Michaela Lavender for 
their invaluable support in producing this  
pamphlet.

Sir Michael Bichard is editor-in-chief of SFI and 
chair of the Legal Services Commission. He has 
over 20 years’ experience in local government and 
10 years in central government

Councillor Ian Swithenbank CBE is chair of the 
IDeA and a deputy chair of the Local Government 
Association. He has been a councillor for  
Northumberland County Council since 1977, was 
leader from 1989 until 1998, and chairman from 
2002 until 2003. He is also a member for Blyth 
Valley District Council
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It is time for ministers 
to loosen the reins
by Clive Grace, chair, SFI and Steve Martin, professor, public policy 
and management, Cardi! University 

This article 
provides a 
summary of the 
essay commis-
sioned by the 
IDeA and pub-

lished in January 2008. The full version is avail-
able at www.idea.gov.uk/idk/aio/7834846 and an 
extended version containing supporting evidence 
is at www.idea.gov.uk/idk/aio/7864114

 

Driving to a new high?
We stand at a decisive moment in the story of 
local government improvement. The past 10 
years have seen significant improvements in 
local councils’ corporate capacity and the quality 
of many services. Local government has also 
delivered significant e!ciency savings and there 
has been a thaw in central–local relations to 
the point where government ministers are now 
seeking to loosen the reins, reducing the number 
of statutory PIs and espousing a much more risk-
based approach to inspection. 

These gains have been the result of a com-
bination of the determined e"ort by central 
government to drive change and improvement, 
coupled with significant increases in funding; 
the support, advocacy and assessment provided 
by the LGA/IDeA and local inspectorates; an 
increasing willingness and capacity on the part 
of individual authorities to take responsibility for 
their own improvement; and a stronger focus on 
users’ needs.

All this seems a far cry from the dog days of 
compulsory competitive tendering and crude and 

universal capping. And yet councils still face some 
formidable challenges. Public satisfaction with 
their overall performance has moved in the oppo-
site direction to CPA scores since 2001. Public ex-
pectations of services continue to spiral upwards 
but authorities will in future have to make do with 
much smaller increases in funding. Confidence in, 
and levels of engagement with, local government 
remain dangerously low. And the place-shaping 
agenda calls for a whole new set of behaviours 
and inter-organisational dynamics.

There is then still a need for external stimuli to 
encourage further improvement; to act as a safe-
guard against authorities slipping back; and to 
protect the needs of the most vulnerable service 
users. But the theories of improvement that have 
underpinned policy for the past decade may no 
longer be fit for the future. We now need a di"er-
ent kind of performance framework because we 
now need a di"erent type of improvement. 

A new performance framework for a new 
kind of improvement
From now on we need to put more emphasis on 
innovations that will transform services, rather 
than delivering relatively modest, incremental 
changes of the kind that we have seen over the 
past decade. The Audit Commission’s comprehen-
sive performance assessment (CPA) methodology 
has proved a very e"ective means of highlighting 
under performance. But it is not well suited to 
encouraging experimentation and innovation. 
Central government will have to let go and local 
government must break decisively with the old 
compliance mentality. It will be important to 
re-think what is meant by “improvement”, and to 
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develop a more sophisticated understanding of 
what enhances performance in di"erent service 
settings and in authorities which are at very dif-
ferent points in the improvement journey.

Theories of improvement
The danger is that the new comprehensive area 
assessment (CAA) will be modelled too closely 
on CPA, extending ideas about corporate capac-
ity and leadership to a wider network of partners 
and to an area-wide basis. This would be a mis-
take for two main reasons:
# The concepts of “corporate capacity” and “ef-
fective leadership” cannot be translated easily to 
the much more complex and contested defini-
tions of improvement and the much fuzzier lines 
of accountability that exist within local partner-
ships; and 
# An approach modelled on CPA would not give 
su!cient weight to the kinds of learning and 
development that the local government sector is 
increasingly going to need to provide for itself if 
councils are going to be e"ective place-shapers 
and community leaders. 

So the Audit Commission and its sister inspec-
torates have to show that they have a theory of 
improvement which enables them to judge the 
e"ectiveness of partnership working, the quality 
of outcomes on an area basis and the e"ective-
ness of leadership in this new environment where 
definitions of performance will be more complex 
and contested and lines of accountabilities more 
confused and confusing. 

Improvement, innovation and peer learning
More emphasis on improvement and develop-
ment from within the local government sector 
will also have profound implications for the Local 
Government Association (LGA) and the work of 
the IDeA and Local Government Leadership Cen-
tre (LGLC). Self-improvement, peer learning, and 
organisational development could all play a much 
greater role in future. They may even become 
the quintessential keys to improvement. But at 
present we lack a coherent theory of improve-
ment or innovation guide to their development. 

The emphasis on area-wide outcomes and 

partnership working means that the IDeA and 
LGLC will need to produce new materials and 
instruments to help localities (as opposed to 
local councils) to improve. And they will need 
to rethink how they work with support and 
improvement bodies in other sectors. If there is 
to be a much greater emphasis on innovation, 
we need to know more about how to create the 
right conditions to encourage it. Innovation is, 
if anything, an even more slippery concept than 
improvement. Current policy is not well informed 
by rigorous thinking about what forms of innova-
tion are needed, what conditions are most likely 
to encourage it and who should take responsi-
bility for leading and funding the research and 
development into new approaches.

Politicians and senior managers
Local politicians have become more involved in 
the improvement agenda, and place-shaping 
should be even more natural territory for them. 
But it will create new challenges – many of which 
are of an “adaptive” rather than technical kind. 
In particular elected members will increasingly 
need to be able to cast and communicate a clear 
vision and to influence and inspire partners to 
work towards it. 

In principle at least, the explicit acknowledg-
ment of local government’s place-shaping and 
community leadership role could herald the local 
politicians’ finest hour since the heyday of Victo-
rian municipal leadership. But many are not yet 
equipped to make the most of this opportunity. 
And whether they have su!cient support and 
whether they enjoy su!cient autonomy, particu-
larly over finance, e"ectively to shape localities 
remains an open question. The political parties 
have a critical role to play in setting the agenda 
and raising the standards, but the local govern-
ment family as a whole also needs to provide 
peer support and learning. 

The place-shaping agenda also poses new 
challenges for senior managers. They and elected 
members will need to rethink their community 
leadership roles – both for themselves and in 
relation to each other. Neither will be able to rely 
as readily on their core, statutory responsibilities 
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as they have in the past. Both will have to call on 
networking and influencing skills to a much great-
er degree. The professional bodies should take a 
lead in thinking through the issues and supporting 
managers in the change and development needed 
both for individuals and in terms of professional 
training – and not just SOLACE and CIPFA, but 
all the professions with a stake in place shaping 
including housing, development, education, social 
services, and regulatory services.

Customer engagement: rhetoric or reality?
There is widespread agreement about the  
importance of customer – and citizen-led  
improvement, and many authorities have 
achieved major gains in customer service at-
titudes and standards and scored real successes 
in engaging and empowering service users. How-
ever, there is often still a gulf between the reality 
and the rhetoric of engagement with citizens and 
users. Consultations are too often undertaken on 
the terms of the consulter rather than the con-
sultee, and appear at least to be going through 
the motions. The scope for public participation 
and for co-production of some services is huge, 
but all too often users and local communities are 
resistant to change rather than a stimulus to it.

Bringing the reality and rhetoric of engage-
ment into closer alignment will require a real 
e"ort by local government to make the journey 
from managerial producer and sponsor of serv-
ices and partnership to champion of consumers 
and citizens and of the outcomes they want from 
whoever provides those services. Councils will 
need to make rigorous and realistic appraisals of 
where and how customers, citizens and commu-
nities can genuinely add value and of how best to 
engage di"erent groups. 

Improvement does need to be genuinely driv-
en by citizen and user needs and by local political 
and policy choice, supported by a willingness to 
commission even-handedly from the voluntary 
and private sectors as well as from within where 
appropriate. And political leaders and senior 
managers need to be more e"ective advocates 
of changes that don’t at first sight make sense to 
the public. 

Measuring improvement
We also need better measures of outcomes. 
Public satisfaction is an imperfect – albeit very 
important – indicator of performance because it 
is a function of expectations which are often too 
low and usually dependant on partial informa-
tion. There is therefore a need for a much wider 
range of ways of judging whether services really 
are citizen – and customer - focused and are 
meeting local needs. These will have to take 
account of the varying perspectives and priorities 
of di"erent communities, including for example 
the often contrasting perspectives of service 
users and tax payers including local businesses, 
as well as ethnic community interests, and the 
needs of the poor and excluded.

New developments in information and com-
munications technology are opening up oppor-
tunities for di"erent kinds of interaction with the 
public and new forms of service delivery.  
Councils need to embrace these innovations 
while also managing the risks and trade-o"s 
involved in adopting new technologies. 

Workforce development
The need for more fundamental development and 
innovation has important implications for the local 
government workforce and its development. The 
government has rightly emphasised the central-
ity of political and managerial leadership and the 
need to design services around needs of users 
rather than producers. But significant sections of 
the local government workforce who are operating 
on the front line have felt embattled and underval-
ued. These people are vital to e"ective service 
delivery. Highly motivated and skilled workforces 
who are passionate and engaged about optimising 
customer service and user benefit are a hallmark of 
high-performing organisations. To date, capacity 
building in terms of workforce development has 
barely scratched the surface. There will need to be 
much more investment in training and developing 
the local workforce if transformational changes are 
really to be achieved.

The role of the local government sector
There is a sector-wide development agenda 

Summary



March 2008 SOLACE Foundation  9

which lies beyond “improvement”. In recent 
years central government and the inspectorates 
have largely set the targets for local government 
to achieve. The role of the national capacity-
building agencies such as the IDeA has been 
to support local authorities in reaching these 
standards. The local government sector could 
take much more responsibility for setting stand-
ards and reviewing progress against them, going 
well beyond IDeA’s ground-breaking work in peer 
review through the Local Government Improve-
ment Programme. But it needs to be clearer 
about how far it wants to take on this responsi-
bility and how the risks associated with such an 
approach can be managed, particularly for the 
most vulnerable groups in society.

The sector, and in particular the LGA, IDeA and 
LGLC, also need to think through the implica-
tions of the new challenges for current models 
of development, learning and support. On the 
one hand their roles could be to assemble and 
disseminate knowledge. Alternatively (or maybe 
in addition) they could play an enhanced role in 
brokering relationships between authorities and 
between individuals who can learn from each 
other. In either case there is a need to work out 
which are the most appropriate models in dif-
ferent circumstances, how to resource them and 
how to monitor success.

There is also a need to determine which forms 
of support are best provided at what level, 
including what capacity is needed within locali-
ties, what support is best provided at regional 
level and what should be orchestrated nationally. 
The IDeA and others will need to develop new 
materials and instruments to help localities (as 
opposed to local authorities) to improve. This im-
plies a need to rethink how they work with sup-
port and improvement bodies in other sectors.

Scenarios
The future course and character of local govern-
ment improvement will depend on the extent to 
which the sector is willing to shape that future 
through its own actions and its interactions with 
other key actors, and how far the centre is willing 
to act consciously and creatively to help create 

the conditions for that to happen. There are 
multiple possible scenarios, but the extreme and 
contrasting scenarios are:

On the one hand: 
# There will be a di"erential and self-consciously 
greater role for the local government family/sec-
tor itself in relation to the other key actors as a 
major part of a ‘whole system’ approach…
# …with central government actively seeking to 
support that greater role…
# ….maximising local government’s responsibility 
for improvement….
# …leading debate on key terms/directions….
# …addressing not only improvement but also 
wider matters of development and of innovation…
# …connecting the new context (of improved au-
thorities) with a greater need for innovation (once 
basic performance is assured) and the associated 
learning/action imperative (and its central reliance 
on peer and partner methods as a way to improve)…
# ...built around real issues (housing, health, 
economy, cohesion) important to individuals and 
to communities both as services and as place-
shapers…
# …with a strong and di"erentiated focus on cus-
tomer service, customer and user service design, 
and citizen engagement….
# …aiming for transformational changes calling 
for political vision, capacity and leadership, 
shifting and enriching the managerial/political 
leadership balance as more complex and value 
laden issues come to the fore…
# …and striking also the balance between inter-
nally self-actualised and externally validated and 
stimulated change and improvement.

And on the other hand: 
# Government and regulation continue in practice 
to lead the improvement debate...
# ...and set the terms and benchmarks of future 
improvement...
# ...conducting debate through the policy instru-
ments which optimise their own leverage and 
leadership...
# …giving primacy to a limited idea of improvement...
# ...and maintaining current theories and ideas of 
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improvement and their associated ideas about 
motivation and intervention, albeit applying 
them to an area basis into a wider group of 
partners...
# ...with national priorities paramount and with-
out the imagination and capacities at local level 
to give e"ect properly to place-shaping and to 
service innovation and transformation...
# ...with a continuing triumph of rhetoric over 
reality in matters relating to customer and citizen 
engagement...
# ...and relative indi"erence to the potential of 
local political leadership to deliver against a new 
agenda and to help shape that agenda...
# ...demonstrating a revealed preference for a 
dependent local government sector through over 
reliance on external validation and judgment.

We know which we prefer.
 

Clive Grace is an honorary research fellow at 
the Centre for Local and Regional Government 
Research at Cardi! University. He is the chair of 
SFI. He is also Chair of the Local Better Regulation 
O"ce; of the Research Councils’ Shared Services 
Centre Ltd; of Supporta plc; and of the  
international panel of CIPFA

Steve Martin is professor of public policy and 
management at Cardi! University and the director 
of the Centre for Local & Regional Government 
Research. He is a member of the board of the Im-
provement and Development Agency and the New 
Local Government Network and of the  
editorial board of SFI
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A new vision for  
local authorities 
by Lucy de Groot and Peter Rogers,
Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA)

This is a pivotal 
time for local 
authorities in 
England where 
there is an 
entirely new 

relationship emerging between central govern-
ment and local authorities. For many years, 
people in local government have been arguing 
the legitimacy of local politicians to shape their 
areas, develop and build on their vision and their 
performance with greater devolution of powers 
from central government to achieve real commu-
nity outcomes. The time is now here for change. 

A legacy of improvement
The public sector has seen massive investment 
over the past 10 years and while much of it has 
been directed to health and to education, local 
authorities have had generous settlements too. 
Local government has used this investment 
wisely in most cases, and the focus on improve-
ment confirmed each year by comprehensive 
performance assessment (CPA) has delivered 
significant benefits. Performance against 
a basket of 36 key performance indicators 
increased by 22% between 2000 and 2006. 
The number of poor and weak single tier and 
county councils fell from 34 in 2002 to just two 
one-star councils in 2007. While data from such 
regular re-evaluations does not exist for district 
councils, the role of districts in improvement, in 
key services that are critical to the leadership of 
place should not be forgotten as Peter Simpson 
from Hambleton District Council explains in this 
pamphlet.

Challenges ahead
However, central government and the public sec-
tor are now facing a di!erent financial outlook. 
The predictions of a tighter financial settlement 
through the government’s comprehensive spend-
ing review (CSR) of 2007 have materialised. It 
is now time for better value for money to be 
delivered across the public sector – there will be 
no government bail out. Capping is here to stay, 
and unless we can prove over the next years the 
benefits of local autonomy and civic leadership 
across all public sector bodies, it will continue 
to be crude and universal. The age of the citizen 
has dawned. No longer will local authorities be 
able to argue their own improvement is on track, 
while other parts of public sector delivery are 
unacceptable. The new comprehensive area as-
sessment (CAA) will dictate changes in the way 
local authorities lead, act and perform. It will 
require di"cult choices to be made and the new 
local area agreement (LAA) mechanism, if it is to 
be really challenging, will require decisions on 
investment across traditional budget boundaries 
– even across organisations. It will require trade-
o!s in outcomes and timescales that may even be 
to the detriment of short-term targets. The new 
concordat between the LGA and central govern-
ment opens the door to further possibilities. 

The challenge for regulation
CAA will challenge every local authority in the 
country. It will test aspiration and ambition and 
it will test competence and capability. It will re-
quire a step change in thinking, and it will require 
new ways of working. 

There is a new sense of reliance on local 
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authorities by central government. The evidence 
shows clearly that the combination of inspection, 
learning and badges for achievement has worked 
but authorities will be judged di!erently in the 
future. Achieving stars will go, a backward look 
on performance will no longer be a predictor of 
success. Vision and future delivery are the new 
requirement. 

But there also needs to be a di!erent ap-
proach and mind-set from all the regulators. 
Christine Gilbert describes in this pamphlet how 
Ofsted and the other inspectorates are develop-
ing their approach. Their role is to provide as-
surance in vulnerable and high-risk areas, and to 
provide assurance that authorities and their part-
ners are reporting transparently and accurately 
on their performance which they are managing 
themselves. The role of robust peer challenge 
and self awareness is crucial but we should not 
forget that the ultimate judges of whether the 
council is performing to their satisfaction, are 
local electors.

The measure of success
The new agenda will pose challenges on all 
those involved in delivering public services. It 
requires a new way of satisfying those who are 
cynical about our ability to step up to the plate 
and deliver radical e"ciency and value gains. The 
tests are simple:
# Will citizens value the public sector and their 
contribution to improving their lives? Citizens 
have every right to expect their aspirations 
and their potential to be fulfilled. Jobs, homes, 
education and care and support are all basic 
entitlements, as is the ability to walk safely and 
enjoy life throughout the day. For local authori-
ties to shape places and deliver these aspirations 
requires a paradigm shift in working styles, skills 
and competencies. Ossie Hopkins’ essay in this 
pamphlet highlights some of the issues, which 
will need to be grasped and the important role of 
sta! as ambassadors. 
# Can local authorities be assessed by their 
contribution across public sector boundaries? 
The new inspection methodology will be forward 
looking and will pose challenges right across the 

country. If we succeed, then we will create the 
legitimacy to argue for financial autonomy and 
even greater devolvement of powers from cen-
tral government. We will be in a position to argue 
against the back-door imposition of yet more 
targets, and ask for clearer and simpler priorities 
right across the Whitehall machine. 

What local government needs to do to deliver
It is not enough to continue with the same exter-
nally-driven, straight line trajectory of improved 
output in single organisations. As Derek Myers 
says in this pamphlet the easiest part of the 
journey is from deficit to rectification and across 
most of local government the recovery phase is 
coming to an end. The conventional wisdom may 
provide a respite and a quick method of bringing 
up the poorer performers, but it is incumbent on 
the best to accelerate and improve further and 
faster and to transfer knowledge along the way. 
The future requires transformational change, in 
multi-faceted partnerships. 

There are key areas we have to get right for 
e!ective future delivery: 
# Politically-led place-shaping.
# Making a reality of user- and citizen-led  
improvement.
# Partnership working.
# Transformation and innovation.
# Commissioning. 

This all needs co-ordinated support from the 
sector.

Politically-led place-shaping
As Joyce Redfearn points out in this pamphlet, 
locally-elected members are key to “breaking out 
of the supplicant relationship with government”. 
Local authority leaders need a compelling vision 
for their areas, the ability to excite and transform 
lives for the better and be capable of working 
with and through others to achieve it. With a 
changing political landscape where more authori-
ties share control, consensus around outcomes 
is essential. However, this is not straightforward 
and government and regulators need to allow for 
local political priorities and trade-o!s. As Peter 
Simpson notes in his contribution here, there will 
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always be di!erent interests in di!erent sections 
of the community, so there is an important role 
for elected members to “hold the ring”. Improve-
ment is not a technocratic process, but a messy 
business that has, as he says, to be taken forward 
through coalitions of interest. 

Community and citizen engagement
Jo Williams talks about the voluntary sector’s 
role in pursuing the personalisation agenda. She 
also stresses that innovation has been one of the 
hallmarks of this work. There are many faces of 
this engagement. In social care, as Julie Jones 
describes, it is increasingly about “the citizen as 
commissioner of their own services”.

Partnership working
Partnership working will become more dominant in 
e!ective service delivery, and the LAA methodol-
ogy must lead to better alignment, and ultimately 
pooling, of budgets to achieve more for citizens. 
There will be tensions between short- and long-
term outcomes, and it would be easy to make a 
wrong choice. Providing more doctors, or dealing 
with health and equalities requires di!erent forms 
of investment, and Julie Jones sets out a perspec-
tive that will stimulate and challenge that debate. 

From her voluntary sector perspective, Jo 
Williams notes a growing trend towards bigger 
and bigger contracts which risks driving out in-
novation and specialist providers. Recognition is 
needed of the di!erent roles played by third sec-
tor organisations: providing directly contracted 
services; volunteers in the community; cam-
paigning for change at a local and national level; 
and acting as advocates for individuals.

Partnership working isn’t restricted to the 
local level. Noting the impact of national and 
global trends on local government, David Par-
sons, leader of Leicestershire County Council, 
outlines the many ways local improvement can 
be enhanced by playing on the national and 
world stage, from trade delegations to teaching 
Chinese in local schools.

Transformation and innovation
Transformation will require di!erent skills and 

di!erent experience, and inevitably local authori-
ties will need to flex and adapt their methods of 
working to deliver these changes. There is much 
that can be done nationally to promote innova-
tion, by ensuring the right conditions, such as 
the space to think, appropriate cultures, and 
developing the capacity for risk management, 
piloting and scaling up. It also needs di!erent at-
titudes so that, as Peter Simpson puts it, we have 
a “language for honourable failure”. 

Many local authorities have already embarked 
on transformation and are ahead of the curve. 
Those that are not will need to learn or adapt the 
strategies and plans that are working elsewhere.

Commissioning and working with a range  
of providers
There is still much low-hanging fruit that can 
be plucked to provide better value and the 
funds to reinvest in better services. The private 
sector has a place. Richard Marchant is urging 
councils to make the most of private compa-
nies’ competitively-driven abilities in relation to 
quality, performance management, innovation 
and adaptability. Alternatively, local authori-
ties can now trade and provide an alternative to 
purely private sector provision. However, it is an 
important lesson to learn that services that can 
be done more cost-e!ectively by others provide 
re-investment opportunities. For example a deci-
sion not to provide a more e"cient back o"ce is 
a decision not made to re-invest any e"ciency 
gains in better frontline services.

And we should not forget, as a number of 
the contributors in this pamphlet point out, that 
improvement is delivered by our employees, 
and investment in them and their development 
is crucial. Of course, not all of those delivering 
improvement will be council employees. Shared 
services and jointly-funded posts may well be 
the new employment norm. What is important is 
what works, and not who employs.

Leadership from within the local  
government sector
Improvement is part of the DNA of local authori-
ties. Leadership, improvement methodology, and 
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agencies that support those that ask for or need 
help already exist. They have a track record to be 
proud of. As John O’Brien describes, peer support 
and peer challenge is embedded in London, with 
32 unitary councils working closely together. 
Derek Myers, the chair of the London Improve-
ment Partnership, Capital Ambition, explains here 
that he sees its role as building both “competence 
and confidence”. It has driven performance across 
London, and is using borough resources to put 
the best in touch with those who need help, 
whether in individual services, or across corpo-
rate systems. Derek Myers argues that this is an 
important building-block for the future and that 
it can be replicated across the country.

The sector is taking greater responsibility for 
its own improvement. It is planned that the LGA 
and IDeA proposals on self-assessment and peer 
challenge should be incorporated in the CAA. 
Government is devolving more improvement 
spending to the regions, and Joyce Redfearn, 
as the new chair of the Chief Executives’ Task 
Group, describes the role of the new regional im-
provement and e"ciency partnerships. Regional 
and national bodies need to provide co-ordinated 
support which make the most of their respective 
strengths – being close to local authorities on 
the one hand, and being able to act on behalf of 
the sector as a whole and sharing learning across 
di!erent areas on the other. The IDeA has an 
important role to play in joining up this “national 
improvement spine”.

Overall though, the local government sec-
tor needs to take responsibility and, as Joyce 
Redfearn says, “there needs to be a greater sense 
of owning the performance of all councils”. An 
implication of this, as both she and Derek Myers 
point out, is that chief executives and other 
senior sta! need to be prepared to take respon-
sibility for regional and national duties. National 
bodies like the IDeA need to support them in 
doing that.

Exciting times
These are exciting times. The new relationships 
between central and local government, between 
the inspectors and inspectorates, require a 

fundamental reassessment of the way we work. 
Limited aspiration with incremental improvement 
will no longer be enough to satisfy citizens and 
central government. In local authorities there is 
an appetite for innovation and an equal deter-
mination to succeed. The best are doing it, and 
the others can learn and accelerate even with 
financial tightening. 

There are significant challenges ahead. Local 
government can deliver on them, but we need 
the freedom to get on with it, and we must 
have the self-confidence and ambition to grasp 
the agenda; and we need to be well organised 
locally, regionally and nationally. We now need 
to take our skills and our expertise and transfer 
them to our partners to deliver every citizen’s 
entitlement.

And for those of us who can remember when 
they first heard the lyric that we have borrowed 
for our title, it’s especially nice to be able to say 
that in local government things really are “get-
ting so much better all the time”.

Lucy de Groot is executive director of the  
Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA). 
Her career has ranged across the civil service and 
local government, including roles as director of 
public services in HM Treasury, chief executive 
of Bristol City Council and head of policy for the 
London Borough of Lewisham

Peter Rogers is chief executive of Westminster 
Council. He previously honed his focus on change 
management and commitment to  
providing quality services at reasonable cost in  
the private sector as the managing director of  
a bus company

Introduction
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Improvement through 
people and places
by Peter Simpson, chief executive, Hambleton District Council

A good way of summing up many 
aspects of the changing role of 
councils in the coming years is the 
concept of “place-shaping”, help-
fully coined by Sir Michael Lyons. 
It is one of those expressions that 

has been repeated enough now to catch on, but 
it is not new to local government. It is what local 
government has been about in one form or an-
other probably since its birth. Sir Michael’s report 
in 2007 was, I think, an opportunity to give this 
a contemporary setting outside the technical or 
legislative framework of well-being in recognition 
of the “new” partnership scenery, to promote the 
opportunity for local government leadership and 
to own this concept for itself. 

District councils are critical to improvement
District councils are critical to the local govern-
ment improvement agenda because they have an 
immediate impact on local people’s day-to-day 
quality of life. Much improvement attention is 
given to all-purpose and county councils because 
of their children’s and social care responsibilities. 
This is natural enough given the national agenda 
but the advantage of district councils is that dis-
cretion on local quality of life and environmental 
issues do not get crowded out in large shire areas 
where the local community has di!erences and 
diversity across a county area can be significant. 

District councils represent over half of the 
local government family and are “close to 
the ground” (for instance, there are over four 
district councillors for every county councillor in 
England). Just because there are a lot of district 
councils this should not be seen as a problem 

but, rather, as an opportunity for the contribu-
tion we can bring.

One of the most critical activities district 
councils can bring to the place-shaping agenda 
is their community planning role. This is not ef-
fective unless it starts at true community interest 
level (with parishes where they exist), building 
up a picture to “area level” and then to plan for 
the district as a whole – which in turn is influ-
ential in a county-wide “sustainable community 
strategy” and the regional framework. T

he advantage of community planning in this 
way is that it can relate to the most local level 
and be the catalyst for outcomes that distinguish 
di!erent communities, as well as feeding into 
those “common ground” issues, such as com-
munity safety, health inequalities and climate 
change, that have wider interest at a more 
strategic level. The real prize is not to do this in 
isolation but to take into account the subregional 
and regional issues that are complementary and 
to be visionary beyond the here and now. Further 
there must be e!ective partnerships of interest 
at all levels to secure the engagement not just in 
planning but to secure delivery. If that isn’t too 
much, one final piece of the jigsaw is to spatially 
plan for the bigger issues. Local development 
frameworks must be the spatial expression of 
the community plan to facilitate delivery of the 
vision and the bigger changes on key issues of 
transport, economy and housing and to achieve 
sustainability goals. 

To do all of this at any other spatial level in 
county areas would risk important community 
issues not featuring on the radar. If all of this 
sounds like an advert – it is – as I was extremely 
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pleased when Hambleton was recognised as a 
beacon council in 2007 for doing just this!

It is very important, in a new performance 
framework dominated by local area agreements 
(LAAs) and comprehensive area assessment 
(CAA) which are based on county areas, that 
district councils are not squeezed out. There is 
much to be debated about the new risk assess-
ment and how that will work in two-tier areas, 
particularly if it is to be meaningful to improve-
ment. While the role of districts is remembered 
in theory, it is all too easy for it to be forgotten 
in practice.

When looking at the challenges ahead, it is 
important to remember that councils have a 
vast amount of experience of improvement. Dis-
trict councils’ contribution to the improvements 
in recent years can be missed as they have 
not been subject to annual CPA since the first 
round. It is not surprising that where there are 
district CPA updates (for those districts that are 
eligible and have chosen to go for it), we are not 
seeing the incremental progression that might 
have been more apparent if there had been 
annual assessments, but clear leap-frogging of 
categories towards the top. However there is 
no room for complacency. We need to continue 
to be self-critical – in a positive way – if we are 
to win the right to self-regulation. This means 
continually looking for better and proportion-
ate ways to achieve the ultimate ends we are 
seeking which are linked to place, rather than a 
universal score sheet.

We need a language for honourable failure
Real improvement requires innovation and in-
novation means taking risks, which means there 
will sometimes be failure. However, failure has 
become unacceptable. To a large extent, it was 
high-profile failures in a few councils which per-
suaded governments of both the main parties to 
take a more centralist approach to local govern-
ment. But as councils increasingly try to raise the 
bar, they are going to have to try new things, and 
sometimes those new things won’t work. That 
means we need a di!erent language of failure and 
reward that will allow for “honourable failure” in 

future. Few in local government are reckless, but 
more need to be radical in strategically significant 
areas. More than that, regulators will need to 
learn how to distinguish between calculated risk 
as part of the process of innovation and improve-
ment, on the one hand, and unnecessary or 
incompetent failure, on the other. And regulators 
need to understand how improvement actually 
happens on the ground. Seeing the strategies 
written and the boxes ticked for leadership, ambi-
tion, community engagement and the rest, allows 
inspectors to say whether we have “passed the 
exam” but it does not account for the messy busi-
ness of how change is created in practice and how 
it is often a process of “two steps forward and 
one step back”. After all, this is only describing 
evolution and progress! What did the cave-dwell-
ers do without the Audit Commission?

Working with coalitions of interest
Improvement is not just a technical exercise: 
it is all about working with di!erent coalitions 
of interests – in particular elected members, 
professionals, partners and citizens. If each of 
these groups, and particularly members, are not 
on board, then you won’t get anywhere. While in 
practice it is never a nice neat process with distinct 
stages, it is nevertheless useful to distinguish the 
di!erent elements of generating a vision, devel-
oping it into policy and implementation.

Vision
Creating the vision and broad strategy is in many 
ways the hardest part because you cannot slog 
your way through to an answer. It needs insight 
to pick out not just what is important locally 
but what will have most impact and to focus 
on just those key parts which will make most 
di!erence and which can be easily encapsulated 
and communicated to busy members, partners 
and public. It requires an understanding of what 
makes the local area tick, economically, socially 
and environmentally. The interplay of political 
judgement and professional expertise is essential 
to get this right. Public views are also critical, but 
there will always be di!erent interests in di!er-
ent sections of the community (something which 

Improvement through people and places



March 2008 SOLACE Foundation  17

the government’s community strategy model 
doesn’t always acknowledge) and they won’t all 
agree, so there is an important role for elected 
members to hold the ring, come up with a bal-
ance and make the di"cult decisions and stick 
to them if there is not a consensus. The bigger 
changes may not have initial consensus but isn’t 
it interesting how the most successful changes 
become the norm very quickly.

Practical policy
Practical policy is needed to deliver the vision. 
Professionals have a bigger role here – they know 
what will work in practice. But now it starts to 
become political with a big “P” and played out 
through the local media. That can complicate 
matters considerably and take things even 
further away from some hypothetical, techni-
cal model of improvement. One consequence of 
working with coalitions of interest is that it can 
take longer to get agreement. While executive 
member structures have streamlined decision-
making, if there is to be widespread buy-in, more 
time needs to be allowed for discussion to sup-
port the decision-making process.

Implementation
Quite often the success of improvement exer-
cises depends on how they are implemented. For 
instance, improvements a!ecting the public need 
to take account of expectations, what the public 
think now and what they will think when the 
change is fully embedded. For instance, in mov-
ing to alternate weekly refuse collection to boost 
composting and recycling, Hambleton under-
stood that there would be significant initial re-
sistance and for some, less satisfaction with the 
actual service even though boosting recycling 
was the public’s number one priority. The di"cult 
decision anticipated most people would be happy 
with the arrangements once they had settled 
down and there were no mass calls in the last 
elections to take the system out. We therefore 
spent time working with local people, explaining 
the changes before they were implemented and 
learnt from earlier “mistakes” as the scheme was 
progressively rolled out. 

Other outcomes beyond infrastructure can 
only be achieved by changing people’s behaviour 
– like getting people to exercise and stop smok-
ing to improve health – so these are inherently a 
partnership with the public, not just “delivering 
an output”. Successful delivery of outcomes can 
only be achieved with and through a large range 
of individuals and groups. And it should not be 
forgotten that the public do not understand local 
government finance but do understand local 
taxation when it comes to improving service 
levels beyond the resources that can be released 
from prioritisation, e"ciencies and partnerships.

We should not forget that improvement is 
delivered by our employees. We can measure 
inputs, outputs and outcomes for ever but none 
of us should forget the dividends that come from 
investment in organisational development and 
people skills which are so crucial to delivery. 

Implications
What does all this mean for the future of im-
provement? The extent to which councils have to 
work through coalitions of interest will continue 
to increase. The skills needed for improvement 
are changing: it is much more about influenc-
ing, negotiating and working with coalitions of 
interests rather than professional or technocratic 
skills. And the more complex and uncertain the 
changes being made, the less certain we can 
be that the e!ort put in will match the result in 
terms of improvement. Improvement will not 
be linear – there will be a few transformational 
changes and lots of false starts. Not everyone 
will always be happy with every result – local 
politics is about managing di!erence as well as 
trying to bring coherence to an area. New regula-
tory regimes like CAA need to recognise all this 
and start to back o! as the only people who are 
the true arbiter of when the destination has been 
reached are local people and elected members. 
The regulators’ role is to assure the public that 
there is no risk to public money or vulnerable 
groups through fraud or incompetence. Distin-
guishing managed risk from unwarranted failure 
is di"cult, but they will need to put more trust 
in councils to ensure best practice and in chal-
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lenge and support from peers in other councils 
and partner organisations. The main judges of 
how well a council is delivering improvement 
are the people who live locally, making their 
views known through the democratic process. 
They are the ones who will judge, help create 
and ultimately benefit from local government 
improvement.

I am glad to have had the opportunity to 
share my views with others. And finally – local 
government’s biggest strength and sometimes 
weakness is that we deliver! 

Peter Simpson joined Hambleton District Council 
as chief executive in October 1996. The council 
achieved excellent status in its CPA assessment 
and was awarded beacon status for its work on 
community safety and sustainable communities. 
He currently takes a lead within the North 
Yorkshire District Councils Network

Improvement through people and places
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Outcomes matter most
by Christine Gilbert, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector for Education, 
Children’s Services and Skills 

If everyone in this country is to 
have access to public serv-
ices that are e!cient, e"ective, 
excellent, empowering and 
rapidly improving, we need a 
self-improving system at a local 

level in which incentives for continuous improve-
ment and innovation are embedded. Inspection 
and regulation remain powerful levers to support 
improvement within such a system. The new 
Ofsted, the O!ce for Standards in Education, 
Children’s Services and Skills came into being in 
April 2007 and in so doing brought together the 
experience and expertise of four inspectorates 
to make a greater di"erence for every child, all 
young people and adult learners.

Change
Colleagues in local authorities tell us that  
Ofsted’s work in leading joint area reviews of chil-
dren and young people’s services, and the annual 
assessments of council’s performance, have helped 
to move forward the integration of local services 
and have made a contribution to improving their 
council’s performance. The number of councils 
judged as good or better by Ofsted has risen in re-
cent years, and in many areas, the promise of fully 
integrated delivery of children’s services is closer 
than ever before. Progress has come both from 
steady, incremental change and from transforma-
tional change. Inspection, with its close focus on 
the holistic needs of children and young people, 
has supported both models of change. That said, 
the current annual assessment process often took 
too little account of increasingly integrated work-
ing between local authorities and their partners. 

The old-style area reviews were also resource 
intensive for both inspectorates and authorities. 
The new comprehensive area assessment (CAA) 
will learn the lessons from this, emphasising the 
importance of partnership working focused on 
issues important to both individuals and communi-
ties. It will lso take proper account  of the need to 
assess local services and their impact on improving 
outcomes in a more holistic and cross-cutting way. 
Determined to deliver a joined-up approach to 
assessing public services, CAA aims to ensure that 
local councils, primary care trusts, police, fire and 
rescue authorities, housing associations, schools 
and other partners are working together with com-
mitment, and disciplined innovation, to tackle the 
challenges facing their communities. In November 
2007, the chief inspectors working together on 
the development of CAA issued a joint statement 
setting out the intended approach: 

“CAA puts the experience and needs of local 
people at the centre of the new assessment 
framework. It will o"er a meaningful insight 
into how local services are working together to 
deliver value for money and a better quality of 
life for residents, particularly the most vulnerable 
… We want to ensure that the development of 
CAA delivers a joined-up approach to the way our 
inspectorates work, looking across the di"erent 
organisations and taking account of the things 
they want to achieve for their communities … CAA 
will challenge local services to deliver more with 
the resources they have, highlight where improve-
ments could be made and point to possible solu-
tions. It will be tailored to the priorities for each 
area, focusing on those outcomes most in need of 
improvement”.
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As the prospects for even greater local govern-
ment improvement evolve and are captured in 
the CAA, judgements will focus on success in 
forging innovative partnerships in the pursuit of 
better local services, stronger local capacity, and 
improved outcomes for local people. Rightly, 
the partnership working that has done so much 
to improve outcomes for children, young people 
and adult learners locally will be reflected in the 
new performance framework. With its rigorous 
focus on improving outcomes for citizens, CAA 
will combine the local area and the inspector-
ates’ perspectives into a sensible assessment of 
where strengths and weaknesses in delivery and 
outcomes lie. This approach – a joint assessment 
with follow-up inspection only where needed – is 
very di"erent from CPA. It reflects Ofsted’s com-
mitment to reducing the amount of inspection 
wherever we can. This is in line with public service 
reform and our belief that proportionate inspec-
tion is fundamental to a modern inspectorate. Of 
course, the “risk assessment” is only one of the 
four elements of CAA, but the other elements – 
annual publication of the national indicator set, 
scored judgements on the councils’ direction of 
travel and use of resources – will be significant 
contributors to the overall view of an area. 

Self-evaluation 
Ofsted recognises the importance of councils 
leading their own and others’ improvement, and 
of local innovation, and this view is reinforced 
by the increasing emphasis placed by inspection 
and regulation on self-evaluation. The need for 
improvement to be owned and led by local areas 
is fundamental. Self-evaluation is integral to this, 
and is part of an iterative process of improve-
ment. But in the interests of equity and social 
justice, we cannot ignore areas that perform 
poorly, where children, young people and adult 
learners have poor outcomes, or where they are 
poorly served. A key purpose of inspection and 
regulation is to ensure that all public services 
provide a basic standard of service which results 
in a core entitlement for local people in their 
quality of life. This requires a sharp focus on us-
ers and citizens. 

Place-shapers 
The new framework rests on an assumption of 
councils as “place-shapers” and the expecta-
tion that they will act distinctively, but work 
collectively, within the strategic alliances and 
partnerships that serve an area. This is not 
new for good councils, all of whom will have 
prioritised community leadership as essential to 
the successful development of their local area. 
CAA will hold the wider partnership to account 
but the role of the council will remain key. Such 
arrangements are most likely to be at risk if 
services fail, jointly or individually, but there are 
now numerous examples of partnership working 
where responsibility is shared maturely to e"ect 
improvement.

Challenges
Of course it is right that instances of failure 
are few; improvements in the way that local 
services work together have sometimes acceler-
ated improvement but have invariably fostered 
better services overall, but it is also true that 
significant challenges remain. As I wrote in my 
2006/2007 annual report, there are still too 
many children and learners who fail to benefit 
from the progress made over the last few years. 
Findings from our inspection of local services 
in 2006/2007 show all too clearly that there is 
still a significant gap between outcomes for the 
majority of children and young people and for 
those who have the greatest disadvantages to 
overcome. Much remains to be done to ensure 
that those with significant hurdles to over-
come achieve their full potential. In particular, I 
highlighted significant concerns about children 
and young people whose circumstances are likely 
to make them more vulnerable, the di"erences 
that exist in opportunities and outcomes for 
children and young people – depending on where 
they live, are educated or cared for, and the link 
between socio-economic circumstances and 
outcomes for learners of all ages. We should not 
underestimate the scale of this challenge: one 
person in three in England makes use of services 
we inspect or regulate. 

But this does not mean we will place an un-

Outcomes matter most
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necessary burden of inspection for local services 
or that all services need old-style inspection or 
regulation under the new arrangements. We are 
engaged in constructive dialogue with stakehold-
ers, listening hard to what they tell us, to make 
sure this does not happen.

At the same time, the introduction of bottom-
up pressure from citizens is central to change. 
The new Ofsted is relentlessly user-focused, as 
charged by the Education and Inspections Act 
2006. We need to start with the citizen or user – 
be that child, young person, adult learner, parent 
or carer, or employer. We will listen hard (and 
innovatively) to the users of services not only 
providing them with information and assurance 
they trust, but engaging with them in the inspec-
tion process.

Among the inspectorates there is a shared 
commitment to improving this focus on users 
through the way we inspect local services through 
CAA. We will use it to target our inspections on 
areas where we can make the most impact. 

We are developing CAA to include tailored, 
responsive and joint approaches to assessing risk 
– leading only where needed to one or more of 
a range of interventions. I expect local councils 
to be active and mature partners in this debate. 
And we are committed to ensuring that councils’ 
self-evaluation (a key piece of CAA’s architec-
ture) both engages local citizens and is focused 
strongly on outcomes. After all, self-evaluation 
is a part of a councils’ routine management and 
improvement planning and a cornerstone of ac-
countability to local people. 

The views of service users, local citizens, are 
crucial in all this. Inspectorates are not only pay-
ing increasing attention to users’ views, both of 
our services and as we inspect others, but also 
engaging them as part of a review of all our reg-
ulation and inspection. In 2008, this will become 
an increasingly prominent part of our regulation 
and inspection framework, including CAA. All in-
spectorates are clear that CAA must focus on the 
experiences of the user, seeing things from their 
perspective and safeguarding their interests but 
engaging them too in developing the area and 
developing services. In doing so, I expect CAA to: 

# Make a di"erence to outcomes for all children, 
young people, and adult learners and in particu-
lar for those from underachieving groups, with a 
focus on closing the gap. 
# Make a significant contribution to protection 
and safeguarding. 
# Promote e"ective support for families of 
vulnerable or disadvantaged children and young 
people.
# Make sure that adult skills training enhances 
employability – giving people the tools to make 
a di"erence to their own lives, and those of their 
families, leading to greater economic prosperity 
and social cohesion. 
# Promote value for money in local services. 

A new approach
Debate around the future of improving local 
services is critical. A debate is in all our interests, 
and particularly those whose circumstances make 
them vulnerable. Ofsted is rising to the chal-
lenge of meeting higher public expectations by 
improving its impact while continuing to reduce 
the burden on the public purse. CAA is about a 
new way of doing things and it fit closely with 
the overriding duties placed on the new Ofsted 
by the Education and Inspections Act. It gives 
us a unique opportunity to combine local and 
national perspectives and understand both the 
service delivery citizens experience and the 
outcomes they achieve. We need a genuinely 
empowering and innovative approach to local 
service improvement. And we have to forge 
successful partnerships, openly and confidently, 
so that together we support services genuinely 
fair to all, but personal to each, thereby tackling 
societal inequalities and improving outcomes for 
local citizens. 

Appointed initially as Her Majesty’s Chief  
Inspector of Schools in October 2006, Christine 
Gilbert became Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of 
Education, Children’s Services and Skills in the 
new Ofsted on April 1 2007. Prior to this, she was 
chief executive of the London Borough of Tower 
Hamlets
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Innovation through people 
by Ossie Hopkins, strategic director, Institute of Customer Service

If we really want to build greater 
public trust and engagement and 
move from incremental to trans-
formational change via innova-
tion – we need to unleash the 
potential of all, and especially 

frontline, sta!. And that requires three things: 
better learning, “capax” and Nietzsche!

Teaching is learning
First, learning. Not least, learning and relearn-
ing Belasco’s (Flight of the bu!alo: soaring to 
excellence. Learning to let employees lead, New 
York, 1993) insight that as a chief executive what 
got you there is not what you need now! Just as 
Postman and Weingartner (Teaching as a subver-
sive activity, NY University, 1969) demonstrated 
the need for teachers to subordinate their own 
knowledge to the needs of their students, so 
chief executives must learn that subverting their 
own authority is the ultimate aim of succession 
planning! The great educational philosopher 
JH White was once asked to define the di!er-
ence between teaching and indoctrination. He 
described the moment when the student turns 
on the teacher and refutes intellectually eve-
rything she’s ever been taught. In that instant, 
White contends, you can tell from the student’s 
expression whether the sage is a teacher, or an 
indoctrinator! Encountering a group of primary 
school children in the north transept of Lincoln 
Cathedral a generation ago, I was struck by their 
teacher’s demeanour and the fact that she was 
sitting on the floor with the children. She seemed 
to be absorbing as much as her charges were; 
and I remarked as much to my mentor, Leonard 

Marsh, the then principal of Bishop Grosseteste 
College. But that’s it, he explained: Teaching is 
learning: teaching without learning is lecturing!”

Fast forward 30 years to Jim Collins. In his 
monograph on the social sectors (A companion to 
Good to Great, Colorado 2006) Collins recounts 
how when Frances Hesselbein became CEO of the 
Girl Scouts of the USA she was asked by a New 
York Times columnist what it felt like to be on 
top of such a large organization. Patiently – like 
a teacher pausing to impart an important lesson 
– Hesselbein rearranged the luncheon table cre-
ating a series of concentric circles: plates, then 
cups, then saucers all connected by the spokes of 
the cutlery. Pointing to the glass in the middle, 
she said simply: “I’m here”. She might have held 
the title of CEO, but her message was clear: “I’m 
not on top of anything”.

Most chief executives know this; and many 
act as if they believe it. Some demonstrate it 
whenever they can. The ICS FuturesPanel runs an 
annual seminar which, uniquely, brings together 
chief execs and front line sta! to focus on im-
proving customer service. Two years ago, it was 
hosted by South Tyneside and delegates were 
served champagne before meeting the mayor. 
One receptionist commented warmly on the 
quality of the service; only to be astonished to 
learn that the “waitress” was the chief executive 
Irene Lucas! Irene walks the talk. The January 
2007 SFI pamphlet was called On the Front Line 
and in this Katherine Kerswell explained how 
time on the front line was all about understand-
ing. The primary role of any leader, she con-
tended, was twofold: first, to be willing to listen 
and learn from your sta! to understand what’s 
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going on in the organization; second, to create 
the conditions where sta! will tell you! It’s the 
di!erence between being the boss and being 
the leader. So it’s just like teaching: leadership is 
learning; leadership without learning is … stulti-
fying – and it’s hard to say whether the individual 
or the organization ends up more frustrated. 

On the Front Line described many empowering 
experiences – not least for the leaders themselves. 
The problem is that – however well intentioned, 
planned and executed – such tasters can be per-
ceived as of symbolic importance only; not neces-
sarily by the front line, but by the silosaurs who 
lurk in the murky regions of cynicism between the 
leadership’s good intentions and customers’ ex-
pectations. (And forget the comfortable casuistry 
of whether they’re customers, clients or citizens 
– when they compare the service we give with 
what they get in Tesco – they’re customers!) So 
how do we mainstream the customer interface?

Unleashing potential
Capax, that’s how! Capax was developed in the 
SOLACE scheme of continuous learning and, 
basically, it’s the capacity to keep all the balls in 
the air at once. 

The ICS and the Leadership Factor undertook 
research (Customer Priorities, Institute of Cus-
tomer Service, 2006) based on more than 100 
surveys and 200,000 customer interviews. We 
identified 21 requirements which mattered most 
to customers, across 10 sectors from retail to 
local government. Top of the list was the overall 
quality of the product or service supplied; but 
the next five were all to do with sta!. In order, 
customers rated helpfulness of sta!; being 
treated as a valued customer; the competence 
of sta!; followed by their friendliness; and the 
handling of problems and complaints as the most 
important factors in reaching a judgment about 
the organisation that was serving them. 

Other research, by Warwick Business School 
(Service Excellence = Reputation = Profit, Institute 
of Customer Service, 2001) has established a 
clear link between service excellence, reputation 
and profit. But if profitability per se is not a prime 
consideration in local government what does 

the research tell us about satisfying customers 
in our sector? Four things matter. First, finance 
– although not motivated by profit local authori-
ties are acutely aware of the cost implications 
of dissatisfied customers. They complain more 
(and complaints in this country cost about the 
same as the NHS drugs bill), and soak up valuable 
resources, not just for the organisation but for 
the customer too. Moreover, customer satisfac-
tion and sta! satisfaction enjoy what Harvard 
Business School terms the “mirror e!ect”. 
Organizations with satisfied customers are more 
likely to have engaged employees which, in turn, 
leads to low turnover and absenteeism, thereby 
reducing employment costs. Second, reputation 
– organizations with more satisfied customers 
tend to have a better public image. Third, culture 
– organizations with satisfied customers tend to 
have better morale, with sta! who are more likely 
to feel proud of where they work. Recruitment 
and retention benefit. 

Finally, and most significantly, customer satis-
faction is the ultimate arbiter of success. We exist 
to serve the public, not shareholders or owners, 
and our success is judged on our ability to deliver 
what the public wants.

So what’s all that got to do with capax? 
It’s simple. Most organizations are failing to 
deploy more than a fraction of their workforce 
as ambassadors. In a large met as few as 1% 
were historically employed first and foremost 
on ambassadorial duties, as opposed to deliver-
ing services; whilst in a small district it could be 
around 15%. Suppose that figure were 20%, or 
30 or 50? What e!ect on public perception, and 
expectation, and satisfaction – never mind en-
gagement – might it have if half your workforce 
were “customer service professionals” (CSPs) 
burnishing your reputation rather than dulling it; 
or worse, as silosaurs, dragging it down into the 
tar pit of their own disa!ection! But why should 
CSPs bother? It’s fine to embed innovation and 
until we do, real transformation will elude us; but 
how do we counter constant initiative overload? 
And how do we answer the perfectly reasonable 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 26
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– not negative – question: “Yeah, but what’s in it 
for me?” Well, that’s where Nietzsche comes in!

Commenting on the latest incarnation of 
CAA, the divisive philosopher – whose lack of 
formal training resonates with many of our CSPs 
– intoned: “He who has a why to live for can bear 
almost any how”. So how do we give our sta! 
a why to live for? Is it impossibly idealistic, or 
is there, as Wendy Thomson succinctly says,“a 
simple but very powerful idea” we may harness? 

Helping people grow
Apparently, the question the majority of men (yes, 
it’s a man thing) ask when meeting someone new 
is: “What do you do?” Resisting the temptation 
to brand 48% of the population as unimagina-
tive and insecure, we’ll pretend the enquiry has 
some merit. Let’s call it the “pub test” to reflect 
its frequent context! Why do so many of our sta! 
fail the pub test, by having to mutter: “Work for 
the council …” in barely audible and less-than-
enthusiastic tones? Because they’re not as proud 
of working for the council as they should be. Why 
not? Because, unlike NASA’s cleaner, put on the 
spot by the president’s “…and what do you do?” 
all those years ago, no one’s inspired them to see 
their job as helping put men on the moon. Once so 
inspired, though, they can make all the di!erence; 
and whilst they may not immediately launch into 
a passionate defence of their authority’s corporate 
assessment, they will be far more likely to enhance 
their employer’s reputation than to assassinate it. 
Give people an understanding of how they fit into 
their organization; give them a feel for how they 
contribute personally to helping in a tiny incre-
mental way to enhance the quality of thousands of 
people’s lives and then be prepared to be amazed 
at the transformation in the individuals a!ected. 

Embed it in the way the we do things round 
here and within a short space of years be ready 
to be astonished by how it’s transmogrified the 
organization. Many of our sta! are creative. The 
trouble with most organizations is that they 
are not. They don’t, for example, “make new 
mistakes fast enough!” Show sta! they can take a 
risk or three and you’ll unleash their ability to be 
innovative. Harness that, and you’ll have embed-

ded the innovation that is fundamental to local 
government’s future success.

That’s the key: innovation through people. 
Inspire them by giving them a why to live for, and 
you’ll find that in just a few years your part-time 
receptionist has grown into an assistant chief 
executive. Time for you to pass the ultimate test 
of your authority; and demonstrate that you’re 
not an indoctrinator, but a teacher!

Ossie Hopkins began his career as a teacher – of 
English and rock climbing. He became an 
education director and, subsequently, a local  
authority chief executive, before helping to estab-
lish the Institute of Customer Service 10 years ago. 
This essay is a trailer for the July edition of the  
Imprint, to be entitled “Innovation through 
people”. It will be launched at the Institute’s April 
seminar in Lincoln. The Institute’s website is: 
instituteofcustomerservice.com 

Innovation through people 
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Time to walk tall
by Derek Myers, chief executive, The Royal Borough  
of Kensington and Chelsea

Another local government 
success
Improvement has become an in-
dustry in the past five years and 
I might reasonably be described 
as one who has prospered in this 

industry as both a chief executive of a “high-
performing” London borough and more recently, 
chair of a regional improvement partnership. 
It is a seductive industry which encourages us 
to think that success is faster progress towards 
check points on a tough, but doable orienteer-
ing course, where a stern, but essentially loving 
government, assisted by loyal regulators, has 
used its greater talent and experience to devise 
a path and supply us with su!cient clues and 
encouragement for us to find our way.

Local government has a  remarkable track 
record in having adapted to externally-imposed 
definitions of success and has shown that it can ab-
sorb these into its management roles, assure local 
politicians there is no threat to their autonomy and 
motivate a generation of sta" to become expert 
in measurement, self-assessment and reputation 
management. The game has been played and the 
game has been real. Services to the public are 
better; performance is taken more seriously than 
in the past; and obstacles to performance, whether 
they be political silliness, worker obstinacy or 
management neglect have been confronted.

I don’t think the same coherent approaches 
to the definitions of success and a concentration 
on hitting targets exists in other public services 
to the same degree. True the police and the Na-
tional Health Service have had targets imposed 
and can show a good track record in improv-

ing against these targets, but they have not 
internalised a sense of continuous improvement 
across such a wide canvas and developed such an 
organic commitment to becoming self-improving 
organisations as local government has done.

The easiest part of the journey is from deficit 
to rectification and across most of local govern-
ment the recovery phase is coming to an end. 
What lies ahead is much more irksome territory:
# Where parts of government hit on areas where 
they think solutions ought to be implemented 
(with or without a strong evidence base that 
these solutions are the right ones) and pass these 
solutions down, but where local partners are not 
convinced they are the right solutions.
# Where local problems are genuinely hard and 
solutions not obvious and where there are bound 
to be losers as well as winners, but the skills, 
ideas, experience and confidence that these chal-
lenges require are absent or deficient.
# Where government backs o" and local partners 
are receptive and willing to follow, but where local 
government itself falters or sets its sights too low. 

My belief is that the vital ingredient promot-
ing further success and avoiding failure is confi-
dence. With confidence can come experimenta-
tion without blame. With confidence comes a 
belief in local solutions founded through the real 
life experience of local people. With confidence 
comes an ability to behave well, collaborate with 
others and welcome new ideas.

Supporting our own leaders
Local government needs new regional ways of 
working that are strongly based on the support 
of participants and where governance systems 
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explicitly provide for ownership by relevant 
councils and other public bodies and the oppor-
tunity for those owners to get rid of the manag-
ers of the regional enterprise if they so wish. For 
fear that it sounds as though I am canvassing for 
regional chambers, I have to make clear my view 
that the further improvement of public services 
is still mainly an o!cer pursuit, although one 
that has to be understood by, supported and 
challenged by and stimulated by politicians. 

If the main players are going to be chief ex-
ecutives and other senior sta", then I think we’d 
better get used to systems where some of us are 
elected by our colleagues to take responsibility 
for regional duties. This will be a further com-
plication of our roles, but only a development of 
the reality of the way senior careers play out.

Regional structures require people to see 
problems from a di"erent perspective and 
involve people in conversations about wider op-
portunities beyond restricted boundaries. Such 
conversations stimulate brains, raise spirits and 
act against the parochialism that all councils are 
inevitably prone to.

Healthy professionalism
All careers of sta" in senior positions in local 
government should eventually include an ex-
pectation of service either to a cause or a region 
beyond the service contract loyalty owed to the 
employer. This in itself can re-ignite healthy pro-
fessionalism and help keep alive the reasons why 
people enter public service in the first place.

All this is much easier if the region (or a sub-
region) has some sense of natural coherence or 
identity. In London we have many blessings and 
a sense of shared identity is one of them. This is 
not to say that London is experienced by every-
body in the same way and some parts of outer 
London naturally feel closer to their county col-
leagues than they do to other bits of London that 
they rarely see. However, there is a brand and a 
map and, most importantly, a set of structures 
which require some common identification and 
bind together the 32 London boroughs and our 
colleagues in the Corporation of London.

Acting together through Capital Ambition 

(London’s Regional Improvement Partnership) 
we have ensured that every authority in member-
ship (including the Greater London Authority 
family) has had a peer strengths and weaknesses 
interview. Peer reviews have multiplied and the 
secondment of talent has become routine. All 
London boroughs are involved in one or more 
e!ciency initiatives and measured by stars and 
Director of Travel assessments, the region is now 
the strongest in the country.

Although I have often joked that in local 
government you need to be either competent or 
confident, but not necessarily both, I think the 
time for local government to be both is now. 

The national prescription is for local govern-
ment, aided and abetted by the “prefect class” 
in regional improvement and e!ciency part-
nerships, to be consistently competent, where 
“competent” translates as “loyal to government 
and regulator expectations”. I don’t think there is 
any need to look for a false fight with govern-
ment over these expectations which largely 
speak to real issues, albeit where there is usually 
room for more than one set of solutions.

However, I want regional improvement partner-
ships to be as much about confidence building as 
they are about competence-building. The more  
local government feels it has the collective 
capacity to both keep its own house in order and 
speak up for its own ideas, the better. With this 
confidence local government will be much better 
equipped to influence the many other public serv-
ice actors in our localities who, freed from looking 
upwards to Whitehall, will look towards us and will 
find us looking back, confident in our gaze, bright-
eyed, enthusiastic, secure in the authority that a 
local mandate gives and ready to lead the public 
sector family to both local success and the proper 
and generous achievement of government hopes.

Derek Myers has been chief executive of Ken-
sington and Chelsea Council since 2000. He is 
also chair of Capital Ambition, London’s Regional 
Improvement Partnership, chair of the London 
Safeguarding Children Board and non-executive 
director of the Department of Health Board and 
chair of its audit committee

Time to walk tall
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Together we can!
by Joyce Redfearn, chief executive, Wigan Council

Local government has certainly 
got better over the past few 
years. And now we have a chance 
to take this even further by 
starting with what local authori-
ties want to achieve with their 

partners for their local communities. We have a 
once in a life-time opportunity to transform how 
things are done and to take further the sector’s 
own responsibility to ensure that the whole of the 
local government family succeeds by increased 
collaboration and sharing. Some of the pieces 
of the architecture necessary to do this, such as 
comprehensive area assessment (CAA), are not 
yet in place but local government is in a position 
to help to shape the way the future evolves. 

Drivers
There is an increased recognition of the impor-
tance of the local authority’s role and signifi-
cance in driving change. Everyone in the local 
government family needs to act not in compli-
ance to edicts, but because we are enabled and 
want to do so. Locally-elected members are key 
to leading this change and breaking out of our 
supplicant relationship with government. They 
and their o!cers have a key role in telling and 
sharing the story of the place and people they 
serve. They will want to lead on deciding the 
best way forward for their locality, respecting its 
history, its priorities and the reality of managing 
the process of change. They operate in response 
to their local communities’ needs and wishes. 
As both the place – and the people-shapers, 
elected members need to be in the driving seat if 
improvement and e!ciency are to be achieved. 

Working in partnership 
But local government cannot do this alone. 
Working in partnership at a local level has 
achieved the most significant improvements. We 
should now be aiming for a transformation in 
how we do business in local government and how 
we drive forward the improvement and e!ciency 
agenda across local public services.

We have the opportunity to do this with the 
simplified performance management frame-
work. Building on the issues and priorities that 
really matter to us locally, we can use the local 
area agreements and multi area agreements as 
vehicles that allow us to be ambitious in what we 
and our partners want to achieve, working in new 
ways to enhance delivery. The direction clearly 
needs to link and deliver against the national 
public service agreement (PSA) targets set by the 
government. We need to demonstrate some early 
wins to show that this is a better way forward 
for all and that we are able to deliver improved 
outcomes with better and more e"ective use of 
scarce resources. 

For example, the East Riding of Yorkshire 
achieved a 50% reduction in exclusions and 
a reduction in the numbers of looked-after 
children and e!ciency savings by establish-
ing a unique locality-based commissioning 
structure, focusing at both universal and early 
support levels. In doing this, East Riding have 
also demonstrated a link between implementing 
preventative measures and improved outcomes 
and e!ciencies. Another example is the partner-
ship between New Forest and Test Valley was 
the first direct services partnership of its kind in 
local government. The partnership provides joint 
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management of the direct labour workforces 
employed within their respective councils, which 
includes refuse collection and street cleaning, 
grounds maintenance and building works. There 
have been annual savings in six figures from 
the partnership. Operational outcomes include 
the employment of a dedicated horticulturalist, 
which neither council could a"ord previously. 
Performance has also improved. Missed bin col-
lections in Test Valley have fallen from 213 per 
100,000 to 48. With such opportunity to deliver 
and demonstrate better outcomes for local peo-
ple, also comes risk. We therefore need to risk 
assess what can be achieved and to be realistic 
about whose commitment and ownership we will 
need to be able to succeed. Elected members are 
key to getting that commitment.

 

Making it happen 
Commitment for local public service provid-
ers to delivering better outcomes is one thing; 
actually making it happen is another challenge 
altogether. Many of the local priorities will relate 
to intractable long-term issues where we need 
people within our communities to take responsi-
bility and to change their behaviours. Once again 
it is councils who are leading the way on these 
issues. Burnley Borough Council’s healthy life-
styles project “Step 2 It” has joined with the local 
primary care trust’s (PCT’s) “Good food” project. 
Together they developed Burnley Food and Fit-
ness Aimed at Lowering Obesity (BUFFALO). Now 
in its third year, the Burnley BUFFALO project 
aims to tackle the growing epidemic of obesity in 
children. Responding to consultation with local 
children, BUFFALO is delivered mainly through 
school activities. A resource pack for teach-
ers provides 52 lesson plans covering cookery, 
gardening and physical activity that link to the 
curriculum. The hands’-on approach teaches chil-
dren practical gardening skills to help them learn 
about ingredients. At the same time they are 
exercising without realising it. Activities progress 
to cooking the food, studying its nutritional 
value and learning about healthy eating. The 
children’s physical fitness is assessed by sports 

studies students who are encouraged to become 
involved in supporting after-school activities.

To be successful, leadership styles will have 
to be adapted and we will have to be flexible in 
how we provide services encouraging self-help, 
personalisation and choice. Moving into a needs-
based approach with improved commissioning 
will help us to use ever more e"ectively the re-
sources we have to achieve improved outcomes. 
Finally, we need to make sure that we have a 
skilled and motivated workforce to turn vision 
into reality.

As we start out on the next phase of our im-
provement and e!ciency journey it is important 
first to reflect and then to debate and challenge 
how we collectively and collaboratively should 
make progress. We want to avoid duplication or 
omission in the system as a whole and want to 
provide at the right level whether neighbour-
hood, local, subregional, regional or national 
the right kind and nature of input to achieve 
improved outcomes. We have to keep focused on 
community needs and the better use of resources 
to ensure that we are able to provide in a joined-
up manner the appropriate services for our 
customers with our local partners.

The National Improvement and E!ciency 
strategy provides a very positive framework with-
in which we can begin to address how we move 
forward. There is clear recognition that improve-
ment is most e"ective when led by councils work-
ing through strong partnerships and that more 
central resources should be devolved as close as 
possible to the front line; that the strategic plan-
ning of improvement needs to become stronger, 
through greater joint decision making on those 
resources and that the arrangements for o"ering 
support from both central and local government 
need to be e"ective, simplified and rationalised. 

A central part of the new arrangements will be 
the regional improvement and e!ciency partner-
ships (RIEPs) in each of the nine English regions. 
RIEPs are drawing up three-year strategies which 
set out how they will support councils to work in 
partnership to improve quality of life and deliver 
better public services. These strategies will be 
based on the priorities for improvement that  

Together we can!
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councils and their partners identify. This is a signifi-
cant shift from central direction of the resources. 
There is also another major shift in recognising 
that these new bodies have evolved di"erently to 
reflect the di"erent needs and make up of each 
region and that for some regions much of the work 
will be at the subregional level. When you consider 
that the largest region, the south east, has 74 
local authorities within its boundaries serving a 
population of over eight million and the smallest 
region, the north east, in population terms serves 
two and half million people through 25 authorities, 
then the case for di"erentiated approaches is easy 
to see. Add in to that di"erent economic social 
and environmental issues and the key becomes to 
ensure that locally elected members become the 
driving force for defining the support and way for-
ward in their region/subregion. Improvement will 
then best be achieved by sharing learning more 
e"ectively within and between regions. 

There needs to be greater sense of owning the 
performance of all councils, whether in terms of 
raising the bar on exceeding excellence or sup-
porting those councils or areas which are strug-
gling or in danger of deteriorating outcomes. 

Next steps
A key part of the improvement agenda for me 
will be about working with the Chief Executives 
Task Group and the Local Government Asso-
ciation (LGA) improvement board to learn and 
share between the regions and to challenge and 
improve even the best of what the sector has 
to o"er. We have a strong shared platform on 
which to build. The roles of the LGA, IDeA and 
the Leadership Centre are important to the next 
stage of the improvement journey in providing 
a collective voice; in influencing and creating 
national policy; in providing innovation and 
challenge; in taking up very specialist and quality 
issues; in supporting learning on an international 
basis in a global economy and in facilitating link-
ages between regions and authorities. 

We have great talent at national, regional 
subregional and local level. We need to use them 
in a way that most e"ectively joins us together in 
pursuing improvement. 

It is the individual and community stories 
of improved services and quality of life which 
are our motivators in continuing to strive for 
improvement. There are undoubtedly challenges 
ahead but there is a more devolved framework 
which enables us locally to drive the agenda to 
meet the needs of our communities. 

Fostering both a celebration of achievements 
and a review of how we influence the future 
development feels both timely and helpful on 
our journey to transformation and improvement. 
Let’s all rise to the challenge that sector-led 
improvement o"ers and demonstrate to govern-
ment but more importantly to our citizen’s that 
local government can deliver real improvements 
to their lives.

Joyce Redfearn has been chief executive of Wigan 
Council since May 2005 and is also chair of the 
Chief Executive’s Task Group
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Moving forward:  
a team e!ort
by Jo Williams, chief executive, Mencap

The goal
Mencap was formed 60 years 
ago by parents appalled at the 
lack of services available for their 
children with a learning disabil-
ity. Our roots are in campaign-

ing, but we are now also a very large provider of 
services including three colleges in addition to 
employment and housing services. 

Over the years, along with other organisa-
tions, we have had considerable success in 
fighting for improvements for disabled people. 
There is now a much better legal framework of 
rights and greatly improved services for people 
with a disability, but clearly there is still a long 
way to go.

No matter how visionary government poli-
cies for disabled people are, their successful 
implementation is dependent on the e!orts and 
leadership of local authorities and other local 
agencies up and down the country. The experi-
ences of Mencap members demonstrate that de-
livery remains inconsistent, and people complain 
that, in many areas, things are getting worse. 

It is for these reasons that we welcome the 
work that the IDeA is doing to try to understand 
what the drivers are for local government im-
provement and what the various players can con-
tribute to help bring about such improvements. 
In recent years, local authorities have improved 
their performance in social care, increased their 
e"ciency, and achieved better value for money. 
They are also playing a much bigger role by 
bringing all partners together in local strategic 
partnerships. These changes certainly have the 
potential to bring about significant improvement 

in the quality of life of individuals and communi-
ties. The closer relationship with the National 
Health Service (NHS), developed over recent 
years, is a good example of progress. However, 
there is still more to do to ensure that users get a 
seamless service.

The obstacles
Local government is facing many challenges. 
These include the growing public demand for 
better and more responsive services in line with 
the personalisation agenda and, in particular, 
the transformation of social care, in its broadest 
sense, to reflect that agenda. Pulling together 
all the various agencies in a locality in order to 
deliver the improvements committed to in their 
local area agreements, as well as demonstrating 
how well they are performing on all 198 national 
indicators, will be no mean feat. This all needs to 
be done against a very tight financial settlement 
of only an extra 1% per year in real terms and a 
changing demographic situation which will have 
a major impact on social care. 

Everyone is committed to e"cient and e!ec-
tive use of public money, but there is genuine 
concern in the third sector that many local 
authorities are sacrificing equality in order to 
operate within limited budgets. Currently there is 
a growing trend towards much bigger contracts 
which can make financial sense, but can exclude 
specialist providers and reduce innovation and 
expertise. The likelihood that larger providers 
would “cherry pick” those people who are closest 
to the labour market to the detriment of people 
with more complex needs is also a major cause 
for concern.
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First steps 
The new emphasis on personalisation is very 
welcome. The voluntary sector is able and willing 
to play its role as demonstrated by the success 
of Mencap’s own work in the pioneering “In 
Control” project. This has put real power in the 
hands of the users and has led to the govern-
ment’s embracing of the concept of self-directed 
support and the personalisation agenda as 
outlined in Putting People First. This document 
sets out a challenging three-year transformation 
programme for adult social care. The empha-
sis on individual choice, control, and power is 
very exciting and provides a real opportunity 
to deliver a better quality of life for those who 
need social care. This focus on outcomes is not 
only about social care, but also about integrating 
other aspects of life, such as work and leisure. 
Many people will be anxious, even afraid of the 
proposed changes, so local government will need 
to work with organisations that have experience 
and are trusted by the public – another important 
partnership opportunity for local government 
and the voluntary sector.

There are other examples of the third sector 
leading the way, for instance in relation to mov-
ing from residential care to supported living. 
At Mencap we have risen to this challenge and 
now provide housing and support for over 4,000 
people, 60% of whom live in their own homes. 
We are also enabling more people to own or part 
own their homes via our separate not-for-profit 
company, Golden Lane Housing. This purchases 
properties to answer specific client needs and 
provides a wide range of support to help people 
with a learning disability to buy or rent.

Mencap Now is another of our innovative 
services. This is a service for people who need 
specialist support and facilities to help them to 
live independently, and it has been recognised by 
the Learning and Skills Council as best practice. It 
is and entirely person-led provision that supports 
people to get the life they want by teaching 
them skills such as cooking and budgeting, help-
ing them onto courses or into employment, and 
helping them integrate into their communities.

My purpose in mentioning their work is to 

demonstrate that voluntary organisations could 
do much more to rise to the challenge of the 
new agenda if local authorities were willing to 
work more closely with them. In the process they 
would not only achieve improved outcomes for 
the individuals, but would also help the local 
authority to deliver their objectives in an ever 
more challenging world. 

The role of the voluntary sector
Apart from the ongoing challenge of funding, 
it is crucial that the di!erent functions of the 
voluntary sector are properly understood. As well 
as the provision of directly contracted services, 
which is worth about £10bn a year, it has a major 
role in using volunteers to do things. Voluntary 
activity is essential in every local community 
and is often the glue that binds a community 
together. Volunteers help to provide a wide range 
of services, but to be truly e!ective their infra-
structure has to be developed and this is often 
dependant on local funding. Therefore, grant 
giving at local level is vital.

Voluntary organisations play a very important 
role in supporting carers by the provision of 
information and advice services, partly by the use 
of volunteers and partly through core funding. 
The benefit of these to the local authority is that 
they can often reach parts of the community 
that the local authority alone would be unable 
to reach. 

Another crucial role of the voluntary sec-
tor is in campaigning for change at a local and 
national level. Local campaigning is often about 
identifying a need, for instance a carer’s centre, 
and campaigning for it. The campaigning role is a 
major driver for improvement based on people’s 
real-life experiences. Campaigning can bring 
about real change on the ground at a local level 
and at a national level, a good example being the 
independent inquiry into institutional discrimina-
tion against people with a learning disability in 
the NHS which was directly prompted by Men-
cap’s powerful Death by Indi!erence report.

As well as fighting for improvements, cam-
paigners often end up having to fight to prevent 
things they want to keep from being closed. Cuts 
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to services are currently a major issue, and local 
authorities will often see voices of dissent from 
the voluntary sector as a nuisance rather than as 
something constructive. The local authority and 
the voluntary sector working together can lead 
to creative and preferable solutions. Partner-
ships need to be developed for the appropriate 
conversations to take place.

Local strategic partnerships provide a mecha-
nism for this where the voluntary sector is an 
important partner with them. I recognise that 
voluntary organisations within a local community 
do need to collaborate and find a way of con-
necting with the local authority. I appreciate that 
the large number of volunteer organisations in a 
given area leaves the local authority asking “who 
do I talk to?” Within the voluntary sector we have 
to find a way of responding to that challenge.

As well as campaigning at a group level, the 
voluntary sector also fights on behalf of individu-
als in its role as an advocate. This is done via 
information and advice lines, as well as by case 
work. Such help and advice is becoming ever 
more important as people find it increasingly 
di"cult to find their way around a very complex 
system. People don’t know their rights, and when 
being confronted with using the system for the 
first time they find it di"cult to recognise what 
services they are entitled to. The feedback from 
this advocacy role could be used to help drive 
forward improvements to services. In trying to 
redesign services to make them more personal 
and to meet individual’s needs and preferences, 
managers need to understand how the system is 
working and what barriers are making it di"cult 
for people to get what they want. Much could 
be learned from listening to advocates and cam-
paigners, as they understand what it is really like 
for people trying to access services.

Teamwork
In the changing world of personalisation and 
the devolution of responsibility to local deci-
sion-makers, local authorities are working hard 
to understand the needs of their population 
and what services they want. For local govern-
ment to be accountable and better able to meet 

local needs and concerns, then priorities must 
be agreed and monitored locally. The challenge 
for local government is how to do this, and it is 
our view that the voluntary sector can play an 
important part in helping them. The grass-roots 
nature of voluntary organisations, as well as their 
diversity, means that they are very well placed 
to o!er help to local authorities. In order to do 
so, they have to be treated as full partners by the 
local authority and be fully involved at all stages. 
If this is done, it will go a long way to help bring 
about the improvements the local authority 
wants to achieve. 

Finally, to get the best out of the voluntary 
sector it is important that its di!erent roles are 
properly recognised and respected. It needs a fair 
approach to costs, it needs support for its core 
infrastructure, including that of its volunteers, 
and it needs respect for its campaigning and 
advocacy roles which, on occasions, will be in 
conflict with the local authority. If the latter is 
properly managed, there is no reason why the 
partnership cannot work properly to the benefit 
of all and help to deliver local authorities’ objec-
tives in a very challenging world.

Dame Jo Williams joined Mencap as chief  
executive in March 2003. She spent over 30 years 
in local government. In 2005, Community Care 
magazine named her as the most influential  
person in social care and, in 2007, she was 
awarded a DBE

Moving forward: a team e!ort
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People-powered 
transformation
by Julie Jones, chief executive, Social Care Institute for Excellence

Social care for adults, children 
and their families is a major 
political challenge, even though 
there is ample evidence of real 
improvement in delivery of serv-
ices. The public simply does not 

get to see all the evidence. Social care services 
continue to be famous for what goes wrong, yet 
there are now no ‘no star’ councils and after five 
successive years of improvement, one third of all 
councils with adult social care responsibilities has 
moved up to three- star status. There is a similar 
trend for children’s services nationally, albeit 
with less consistency, and with a stubborn lack 
of significant progress towards improving the life 
chances of children with the most pressing needs. 

At tipping point
The good news is that we now have a lot of evi-
dence, and a leadership culture that is committed 
to making better use of the available evidence and 
knowledge to drive improvement and change. So, 
we have probably reached an interesting tipping 
point. The reform agenda has shifted overall 
public services performance to the extent that 
“awful” is now quite rare, and “adequate” is the 
norm. That is no mean feat, but it clearly still 
does not satisfy the customer, as regular MORI 
surveys demonstrate. Sir Michael Barber’s analysis 
in his 2007 report Three Paradigms of Public 
Sector Reform, published by McKinsey, describes 
the journey from command and control through 
devolution and transparency to quasi markets, 
and argues that to achieve great performance is 
the same in any sector. It requires that initiative, 
creativity and strong leadership have to be un-

locked right through the system – not just at the 
top. That, in turn, requires a workforce with the 
skills, the resources to do the job, and a perform-
ance management mindset ready and willing to 
support the long-term strategic goals. 

So, in terms of public sector reform, the 
evidence suggests local government can surely 
claim to have earned the right to more local 
autonomy, and a shift in the balance from central 
to local is now inevitable. The Audit Commis-
sion’s new comprehensive area assessment 
(CAA) approach confirms this, and should be an 
opportunity for more radical and confident, very 
local improvement agendas. 

Expectations are rising and in the context of 
social care the challenge to the whole sector is 
enormous and exciting. What can and should 
national bodies, working together, be doing dif-
ferently to support this drive for transformation 
of social care? 

Citizen as commissioner
Much has been written recently about the pres-
sures on resources of changing demographic 
trends (longevity) and the increasing complex-
ity of needs of those now living with long-term 
conditions and expecting (rightly) to be able 
to choose how and where they live and enjoy a 
normal life. The citizen as commissioner of their 
own services, and in many cases employers of 
support sta! for themselves or their relatives, 
is set to become routine. The recent concordat 
“Putting People First” led by the Department of 
Health and signed by six government depart-
ments, the chief executive of the National Health 
Service and 11 leading social care organisations 
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has set out the strategic stall. Its ambitions will 
require a culture shift for local leadership and for 
the workforce across the sector. It will require 
a di!erent approach to measuring performance 
with a stronger focus on outcomes. The role of 
the new integrated health and social care regula-
tor, the Care Quality Commission (CQC), will need 
to build on the CSCI experience of putting the 
service user and carer at the heart of the regula-
tory system. This is easier said than done. Clive 
Grace and Steve Martin’s essay Getting better all 
the time? (published in January 2008 at idea.gov.
uk/gettingbetter) is very clear about this, and de-
clares that pressure from customers and citizens 
should be seen as a major drive for improvement, 
along with self assessment, peer learning and 
organisational and workforce development. The 
authors remind us that there is all too often a 
gap between rhetoric and reality. 

Local government and the public sector as a 
whole can learn from the contribution to service 
user led innovation and improvement led by so-
cial services departments in the 1990s and early 
2000s. We were required to demonstrate how 
through partnerships, local leadership and care 
management and social work case management, 
the voices of users and their carers were used to 
inform the local strategic agenda, and important-
ly to shape service delivery. This is not altogether 
new territory for social care, but there is now 
increasing demand from the user led movements 
for real user and carer led transformation – the 
next step on the improvement journey. 

In the context of increasing demand and 
stretched resources it will only be possible to con-
tinue to deliver improvement through transforma-
tion. It will need additional resources but will also 
require new behaviours and courage. The adult 
social care concordat provides a framework and 
sets out what the future should seek to achieve. 
National improvement bodies, such as Social Care 
Institute for Excellence (SCIE), will have to win the 
confidence of the sector to support this di!erent 
future of personalisation and self directed sup-
port. We, too, have to transform ourselves to be 
credible to our customers and to raise the status 
of social care to gain more public support. 

Catalyst for transformation
In April 2007, Dame Denise Platt published a 
report commissioned by the former Secretary 
of State for Health. She called it The Status of 
Social Care and set out her personal view of 
the challenges still to be met. Ivan Lewis, the 
minister at the Department of Health responded 
urgently to the challenge and accepted the need 
to improve support to the sector. SCIE has both a 
general and a very specific contribution to make 
as the organisation set up in 2001 with a remit 
from government “to improve social care services 
for adults and children in the United Kingdom”. 
“Putting People First” expects SCIE to “promote, 
identify and disseminate best practice and in-
novation, acting as a catalyst for system-wide 
transformation”.

Our day job at SCIE is to identify and dissemi-
nate knowledge-based good practice and to help 
to embed it in practice and the provision of serv-
ices. Together with others, we are in the business 
of improvement through knowledge transfer, and 
have now accumulated a wide range of evidence 
and knowledge-based tools designed to support 
innovation and improvement. The big challenge 
for us is to speed up our processes without 
sacrificing quality, and make our “products” more 
relevant and accessible to a sector with 30,000 
employers, 1.3 million sta!, 2 million people 
using services and 6 million informal carers. We 
can only do that (we have no powers of enforce-
ment) through influence and alliances. We have 
to persuade, coax and convince the leadership of 
the sector, commissioners who hold the budgets, 
small and large employers to use the evidence 
about what works and what doesn’t work to 
achieve improved outcomes for the people using 
services. Our knowledge base and evidence must 
be demonstrably influenced by user and carer 
experience as part of the research culture and 
methodology. 

When I was a local government chief o"cer I 
was deluged with “improvement opportunities” 
and found it hard to di!erentiate the very impor-
tant/urgent from the not very useful/misleading 
quickly and e"ciently. One of the challenges 
facing SCIE is to help to control this problem by 
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developing, for example, a kite-marking system 
for evidence about good practice. We will need 
to influence the regulators and use the strong re-
gional networks and peer support arrangements 
to build a more responsive range of improvement 
support packages. 

From “good” to “transformed”
None of this will make any di!erence unless 
our users’ and carers’ voices are embedded at 
every stage. This next phase of the improve-
ment journey is arguably the most di"cult for 
public services. Moving from awful to adequate 
is the easy bit; moving from good to excellent is 
harder; moving from excellent to transformed is 
all to play for. 

Julie Jones OBE began her role as chief executive 
of Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE) in 
July 2007. She was previously deputy chief  
executive and director of children’s services at 
Westminster City Council. She has chaired and 
contributed to a variety of pan-London and 
national social care initiatives over a wide range 
of issues. She was president of ADSS in 2005/06. 
In 2003, she was awarded an OBE for services to 
social care in London 

People-powered transformation
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Think global, act local
David Parsons, leader, Leicestershire County Council

Leicestershire is proud to have 
been rated as one of only 13 
4-star councils in England that 
is ‘improving strongly’. Leices-
tershire has been in the top 
“excellent”” or four-star slot 

since 2004. Overall, the number of single tier and 
county councils in the highest category has stead-
ily risen from since the introduction of compre-
hensive performance assessment (CPA) in 2002. 

A large part of that improvement is due to 
hard work and solid performance management 
– ambition, clear priorities, a golden thread of 
objectives from top to bottom, clear monitor-
ing of performance and rigorous follow up and 
action. Among all the theoretical discussion 
about improvement, it is important to remember 
what that means in practice. For instance, in 
Leicestershire, the local area agreement (LAA) 
has brought an enhanced focus and added 
value leading to the reduction in the number of 
16/17 year olds presenting as homeless to 112 
against a target for 2006–2007 of 298. There 
has also been an increase in the percentage of 
waste recycled at civic amenity sites to 47% in 
2006–2007 from a 40% baseline, where the 
target was 45%.

But the future holds many challenges of a dif-
ferent order and while good performance within 
individual councils will still be important, it will 
not be enough. There will be a need not just to 
do things better, but to do di!erent things.

The future lies even more in partnerships: 
partnerships between councils and other bod-
ies locally, and partnerships between di!erent 
geographical levels. 

From local to international
Local government is about what is distinctive lo-
cally, but it also has to take account of regional, 
national and international perspectives. Many 
issues – such as climate change and economic 
development – are relevant at all levels and 
councils have to be constantly alert to them and 
what is being done to tackle them nationally and 
internationally. Insularity is a feature of some 
councils that experience serious failure, but with 
the increasing e!ects of globalisation, climate 
change and all pervading technology, taking a 
parochial view will be even more dangerous.

International
Two examples should make the point: globali-
sation and the rise of the Chinese and Indian 
economies. Globalisation will have a significant 
impact on the national economy but as the 2007 
comprehensive spending review report on Long 
Term Opportunities and Challenges for the UK 
makes clear, the impact, and preparations neces-
sary, will vary considerably between regions. 
We are now familiar with the idea that services, 
from call centres to software development, can 
easily be provided from anywhere in the world. 
We invest overseas and foreign companies buy 
firms in Britain. In a world without borders, 
money – and jobs – can easily flow out as well as 
in. Councils need to respond directly in rela-
tion to issues within their area, and also with 
and through regional and national bodies. This 
might be by participating in trade delegations, 
maintaining relationships with a particular area 
through twinning or considering both inward 
and outward investment opportunities. I set up 
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Think global, act local

the East Midlands China Business Bureau and 
have led trade delegations, firstly on behalf of 
Leicestershire and latterly on behalf of the whole 
East Midlands, to China for the last five years. 
The latest, at the end of 2007 involved the East 
Midlands Regional Assembly and East Midlands 
Development Agency. We agreed business links 
including a commitment to find locations in the 
East Midlands for a centre which would help 
leading Chinese automotive and motorcycle 
companies learn from the region’s expertise in 
this sector and boost their commercial research 
and development activities. 

It is also important to ensure we are develop-
ing the skills to compete on the world stage. 
As well as the high level skills in technical and 
creative areas we need to be able to maintain 
good international relationships. Eleven schools 
in Leicestershire are involved with a schools 
partnership project with schools in China giving 
them the opportunity to learn about the history, 
culture and traditions of the country and also 
to learn Mandarin Chinese. Skills like these will 
be essential to maintain competitiveness in an 
increasingly interconnected world.

Climate change is perhaps a more familiar 
example, and some impacts locally have been all 
too apparent through variable weather condi-
tions such as last summer’s floods. It will contin-
ue to have many other direct and indirect e!ects. 
The reduction of cultivatable areas and increas-
ing use of bio-fuels is increasing food prices with 
immediate impacts on residential homes, school 
meals, meals on wheels etc. Local action to ad-
dress the underlying causes (energy reduction, 
recycling) and ameliorate the problems will be 
necessary through strategic planning, develop-
ment control, innovative collection and disposal 
of waste and many other services – which in shire 
England will require good county-district part-
nership working, as well as increasingly working 
with regional partners and responding to other 
national and international e!orts.

Much of our legislation, such as on competi-
tiveness and environmental regulation, origi-
nates in Europe. The EU, particularly through the 
single market, has a key role to play in economic 

growth and global competitiveness. The Com-
munity of the Regions (in an Opinion for which I 
was rapporteur) unanimously agreed recommen-
dations last March to revitalise the single market 
and enable it to “adjust from being an internal EU 
project to becoming an e!ective instrument for 
improving the EU’s capacity to compete e!ec-
tively with the rest of the world”. Local councils 
and their partners need to be prepared for the 
changes which will feed through into  
local economies.

National
Turning to the national perspective, it is clear 
that many issues are common across all or most 
areas, even if there are di!erences in how they 
are dealt with locally (for example educational 
achievement, health inequalities, reducing crime 
and the fear of crime). The LGA agreed a list of 
shared priorities with central government as 
long ago as 2002, and in the central-local con-
cordat agreed last December by Sir Simon Milton 
and Hazel Blears, identified nine areas of shared 
objectives such as tackling anti-social behaviour, 
nurturing business and enterprise, protecting 
and enhancing the environment and support-
ing a thriving third sector of local voluntary 
organisations.

Until now the government has seen itself as 
the main driver of local government improve-
ment through legislation and regulation. There 
is now a move to devolve more to local govern-
ment, but the sector has to work out how it 
will provide reassurance to the government on 
continued improvement and avoiding any serious 
failures. It is doing that through the new arrange-
ment of Regional Improvement and E"ciency 
Partnerships (RIEPs) working with national 
bodies, through the LGA Improvement Board, 
chaired by David Shakespeare. It is also right that 
the performance of these partnerships should be 
monitored by the LGA and the government.

Activity at the national level (for example 
through the LGA and IDeA) enables action on 
behalf of the sector as a whole. This includes 
negotiation with the government, innova-
tion on behalf of local government, exploiting 
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economies of scale, taking risks and promoting 
benefits. Large-scale projects, such as the IDeA’s 
knowledge website and the national graduate 
recruitment programme, provide benefits for 
councils across the country. Nationally it is pos-
sible to work across regions, council types and 
types of place (for example learning from the 
experience of failing councils, bringing together 
rural authorities etc.). Member peer mentor-
ing, for example, lets experience in one part of 
the country be used in other parts experiencing 
similar issues. 

Regional
Regions and subregions can acquire a good 
depth of knowledge of individuals and groups of 
authorities and are able to monitor progress and 
developments in them. They can focus attention 
on issues of particular regional importance. In 
the East Midlands, we can get representatives 
from all 45 authorities in a room together, and 
this is even easier in regions with fewer councils. 
These regional meetings play an important role 
in diagnosing needs and brokering support. They 
are able to spot any slippage in performance and 
galvanise local support. The extent of cross-au-
thority working is illustrated by the increasing 
number of chief executives working across more 
than one authority.

While there are di!erent benefits of support 
at the national and regional levels, the big-
gest benefits of the improvement architecture 
come from the interrelationships between 
levels and bodies operating cooperatively and 
productively with each other. Combining the 
in-depth awareness of needs at subregional and 
regional level with the bigger picture view and 
economies of scale available at national level 
can provide a more accurate, insightful and 
e!ective approach than any level could man-
age on its own. The IDeA has an important role 
as a ‘national improvement spine’ working with 
and through RIEPs helping to provide a national 
perspective and join up activities in a coherent 
and co-ordinated way. This is very much a two-
way partnership of equals, feeding both up and 
down. The LGA has been pursuing this through 

the central-local concordat and the National 
Improvement and E"ciency Strategy, agreed in 
December 2007. 

Local
Most of the real changes on the ground happen 
locally. Improvement happens in councils, but 
they can’t do it alone. They need to work with 
local partners and that is happening through 
LSPs and LAAs. Although partnership working 
is well established, the regulatory regime still 
needs to catch up and deal with the tricky issues 
of joint and shared accountability for the delivery 
of outcomes. We don’t have the answers to how 
it should do that, but almost certainly it won’t 
be a simple linear relation between judgement 
and response; it will require more grown up and 
sophisticated relationships. Accountability lines 
in what are currently fairly loose relationships 
need to be strengthened. Ultimately, the most 
important direct relationship is between public 
bodies and the public they serve, where mem-
bers have the key role as democratically-elected 
representatives.

However, the fact that it’s complicated 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it. If we want our 
residents and future generations to live healthy, 
happy and prosperous lives we need to grapple 
with pressing and challenging issues. And that 
means continuing to learn how to work  
e!ectively in partnership and at all levels from 
the local to the international.

Councillor David Parsons is leader of Leicestershire 
County Council and before that of Blaby District 
Council. He is chairman of the East Midlands  
Regional Assembly and a member of the Commit-
tee of the Regions. He is vice chair of the IDeA and 
the County Councils Network
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What makes a successful 
public-private partnership?
by Richard Marchant, local government strategic partnerships 
director, Capita

Local government services must 
continually improve in order to 
meet rising public expectation 
and changing demands of cus-
tomers. However, the model of 
incremental change is no longer 

su!cient when results are needed across an 
entire range of council services – it is transfor-
mational change that will enhance every aspect 
of the citizen experience. Expert knowledge 
and skills will be required in every service area 
from strategic to operational, and this is where 
a cross-fertilisation of knowledge and ideas be-
tween the public and private sector can be key. 

Getting the basics right
Turning the rhetoric of local government reform 
into reality will undoubtedly bring many chal-
lenges. When organisations come together in 
partnership it is essential to maintain open lines 
of communication. Having joint buy-in to the 
strategic vision and direction for transforma-
tional change, as well as a clear understanding of 
roles and responsibilities from the very begin-
ning, is vital to achieving the vision but also for 
successful employee relations. The right partner-
ship and business set-up must be determined, 
whether it is a strategic partnership or a joint 
venture; and an employee model must be agreed 
as to whether people are transferred under TUPE 
or seconded to the new partnership. Agreeing 
the basic working platform and gaining employee 
buy-in is the first step. This is how the element 
of trust is formed between all involved parties. 
There is already a common goal as both sectors 
believe in putting the customer first. However, 

the route to be taken must be understood and 
key performance indicators (KPIs) should be 
put in place to guarantee results and adhere to 
the government’s performance management 
framework. 

Setting quantifiable targets
When two or more organisations work together, 
performance needs to be continually reviewed 
and concerns must be addressed immediately. It 
is important that quantifiable targets are agreed 
from the outset and that positive results can be 
seen throughout the process by all involved – in-
cluding customers (or citizens). This is where the 
private sector can add value. Already operating 
in a competitive market, a private organisation 
is immersed in the discipline of quality and per-
formance management to bring innovative prod-
ucts and services to market quickly, e!ciently 
and cost-e"ectively. If a private sector organisa-
tion does not deliver, then its competitors will 
take up the challenge and customers will be lost. 

Local government and private sector part-
nerships are still a relatively new concept and 
as such, in their infancy – the evidence of their 
success is still to come. However, Service Bir-
mingham, a joint venture company established 
by Birmingham City Council and Capita, is on the 
right path and can today talk about a contribu-
tion of £9 million in savings for 2007 from their 
business transformation programme. This has 
helped the council achieve the 3% a year savings 
stipulated by the government’s comprehensive 
spending review (CSR) 2007 and helped maintain 
a low increase in council tax. The programme of 
transformational change has been made possible 
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through the establishment of a long-term  
strategic partnership with shared goals and objec-
tives. Birmingham Council is also expecting this 
partnership to assist in gaining an improvement in 
its CPA rating which is due out any time now.

Shared responsibility
Transformation across a service will mean an ele-
ment of change at every level. A business partner 
should be able to provide the local authority with 
consultancy and change management advice 
and support. However, a public-private sector 
partnership should not just be about consultancy. 
Local authorities should incentivise performance 
by ensuring that there is a shared responsibil-
ity for outcomes. Additionally, any change in 
processes will need to be supported by reliable 
technology and as such employee’s roles may 
need to be adapted. 

Immediate access to the latest technology and 
regional capacity 

It can be an expensive and lengthy exer-
cise for a local authority to undertake a major 
transformation programme alone. In many cases, 
the private sector partner will have invested or 
intend to invest in the latest technology. Ad-
ditionally, it will have regional capacity readily 
available for locally-delivered services (adhering 
to the government’s locality agenda), and other 
resources needed to help improve the customer 
experience. It is this investment and capacity 
building which will be key to delivering benefits 
through shared services for the public sector 
going forward.

Being adaptable and innovative
Partnerships need to be flexible to keep up with 
changes within the market sector and customer 
demand. The ability to be adaptable is an essen-
tial part of running a business in the private sec-
tor. Not only must a service be reliable, it must 
be innovative and able to move with the times. 
For example, people want to be able to contact 
an organisation by whatever means is convenient 
for them – face-to-face, telephone, letter, email, 
web-link, SMS and whatever new technology is 
out there – and it is up to that business to make 

it available. It is this drive and determination to 
be one better than their competitors that the 
private sector can bring to the table.

Regular reviews
With local government wanting to take greater 
responsibility for improvement and perform-
ance there is a need for a forum in which local 
authorities and private sector partners can have a 
mature debate and set the agenda for transfor-
mational change. It is also important to constant-
ly review the government’s changing agenda 
and emerging priorities as partners should be 
capable of responding to that agenda and add-
ing significant value. Commitment to a regular 
discussion should lead to the creation of longer 
term relationships with quantifiable long-term 
benefits and a high-quality customer service. We 
have found that most benefits are delivered in 
the first three years of a partnership so it is vital 
that communication is kept alive and as much 
energy is channelled from all parties throughout 
the lifetime of a partnership as it is on day one. 

Richard Marchant is responsible for overseeing 
Capita’s growing number of strategic partnerships 
with local government. He spent 19 years in
local government before joining Capita in 1990 
where he has held a number of senior positions 
within the group gaining extensive experience in 
both public and private sector partnership
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The capital challenge
by John O’Brien, chief executive, London Councils 

Reading the essay on Getting 
better all the time? Charting 
the course of local government 
improvement (published in Janu-
ary 2008 at idea.gov.uk/get-
tingbetter) that Clive Grace and 

Steve Martin have so ably produced to stimulate 
thought on the next phase of local government 
improvement was, for me, a prompt for much 
reflection. The past nine years of my professional 
life have been dominated by the topic of local 
government improvement – as one of the people 
that took forward the fledgling, peer-based 
Local Government Improvement Programme 
at the IDeA, through to time in government 
advising ministers on the evolution of the local 
performance framework as well engagement and 
intervention in cases of poor performance.

I make this contribution in order to share some 
personal reflections from the recent past, but 
also to look forward. The next phase of my work 
is with London local government and, in London, 
the next stage of the improvement story already 
has much resonance with the themes that this 
SFI pamphlet seeks to highlight.

A very di!erent place to start
When I stepped into this arena nine years ago, lo-
cal government was coming to terms with the first 
of what would become three local government 
white papers in eight years. This was the world 
of Best Value reviews across all services over a 
four to five year period that were to be backed up 
by external, independent audit. It was the time 
when public services were to be subject to more 
routine inspection from a range of di!erent and, 

in truth, poorly-aligned inspectorates. There were 
to be more powers to intervene in cases of poor 
performance, but little evidence that di!erent 
government departments and inspectorates 
understood the cumulative impact upon individual 
councils beyond their particular service or func-
tional interests. There was limited recognition at 
the centre, or so it seemed, of the part that locally 
elected people played in leading councils.

Then, as now, local government believed that 
there was much more to improvement than be-
ing monitored and inspected by others. Its own 
response was founded on the potential power 
and insight of peers – political, professional and 
managerial. Some of the messages delivered by 
experienced and credible peers in the early Local 
Government Improvement Programme – not 
always in reports – were the real catalyst for 
important changes in a number of councils. We 
also saw the beginning of the sense of possibility 
that surrounded this type of approach, not least 
in the opportunity for real mutual learning from 
both being challenged by peers, but also from 
the experience of what you saw when you chal-
lenged others. It is a sense that has endured to 
this day and will go on. 

Building the approach
There were, of course, challenges. Building a 
capacity and an enthusiasm in the sector for peer 
review was one thing – ensuring that the sector 
was able to work together to address the issues 
and problems that reviews exposed was more 
di"cult. Peers that were largely made up of chief 
executives, chief o"cers and leading members 
understandably focused on big corporate and 
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organisational themes and the interface of the 
political and the managerial. That was important, 
but if the Social Services Inspectorate (as it was) 
or Ofsted were worried about specific service 
performance, then did local government have a 
credible story to tell about how the sector could 
sort the specific problem out?

The answer in that period, to be frank, was 
mixed. Despite that, others did come to accept 
that local government’s own focus on the quality 
of political and managerial leadership, as well 
as the critically important relationship between 
the two, was key to the capacity of councils to 
improve. It lay at the heart of the Audit Com-
mission’s original corporate governance reviews, 
went on to become a key aspect of comprehen-
sive performance assessment (CPA) and was the 
most important issue for both the IDeA’s work 
with councils that were struggling and the then 
ODPM’s engagement and intervention e!ort.

The hegemony of the political/managerial lead-
ership factor in all of this reflects a very particular 
pre-occupation of the period. There were more 
councils that were struggling in more funda-
mental ways than is the case today. The focus of 
government, of the Audit Commission and of the 
IDeA and others was primarily to address that 
challenge. It did not exclude all else, but in the 
two to three years following the introduction of 
CPA, demonstrating that local government was 
competent and was able to sort out its most glar-
ing examples of failure was an over-riding priority.

Moving the approach on
It was an approach that was necessary, but not suf-
ficient. It helped breed more widespread owner-
ship of the improvement agenda among political 
and managerial leaders. It helped support the up-
ward trend in CPA performance and establish some 
essential building-blocks for better performance. 
But many councils knew it was never the whole 
story and the overall performance framework 
– whilst more sophisticated than in 1999 – still 
reinforced top-down performance levers at the 
expense of more locally-driven factors. Public sat-
isfaction with councils did not, typically, keep pace 
with objective assessments of improvement in 

performance and there was a relative lack of prior-
ity on what was required to go beyond meeting the 
expectations of the inspectors and government.

The best councils have begun to address that 
issue, as have the IDeA and others. The essay 
Getting better all the time? is timely in setting out 
the opportunity that has been earned to move 
into a new and di!erent world.

In London, Capital Ambition, has been one of 
the most e!ective of the regional improvement 
partnerships. Led by senior chief executives and 
reinforced by political direction, there has always 
been a strong sense of mutual obligation that 
has underpinned the partnership. An obligation 
that you must open yourself up to challenge by 
your peers in London and to be actively involved 
in ensuring that no part of London’s local govern-
ment can be said to be failing while no collective 
action is in place to tackle it.

Peer support and additional peer capac-
ity have been features of the Capital Ambition 
model. Engagement with those that have had 
problems has been characterised by an atmos-
phere of collegiate support, but also one of 
robust challenge that is justified by the unapolo-
getic belief that London local government’s 
overall reputation matters most.

There have been some great successes and the 
trajectory of all London authorities is positive. 
But, as we have already seen, the debate moves 
on. The vision for London local government is to 
play an active part with our public service partners 
– regionally and locally – in shaping London both 
as a great world city and the individual communi-
ties that make it up. Our vision is that the capital’s 
public services will continue to take the lead in 
innovation, fairness, relevance, e"ciency and ef-
fectiveness. To do that, Capital Ambition believes 
that a critical element in the next phase of the 
improvement story is work with those partners to 
define some of the most pressing challenges that 
the capital will face over the next 20 years and 
identify our means for dealing with them.

Addressing tomorrow’s challenges
The London Collaborative, which is being 
launched this spring , brings together local gov-
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ernment, police, health, the Greater London Au-
thority family and others in that shared enterprise.

The vision for improvement is not just about 
fixing things that aren’t working as well as they 
should. It is also about identifying London’s big 
issues of the future and thinking through now 
the sort of public service capacity that we are go-
ing to need to tackle those, be they child poverty 
and worklessness, equipping Londoners with 
the skills to take advantage of the opportunities 
that the capital’s success generates, making sure 
that London’s global ambition is underpinned by 
communities that are safe, healthy and cohesive, 
promoting opportunities for mixed communities 
to be able to live, a!ordably, in London, or the 
impact of population migration and churn in the 
capital, as well as many others.

The drive towards integrated improvement 
and e"ciency partnerships also o!ers an oppor-
tunity to take the improvement story on a further 
stage. Some of the early objectives that London 
has had for both e"ciency and improvement 
have been achieved. The next set of challenges 
is going to require an increasing degree of con-
vergence between the two. It will be innovation 
and service transformation that is going to be 
vital in sustaining and accelerating the rate of 
improvement in our local public services. We are 
going to need to be able to foster and support 
that innovation, and the overlap between that 
and our e!orts on improvement and e"ciency is 
going to grow in size and importance through the 
next phase. We also know that, over time, our 
focus on the capacity of our local partnerships 
(as opposed to councils) to secure the necessary 
outcomes for local communities will become 
core improvement business. 

As Clive Grace and Steve Martin suggest, the 
government needs to change its view as well. 
In London local government and, increasingly 
in London public service more widely, it is our 
clear aspiration to challenge each other, honestly 
and robustly, and to support each other also. We 
understand the proper role and place of inde-
pendent and appropriate regulation in the public 
interest, but as a confident and mature group of 
councils and partners we should not rely upon 

the constant scrutiny of regulators and govern-
ment in order to improve. Our commitment to 
world-class services for a world-class city, the 
peer pressure and support that goes with that as 
well as the pressure of ever-rising expectations 
from our citizens is what should drive our innova-
tion and performance.

We need government to understand the 
real shift that that implies and to recognise the 
importance of focusing on supporting our capacity 
to play that role, rather than on simply easing 
the burden within an existing set of assumptions 
about the nature of the improvement relationship.

The next 10 years
London’s improvement story, like elsewhere I am 
sure, will take some dramatic new steps in the 
next period. The shift from basic assurance about 
corporate health, core standards of performance 
and a broad commitment to seeking e"ciencies, 
to real innovation and transformation will be a 
challenging one. The need to invest in and ad-
dress the improvement challenge of tomorrow’s 
agenda, as well as that of today, is critical. A 
really convincing approach to local public service 
improvement with partners is going to have to be 
developed. 

It will be a di!erent world, but some things 
will endure. The power of mutual learning, sup-
port and challenge remains vital. The insight 
and the catalytic impact of peers will be central. 
The ability to benefit from a variety of external 
inputs, but at the same time to sustain clear 
ownership and direction for your own improve-
ment – be that within a local area, in a regional 
grouping or within the wider, national local 
government family – is likely to be as important 
to the next decade as it has been to this one. 

John O’Brien took up post as chief executive of 
London Councils in April 2007 London Councils 
represents all 32 London boroughs and the City 
of London. Previously, he was director of local 
government performance and practice at DCLG 
and, prior to that, ODPM 

The capital challenge
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