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Letting go and holding on - the politics of performance management in the United 

Kingdom 

Abstract 

 

 

This article analyses the politics of performance management in the United Kingdom, 

focusing on the extent to which a highly centralised Westminster majoritarian polity has 

encouraged the top-down control of public services.  It does so by comparing the 

approaches to performance management that prevailed under the Labour Governments 

(1997-2010) and the Coalition (2010-15) to demonstrate the degree of continuity that exists 

between the ostensibly divergent approaches that each sought to develop.  It particular, the 

;ヴデｷIﾉW ヴW┗W;ﾉゲ デｴ;デ SWゲヮｷデW ┗;ヴｷﾗ┌ゲ ヮヴﾗﾏｷゲWゲ デﾗ けﾉWデ ｪﾗげが ゲ┌IIWゲゲｷ┗W ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲ ｴ;┗W ｷﾐゲデW;S 
ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ デﾗ けｴﾗﾉS ﾗﾐげ デﾗ デｴW SWデ;ｷﾉ ﾗa SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞が which has resulted in a burgeoning disconnect 

between けﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴゲげ ;ﾐS けデｴW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWSげく  Presenting the results of an extensive programme 

of original empirical research, this article is therefore of significance for theories of 

performance management, and illuminates the connection between macro-ﾉW┗Wﾉ けヮ;デデWヴﾐゲ 
ﾗa SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞げ ;ﾐS ﾏWゲﾗ-ﾉW┗Wﾉ けヮ;デデWヴﾐゲ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ;Sﾏｷﾐｷゲデヴ;デｷﾗﾐげく 
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Performance management has been embraced by governments throughout the world for a 

myriad of purposes including the improvement of public services; the control of complex 

delivery networks; and the realisation of the economic and administrative efficiencies 

associated with New Public Management (NPM).  Reflecting its reputation as a NPM 

standard-bearer (e.g. Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008; Dahlström et al, 2011; Pollitt and 

Bouckaert, 2004), the United Kingdom (UK) has been notable in its enthusiasm for the 

measurement of public service performance; and it has been argued that the UK constitutes 

;ﾐ けW┝IWヮデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげ I;ゲW owing to the scope and scale of government-imposed performance 

indictors throughout the public sector (Hood, 2007; Pollitt, 2007; see also Moran, 2003).  

“┌Iｴ けBヴｷデｷゲｴ W┝IWヮデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ヴW;IｴWS ;ﾐ ;ヮﾗｪWW ┌ﾐSWヴ デｴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲ ふヱΓΓΑ-

ヲヰヱヰぶが ┘ｴﾗゲW ヮ┌ヴゲ┌ｷデ ﾗa けｴｷｪｴ ﾏｷﾐｷﾏ┌ﾏ ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSゲげ ;ﾐS けヮヴﾗヮWヴ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞げ (Cm. 5570, 

2002) resulted in a IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ﾏ;デヴｷ┝ ﾗa けデ;ヴｪWデゲ ;ﾐS デWヴヴﾗヴげ ふBW┗;ﾐ ;ﾐS HﾗﾗSが ヲヰヰヶぶ デｴ;デ 
enabled central government to exert a stranglehold over the detail of service delivery.  Since 

2010, however, an alternative narrative has emerged, which has privileged principles such as 

けSWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげが けSW┗ﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐS けﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲﾏげき ;ﾐS デﾗ デｴｷゲ WﾐSが the Coalition Government 

(2010-15) dismantled at speed the layers of targetry and audit that mushroomed under 

Labour as p;ヴデ ﾗa ｷデゲ ヮﾉWSｪW デﾗ けWﾐS デｴW Wヴ; ﾗa デﾗヮ-Sﾗ┘ﾐ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ ふHM Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが 
2010: 11).  Nonetheless, this rhetorical commitment to the retrenchment of performance 

management has served to belie the persistence of a culture of centralisation; and in the 

context of deep and wide-ranging spending cuts, the decision to jettison the machinery of 

targetry can also be understood as a pragmatic attempt to obscure the deleterious impact of 

these cuts upon service provision.  Indeed, whilst the Conservatives were returned to office 

in May 2015 with a clear manifesto pledge to continue this decentralisation agenda through 

aﾉ;ｪゲｴｷヮ ヮﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW けﾐﾗヴデｴWヴﾐ ヮﾗ┘Wヴｴﾗ┌ゲWげが ゲ┌Iｴ デWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲ ;ヴW ゲWデ デﾗ ﾉﾗﾗﾏ ﾉ;ヴｪW ﾗ┗Wヴ 
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the course of this Parliament.  In particular, although the Treasury has pledged to prioritise 

ゲヮWﾐSｷﾐｪ けpromoting growth and productivity, including through radical devolution of 

ヮﾗ┘Wヴゲ デﾗ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;ヴW;ゲ ｷﾐ Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐSげが ｷデ ｴ;ゲ ;デ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW デｷﾏW SWﾏ;ﾐSWS デｴ;デ unprotected 

Whitehall departments (which includes the Department for Communities and Local 

Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデぶ けﾏﾗSWﾉげ ゲ;┗ｷﾐｪゲ ﾗa ヲヵ ヮWヴIWﾐデ ;ﾐS ヴヰ ヮWヴIWﾐデ ｷﾐ ヴW;ﾉ デWヴﾏゲ H┞ ヲヰヱΓ-20 (Cm. 

9112, 2015).  At this brief overview suggests, when it comes to the management of public 

sector performance, a disjuncture exists between けデ;ﾉﾆげ ;ﾐS け;Iデｷﾗﾐげき ;ﾐS デｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉW 
デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ゲWWﾆゲ デﾗ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐ デｴｷゲ けｴ┞ヮﾗIヴｷゲ┞げ ふBヴ┌ﾐゲゲﾗﾐが ヱΓΒΓが ヱΓΓンぶ H┞ aﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW 
IﾗﾏヮWデｷﾐｪ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ｷﾏヮWヴ;デｷ┗Wゲ デｴ;デ ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐ デｴW けlogics ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ 
(Pollitt, 2013; emphasis added) that have proliferated over time in the UK.   

 

 

Dヴ;┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ｷﾐゲｷｪｴデゲ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW Hヴﾗ;S I;ﾐﾗﾐ ﾗa けﾐW┘げ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ふaﾗヴ ;ﾐ ﾗ┗Wヴ┗ｷW┘ ゲWW 
Lowndes and Roberts, 2013; Peters, 2005), this article argues that the resources and norms 

associated with majoritarianism (Lijphart, 1999, 2012) have fostered a highly centralised 

governing culture which in turn has encouraged the top-down control of public services. 

Fﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa デｴｷゲが デｴW ;ヴデｷIﾉW ;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デ SWゲヮｷデW ; ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ けﾉWデデｷﾐｪ ｪﾗげ 
(Dahlström et al, 2011), the けｴﾗﾉSｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐげ H┞ ゲ┌IIWゲゲｷ┗W Bヴｷデｷゲｴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲ デﾗ デｴW SWデ;ｷﾉ ﾗa 
SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞ ｷゲ ;ﾐ ;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ ｷﾐW┗ｷデ;HﾉW IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIW ﾗa デｴｷゲ けﾉﾗｪｷI ﾗa ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWﾐWゲゲげ ふM;ヴIｴ ;ﾐS 
Olsen, 1989, 2006); and that the persistence of target-based management-by-numbers in 

particular is rWaﾉWIデｷ┗W ﾗa デｴW ヮヴWSﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾐデﾉ┞ けｴWｷヴ;ヴIｴｷゲデ ゲWデデｷﾐｪげ ﾗa WWゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ 
(Hood, 1999, 2012).  To substantiate this argument, the article compares the performance 

management frameworks of the Labour Governments (1997-2010) and the Coalition 

Government (2010-15) to reveal the degree of continuity that exists between these 

ostensibly divergent approaches.  It presents the findings of an ongoing programme of 

original research than has spanned the course of a decade, and rests on what has been 

described as ; aﾗヴﾏ ﾗa けIﾗﾐゲｷﾉｷWﾐIWげ ふHﾗﾗS ;ﾐS Dｷ┝ﾗﾐが ヲヰヱヰぶが ┘ｴWヴWH┞ W┗ｷSWﾐIW aヴﾗﾏ ; ヴ;ﾐｪW 
of individual sources is combined to provide an exponentially powerful evidence base.  This 

research has therefore entailed the qualitative analysis of key primary documents including 

government White Papers, ministerial speeches and select committee inquiries.  These 

findings have been further interrogated by a series of over 50 interviews with past and 

present ministers, special advisers, civil servants, parliamentarians, local government 

officials and service providers.  Through its research, this article makes an important 

IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ; けゲWIﾗﾐS ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ ﾗa ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲｴｷヮ ﾗﾐ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ふHﾗﾗSが 
2012: 586), which has moved debate beyond technical discussions regarding the 

construction and application of performance numbers (e.g. Behn, 2003) to situate such tools 

within their wider political and institutional context (e.g. Hood, 2007; Moynihan et al, 2011; 

Pollitt, 2006, 2013; Talbot, 2008).  In doing so, it responds to broader criticisms regarding the 

┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ゲデ┌S┞ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ;Sﾏｷﾐｷゲデヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ けﾗaデWﾐ WｷデｴWヴ aﾗI┌ゲWS ﾗﾐ デｴW 
latest reform announcements and developments, or seeks to study the performance of 

particular arrangements without considering the context in which these changes are taking 

ヮﾉ;IWげ ふLﾗSｪW ;ﾐS WWｪヴｷIｴが ヲヰヱヲぎ ヱンぶく  Fﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa デｴｷゲが デｴW IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉW ｷゲ 
timely; and as the Conservative Government continues to forge ahead with its programme 

of localism, the institutional dynamics identified within are set to play a critical role over the 

course of the 2015-20 parliament.    

 

 

The remainder of the article proceeds as follows.  It commences by providing a synopsis of 

デｴｷゲ けゲWIﾗﾐS ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ Iﾗﾐデヴast the appeal of performance 

management with the unintended consequences in which it can result.  A key theme 

WﾏWヴｪｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ デｴｷゲ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴW ｷゲ ﾗ┗Wヴ;ヴIｴｷﾐｪ WaaWIデ ﾗa けIﾗﾐデW┝デげ ﾗﾐ デｴW aﾗヴﾏゲ ﾗa ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWﾏWﾐデ 
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adopted and their subsequent implementation.  In order to explore this relationship, this 

ゲWIデｷﾗﾐ デｴWﾐ Sヴ;┘ゲ ┌ヮﾗﾐ デｴW Hヴﾗ;S ｷﾐゲｷｪｴデゲ ﾗa けﾐW┘げ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏ デﾗ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐ デｴW 
ヮWヴゲｷゲデWﾐIW ﾗa IWヴデ;ｷﾐ けﾉﾗｪｷIゲ ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげが SWゲヮｷデW ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI デﾗ デｴW Iﾗﾐデヴ;ヴ┞く  
The article then moves from theory to empirics, and the second section analyses the Labour 

Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデが ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ デｴW ヴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa ヴWヮﾗヴデｷﾐｪ 
ﾏWIｴ;ﾐｷゲﾏゲ デｴ;デ デﾗｪWデｴWヴ Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デWS ; ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ﾗa けｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐ;ﾐIW-by-ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴゲげく  TｴW デｴｷヴS 
section builds on this analysis by e┝;ﾏｷﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾉﾗｪｷI ﾗa デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲﾏ ;ｪWﾐS;が ;ﾐS 
the extent to which the rhetoric of decentralisation was accompanied by a relaxation of 

reporting criteria.  The article concludes by considering the degree of continuity between 

the two performancW ヴWｪｷﾏWゲが ;ﾐS デｴW ｷﾏヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ W┝ヮWヴｷﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ 
performance retrenchment in the context of Westminster majoritarianism. 

 

 

Governance-by-numbers and logics of performance management 

 

DWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW けﾏﾗゲデ ┘ｷSWゲヮヴW;S ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デヴWﾐSゲ ｷﾐ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ 
(Pollitt, 2006: 25), countries throughout the world have embraced performance 

management to deliver a range of policy or ideological benefits, symbolic benefits or direct 

electoral benefits (Hood and Dixon, 2010; see also Behn, 2003; James and Wilson, 2010).  

IﾐSWWSが ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ SWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ けamong the most important tools 

by which governments structure relationships, state values, and allocate resources with 

employees, third-ヮ;ヴデ┞ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲが ;ﾐS デｴW ヮ┌HﾉｷIげ (Moynihan et al, 2011: 141).  Yet whilst the 

vocabulary of performance management assumes a technocratic air, けデｴW SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 
ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ｷﾐ ; ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWIデﾗヴ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾗaデWﾐ Wﾉ┌ゲｷ┗Wげ ふ“ﾏｷデｴが ヱΓΓヵぎ ヲΑΒぶく  The risk 

therefore exists that the focus shifts to the measurable at the expense of the important, 

ヴWゲ┌ﾉデｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ; けﾐ;ｼ┗W ｪﾗ;ﾉ ﾗヴｷWﾐデWS ﾏﾗSWﾉげ ┘ｴｷIｴ けﾐﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ SWaｷﾐWゲ ;ﾐS デｴWヴWaﾗヴW Iﾗﾐゲデヴ;ｷﾐゲ 
┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWSげ H┌デ け;ﾉゲﾗ ｷｪﾐﾗヴWゲ デｴW ﾉﾗﾐｪ-established understanding that public sector 

goals are ambiguousが ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉWが IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ;ﾐS aヴWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ｷﾐ IﾗﾐaﾉｷIデ ┘ｷデｴ ﾗﾐW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴげ 
(Jackson, 2011: 15).  Several scholars have also questioned whether public service 

performance can be measured with a meaningful degree of accuracy (e.g. Carter et al, 1992; 

Flynn et al, 1988; Jackson, 2011).  Whilst outputs are tangible and more readily quantified, it 

is the outcomes of public services に their contribution to human welfare に that are of 

primary importance.  Yet, outcomes are difficult to manage, as often government 

departments and service providers will not control all the levers necessary to change; and 

the achievement of an outcome could be coincidental to the effects of a target, or even in 

ゲヮｷデW ﾗa ｷデく  IﾐSWWSが Bﾗ┞ﾐW ;ﾐS L;┘ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデ デｴ;デ けｷﾐ ゲﾗﾏW IｷヴI┌ﾏゲデ;ﾐIWゲが デｴW W┝デWヴﾐ;l 

environment may be so influential that the outcome is felt to be outside the control of the 

ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐげ, which could have the unintended consequence of promoting complacency or 

inactivity: けwhether the target is hit is likely to be beyond the control of the organization, so 

ゲWヴ┗ｷIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴゲ ﾏ;┞ ;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ゲｷデ H;Iﾆ ;ﾐS ゲWW ｷa けデｴWｷヴ ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ IﾗﾏWゲ ┌ヮげざ ふヲヰヰヵぎ ヲヵヴぶく  
MﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが ｷa ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWゲ aﾗI┌ゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデが デｴWﾐ SWaｷﾐｷﾐｪ けデｴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデげ ｷゲ ｷﾐ ｷデゲWﾉa ;ﾐ 
inherently political act (Stewart and Walsh, 1994), which in turn risks the neglect of non-

priority areas and the demoralisation of staff that are not engaged in the delivery of 

priorities (Moynihan et al, 2011: 150).   

 

 

Such perverse consequences have been widely recognised.  Bevan and Hood, for example, 

iSWﾐデｷa┞ ヴ;デIｴWデ WaaWIデゲ ふけH;ゲぷｷﾐｪへ ﾐW┝デ ┞W;ヴげゲ デ;ヴｪWデゲ ﾗﾐ ﾉ;ゲデ ┞W;ヴげゲ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIWが ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ 
デｴ;デ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴゲぐ ｴ;┗W ; ヮWヴ┗WヴゲW ｷﾐIWﾐデｷ┗W ﾐﾗデ デﾗ W┝IWWS デ;ヴｪWデゲ W┗Wﾐ ｷa デｴW┞ Iﾗ┌ﾉS W;ゲｷﾉ┞ Sﾗ 
ゲﾗげぶき デｴヴWゲｴﾗﾉS WaaWIデゲ  ふけヮヴﾗ┗ｷSｷﾐｪ ; ヮWヴ┗WヴゲW ｷﾐIWﾐデｷ┗W aﾗヴ デｴﾗゲW Sﾗｷﾐｪ better than the target 

デﾗ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ デｴWｷヴ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW デﾗ SWデWヴｷﾗヴ;デW デﾗ デｴW ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSげぶき ;ﾐSが ﾗ┌デヮ┌デ Sｷゲデﾗヴデｷﾗﾐゲ 
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ふけぷ;へデデWﾏヮデゲ デﾗ ;IｴｷW┗W デ;ヴｪWデゲ ;デ デｴW Iﾗゲデ ﾗa ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ H┌デ ┌ﾐﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWS ;ゲヮWIデゲ ﾗa 
ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIWげぶ ふヲヰヰヶぎ ヵヲヱぶく  J;Iﾆゲﾗﾐ ふヲヰヰヵぶ Sｷゲデｷﾐｪ┌ｷゲｴWゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ けSWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｪ;ﾏｷﾐｪげ 
ふ┘ｴWヴW デｴW SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; デ;ヴｪWデげゲ ゲ┌HﾃWIデ ﾗヴ ヴWﾏｷデ Sｷゲデﾗヴデゲ ┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ HWｷﾐｪ ヴWヮﾗヴデWSぶき 
けﾐ┌ﾏWヴｷI;ﾉ ｪ;ﾏｷﾐｪげ ふ┘ｴWヴW ;ﾐ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ヮヴWゲWﾐデゲ デｴWｷヴ S;デ; ｷﾐ ; ┘;┞ デｴ;デ W┝;ｪｪWヴ;デWゲ 
デｴWｷヴ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIWぶき ;ﾐS けHWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｪ;ﾏｷﾐｪげ ふ┘ｴWヴW Iｴ;ﾐges in behaviour that allows a 

デ;ヴｪWデ デﾗ HW ﾏWデ ｴ;┗W ;S┗WヴゲW WaaWIデゲ ﾗﾐ ﾗデｴWヴ ;ヴW;ゲ ﾗa ;ﾐ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆぶく  B┌ｷﾉSｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ 
デｴｷゲが Cﾗ┌ﾉゲﾗﾐ ;S┗;ﾐIWゲ ; aﾗ┌ヴデｴ I;デWｪﾗヴ┞ ﾗa けaヴ;┌Sげ デﾗ I;ヮデ┌ヴW ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWゲ ﾗa デｴW ﾆﾐﾗ┘ｷﾐｪﾉ┞ 
false reporting or alteration of performance data (2009: 277).  The empirical manifestation 

of such behaviour has been subject to particular attention; and the literature is replete with 

examples of how service providers manipulated the system to protect their interests (e.g. 

Bird et al, 2005; Hood, 2002; Propper and Wilson, 2003).  In their study of the star ratings 

system applied to NHS hospitals in England and Wales between 2001-5, Bevan and Hood 

(2006) reveal that many hospitals diverted resources to activities that would be more easily 

awarded good star ratings (e.g. waiting times and cleanliness), at the expense of less 

quantifiable aspects of performance (e.g. the quality of treatment provided).  Moreover, 

within the field of healthcare, several studies have underlined the potentially fatal 

consequences of such instrumentality.  The regular publication of unadjusted patient 

mortality rates by the New York State Department of Health, for example, prompted 

reluctance amongst cardiac surgeons to take on high-risk cases, which subsequently led to 

an increase in deaths amongst the most vulnerable at-risk Medicare patients (Dranove et al, 

ヲヰヰヲぶく  “ｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が ｷﾐ Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐSが デｴW ゲデｷヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ Αヵ ヮWヴIWﾐデ ﾗa けｷﾏﾏWSｷ;デWﾉ┞ ﾉｷaW-デｴヴW;デWﾐｷﾐｪげ 
emergency calls were responded to within eight minutes encouraged ambulance trusts to 

concentrate their fleet in densely populated areas at the expense of patients in rural areas 

(Bevan and Hamblin, 2009).   

 

 

It is clear that the measurement of public sector performance is beset by operational 

challenges, which are further exacerbated by the complex and uncertain environment in 

which public providers function.  Against such a backdrop, important questions therefore 

remain regarding the added-value of performance management; and several scholars have 

highlighted the lack ﾗa けdefinitive evidence about whether performance regimes ultimately 

ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗W ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWIデﾗヴ I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWゲげ ふMﾗ┞ﾐｷｴ;ﾐ Wデ ;ﾉが ヲヰヱヱぎ ヱヵヱき ゲWW ;ﾉゲﾗ Bﾗ┞ﾐW 
;ﾐS CｴWﾐが ヲヰヰΑき J;Iﾆゲﾗﾐが ヲヰヱヱぶく  Tｴ;デ ゲ┌Iｴ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲ ヮWヴゲｷゲデ ヴWﾏｷﾐSゲ ┌ゲ デｴ;デ けﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ 
is not some neutral technical process, but rather an activity which is intimately and 

indissolubly enmeshed with politics, law and the wider civil society.  It is suffused with value-

ﾉ;SWﾐ IｴﾗｷIWゲ ;ﾐS ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWS H┞ Hヴﾗ;SWヴ SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐゲげ ふPﾗﾉﾉｷデデ ;ﾐS Bﾗ┌Iﾆ;Wヴデが ヲヰヰヴぎ ヱヴ).  Such 

contextual variables are therefore key to understanding the design and implementation of 

performance management, and several comparative studies have sought to explore their 

effect thereupon (e.g. Bouckaert and Halligan, 2008; Pollitt, 2006; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 

2004).  Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004), for example, compare performance management in 

twelve Anglo-American and European states, analysing their politico-administrative regimes 

in accordance with five factors: state structure; executive government; minister/mandarin 

relationships; administrative culture; and, diversity of policy advice.  Elsewhere, Bouckaert 

;ﾐS H;ﾉﾉｷｪ;ﾐ ふヲヰヰΒぶ ;ヴｪ┌W デｴ;デ ┗;ヴｷ;ﾐIWゲ ｷﾐ デｴW けゲヮ;ﾐげ ;ﾐS けSWヮデｴげ ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW 
ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ;ヴW ; ヮヴﾗS┌Iデ ﾗa ; ヮﾗﾉｷデ┞げゲ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ;Sﾏｷﾐｷstrative framework, and that reform 

trajectories follow different paths in (neo-) Weberain and (neo-) public management states.  

In a slightly different vein, Hood (1999, 2012) applies grid-group cultural theory to identify 

four predominant styles of public management organisation (fatalist, individualist, 

heirarchist, egalitarian), and the way in which these different social contexts encourage the 

uptake of certain forms of performance measurement. 
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Taken together, such comparative studies reveal an interplay between the institutional 

framework of a given polity and the performance management tools adopted by its 

executive; and in turn highlight the way in which the attendant governing norms of such 

ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ けﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴゲげ ;ﾐS けデｴW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWSげく  Iﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ 
デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ﾏ;デデWヴぎ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ けaヴWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ｴ;┗W ; ヮヴﾗaﾗ┌ﾐS ゲｴ;ヮｷﾐｪ WaaWIデ ﾗﾐ ┘ｴ;デ ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ 
ｴ;ヮヮWﾐゲ S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW Iﾗ┌ヴゲW ﾗa ぷヮ┌HﾉｷI ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデへ ヴWaﾗヴﾏげ ふBﾗ┌Iﾆ;Wヴデ ;ﾐS Pﾗﾉﾉｷデデが ヲヰヰヴぎ 
23); and a dynamic relationship exists between the structural features and cultural norms 

generated by such institutions (Christensen and Lægrid, 2008: 138).  More broadly, such 

studies have highlighted the effect of macro-ﾉW┗Wﾉ けヮ;デデWヴﾐゲ ﾗa SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞げ ふLｷﾃヮｴ;ヴデが ヱΓΓΓが 
2012) on meso-ﾉW┗Wﾉ けヮ;デデWヴﾐゲ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげが ┘ｷデｴ ; SｷゲIWヴﾐ;HﾉW SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ 
between the majoritarian states of Anglo-America and the consociational states of Western 

Europe.  Thus, the predominance of central government, the top-down governing culture, 

and the capacity for rapid policy change of majoritarianism is broadly aligned with the top-

down imposition of indicators, the combative deployment of performance data, and an 

enthusiasm for the latest managerial trends.  In contrast, the wider dispersal of power, the 

consensual governing culture, and the tendency towards policy stability of consociationalism 

is more likely to result in the local determination of priorities, the decentralisation of 

responsibility for delivery, and a more incremental approach to public service 

modernisation.   Whilst such distinctions are undoubtedly more nuanced than this brief 

sketch allows, in the light of such findings, the limits of policy learning and transfer have 

HWWﾐ ゲデヴWゲゲWSく  CｴヴｷゲデWﾐゲWﾐ ;ﾐS LFｪヴｷSが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ;ヴｪ┌W デｴ;デ けぷヴへWaﾗヴﾏs that are culturally 

incompatible with political-administrative traditions will be more difficult to implement and 

will have less effect than those that are compatible because they are seen as culturally 

さｷﾐ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWざげ ふCｴヴｷゲデWﾐゲWﾐ ;ﾐS LFｪヴｷSが ヲヰヰΒぎ ヱンヵ; see also Jones and Kettl, 2003).  

“ｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が Pﾗﾉﾉｷデデ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ けぷヮへﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴ;IデｷIWゲ ;ヴW ┗Wヴ┞ aヴWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ゲWﾐゲｷデｷ┗W デﾗ 
IﾗﾐデW┝デゲげが ;ﾐS デｴWヴWaﾗヴW けｷデ ﾏ;┞ HW W;ゲｷWヴ デﾗ ﾉW;ヴﾐ ヴWﾉｷ;HﾉW ﾉWゲゲﾗﾐゲ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ヮ;ゲデ ﾗa ﾗﾐWげゲ 
own organization or sector (where contextual features will remain reasonably constant) than 

aヴﾗﾏ ﾗデｴWヴ ﾃ┌ヴｷゲSｷIデｷﾗﾐゲが ｴﾗ┘W┗Wヴ さ;S┗;ﾐIWSざ ﾗヴ W┝ﾗデｷIげ ふPﾗﾉﾉｷデデが ヲヰヰΒぎ ヱヶヶぶく 
 

 

Overall, such studies indicate the effect of institutional factors upon the dynamics of 

performance management within different politico-administrative contexts.  Building on 

デｴWゲW ﾗHゲWヴ┗;デｷﾗﾐゲが デｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉW デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ;Sﾗヮデゲ ; ふHヴﾗ;Sぶ けﾐW┘げ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲデ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ 
explain the politics of performance management in the UK, and to account for the prevailing 

disjuncture beデ┘WWﾐ デｴW けデ;ﾉﾆげ ;ﾐS け;Iデｷﾗﾐげ SWゲIヴｷHWS ｷﾐ デｴW ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ふBヴ┌ﾐゲゲﾗﾐが ヱΓΒΓが 
1993).  In broad terms, new instititutionalism understands institutions as constituting: 
 

a relatively stable collection of rules and practices, embedded in structures of 

resources that make action possible に organizational, financial and staff capabilities, 

and structures of meaning that explain and justify behavior に roles, identities and 

belongings, common purposes, and causal and normative beliefs (March and Olsen, 

1989, emphasis in original). 

 

Institutions therefore give rise to what March and Olsen (2006) describe as ; けﾉﾗｪｷI ﾗa 
;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWﾐWゲゲげき and a number of scholars have sought to underline the way in which the 

rules, norms and customs of an institution serve to prescribe action by ゲヮWIｷa┞ｷﾐｪ けﾐﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ 
the goals of the policy and the kind of instruments that can be used to attain them, but also 

デｴW ┗Wヴ┞ ﾐ;デ┌ヴW ﾗa デｴW ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ デｴW┞ ;ヴW ﾏW;ﾐデ デﾗ HW ;SSヴWゲゲｷﾐｪげ (Hall, 1993: 279).  Under 

the umbrella of new institutionalism, a number of approaches have flourished (for an 

overview see Hall and Taylor, 1996; Lowndes and Roberts, 2013; Peters, 2005).  Whilst it is 

outwith the scope of this article to review these various sub-strands, the insights drawn 
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aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ゲIｴﾗﾗﾉ ﾗa けｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ;ヴW ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデが directing analytical 

attention to: 

 
the way in which the power relations present in existing institutions give some actors 

or interests more pﾗ┘Wヴ デｴ;ﾐ ﾗデｴWヴゲ ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW IヴW;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾐW┘ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲぐ ﾏ;ヴヴ┞ぷｷﾐｪへ 
a conception of path dependence that also recognizes the importance of existing 

institutional templates to processes of institutional creation and reform (Hall and 

Taylor, 1996: 954).    

 

Iﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ デｴ┌ゲ Wﾐデ;ｷﾉ ; デWﾏヮﾗヴ;ﾉ SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐが HWｷﾐｪ けontologically prior to the individuals 

┘ｴﾗ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;デW デｴWﾏ ;デ ;ﾐ┞ ｪｷ┗Wﾐ デｷﾏWげが ;ﾐS ヮﾗゲゲWゲゲｷﾐｪ けヮヴﾗヮWヴデｷWゲ デｴ;デ ｴWﾉヮ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW 
thought and behaviour at one remove from the immediacy of thought or action by agents at 

;ﾐ┞ ｪｷ┗Wﾐ ヮﾗｷﾐデ ｷﾐ デｷﾏWげ ふBWﾉﾉが ヲヰヱヱぎ ΒΓヱぶく  Wｴｷﾉゲデ デｴW ヮ;デｴ SWヮWﾐSWﾐI┞ ｷﾏヮﾉｷIｷデ ｷﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ 
accounts has been criticised as deterministic (e.g. Hay, 2011; Schmidt, 2008); historical 

institutionalism nonetheless serves to sensitise analysts to self-preserving capacity of 

institutions.   

 

Together, the strands of scholarship reviewed in this section combine to develop an 

important argument regarding the inescapable effect of the overarching politico-

administrative context on performance management; and, in turn, the utility of adopting an 

institutional lens to examine the dynamics of this relationship.  In the case of the UK, this 

lens directs attention to the way in which Westminster majoritarianism gives rise to a set of 

institutional norms regarding the balance of power between core and periphery (see 

Lijphart, 1999, 2012; Blinded, 2013, 2015); and provides a potential explanation for the 

persistence of a top-down, highly interventionist approach to performance management.  

The following sections interrogate this further by focusing on the politics of performance 

management in terms of governing incentives and institutional norms; and in doing so 

ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデゲ デｴW ヮヴW┗;ｷﾉｷﾐｪ SｷゲIﾗﾐﾐWIデ デｴ;デ W┝ｷゲデゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW けデ;ﾉﾆげ ;ﾐS け;Iデｷﾗﾐげ ﾗa Hﾗデｴ デｴW 
Labour and Coalition governments. 

 

 

Whole-of-system control-freakery:  the Labour Governments, 1997-2010 

 

けFﾗヴ デｴW aｷヴゲデ デｷﾏWげが デｴW PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴ Tﾗﾐ┞ Bﾉ;ｷヴ ;ﾐﾐﾗ┌ﾐIWS ｷﾐ ヱΓΓΒが けwe are setting targets 

right across the public services for the modernisation and reform we need to meet the 

デWゲデｷﾐｪ SWﾏ;ﾐSゲ ﾗa デｴW a┌デ┌ヴWげく  MﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが ｴW ゲデ;デWSが デｴW ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ﾗa NW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW 
different, as ͚[t]oo often in the past governments have only made commitments for what 

they put into public services に money, manpower, and policies に and not for what the public 

┘ｷﾉﾉ ｪWデ ﾗ┌デ ｷﾐ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐげ ふCﾏく ヴヱΒヱが ヱΓΓΒぎ aﾗヴW┘ﾗヴSぶく  DWゲヮｷデW ゲ┌Iｴ ヴｴWデﾗヴｷIが ;デデWﾏヮデゲ デﾗ aﾗゲデWヴ 
effective performance within Whitehall and across the British state were not new.  Policies 

such as the Financial Management Initiative of 1982 and the Next Steps programme of 1988 

had sought to strengthen link between funding and outputs; the establishment of the Audit 

Commission in 1983 had brought the performance of local authorities under systematic 

ゲIヴ┌デｷﾐ┞き ;ﾐS デｴW IヴW;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デﾗﾗﾉゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW Cｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲげ Cｴ;ヴデWヴ ｷﾐ ヱΓΓヱ ｴ;S ﾏ;ﾐS;デWS 
ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSゲ aﾗヴ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIW ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲく  Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ┘ｴ;デ SｷS ﾏ;ヴﾆ ﾗ┌デ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ 
was the scope and scale of its interventions, which left not a single area of state activity 

┌ﾐデﾗ┌IｴWSが ;ﾐS ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWS ｷﾐ ; Hヴ;┗W ﾐW┘ けデ;ヴｪWデ┘ﾗヴﾉSげ ヴWSﾗﾉWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW “ﾗ┗ｷWデ ヴWｪｷﾏW ふHﾗﾗSが 
2006).   

 

 

Within government and across the state, the Government established a multiplicity of 

performance frameworks intended to deliver its ambitious public service agenda.  To drive 
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key priorities across Whitehall, the Government introduced Public Service Agreements 

(PSAs) in 1998, which delineated the core policy objectives for individual departments, 

underpinned by a series of performance targets.  Arising out of the 1998 Comprehensive 

Spending Review (Cm. 4011, 1998), several principles informed the PSA regime.  Expenditure 

was fixed for a three-year period to enable departments to manage their resources more 

effectively, and became linked to the achievement of policy outcomes.  Outcome-focused 

multi-year planning was also intended to promote greater co-ordination across all layers of 

government; and Departments were encouraged to work together to achieve policy goals 

that transcended Whitehall silos. Finally, the monitoring arrangements in place to oversee 

progress towards PSA targets reinforced the role of the centre as the driver of the new 

regime, its system of sanctions and rewards intended to ensure that the focus across 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐWS ﾗﾐ デｴW IWﾐデヴWげゲ IﾗヴW ﾗHﾃWIデｷ┗Wゲく  Wｴｷﾉゲデ デｴW P“A aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷﾐｷデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ 
established an eye-watering 600 targets across Whitehall, this gradually reduced and by 

2007 ; けゲデヴW;ﾏﾉｷﾐWS ゲWデげ ﾗa デｴｷヴデ┞ ﾐW┘ P“Aゲ ┘WヴW Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴWS デﾗ け;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デW デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ 
ｴｷｪｴWゲデ ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWゲげ ;ﾐS けゲヮ;ﾐ SWヮ;ヴデﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ Hﾗ┌ﾐS;ヴｷWゲが ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ ; ゲｴ;ヴWS ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ 
and leading collaboration at all le┗Wﾉゲ ｷﾐ デｴW SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏげ ふCﾏく ΑヲヲΑが ヲヰヰΑぎ ンヶぶく   As well 

as fostering strategic working across Whitehall, the PSA framework also sought to engage 

those responsible for delivering public services on the ground, uniting core and periphery 

around a set of ゲｴ;ヴWS ｪﾗ;ﾉゲく  Tｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐWS H┞ デｴW ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉW ﾗa けW;ヴﾐWS ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞げが 
┘ｴｷIｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS けensure that public service providers have the discretion to innovate and 

improve the services they provide, constrained by the need to reach high minimum 

ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSゲげ ふCm. 5570, 2002: 10).    

 

 

On the ground, however, the mushrooming of performance mechanisms belied the 

Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ヮヴﾗaWゲゲWS IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ けIﾗﾐゲデヴ;ｷﾐWS SｷゲIヴWデｷﾗﾐげく  To formalise the 

relationship between top-level PSA priorities and on-the-ground delivery Local Public Service 

Agreements (LPSAs) were introduced in 2000.  Initially piloted across twenty upper-tier local 

;┌デｴﾗヴｷデｷWゲが LP“A デ;ヴｪWデゲ ┘WヴW ｷﾐデWﾐSWS ;ゲ ; けヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮ ;ｪヴWWﾏWﾐデ HWデ┘WWﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ 
local authorities and the Government, intended to accelerate or surpass key outcomes than 

┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ﾗデｴWヴ┘ｷゲW HW デｴW I;ゲWが aﾗヴ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ろゲ ;ヴW;げ ふODPMが ヲヰヰヰぎ ヱぶく  B┞ 
2002 LPSAs had been rolled out to over sixty upper-tier local authorities, and by 2003 all but 

three upper-tier local authorities had negotiated an LPSA (Cm. 5571, 2002: 1).  Yet in 2007 

LPSAs were replaced by Local Area Agreements (LAAs), three-year agreements negotiated 

between central and local government which set a series of service improvements that 

authorities were committed to achieving, along with a detailed delivery plan.  No longer 

explicitly linked to the PSA framework, LAAs entailed up to 35 priorities for each local 

;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞が ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐWS H┞ けa single set of about 200 outcome based indicators covering all 

important national priorities like climate change, social exclusion and anti-ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ HWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴげき 
;ﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐゲｷゲデWS デｴ;デ けLAA デ;ヴｪWデゲ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉﾉ┞ HW ﾐWｪﾗデｷ;デWS デﾗ H;ﾉ;ﾐIW 
ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS ﾉW┗Wﾉゲ ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ┘ｷデｴ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデ ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷWゲげ (Cm. 6939-I, 

2006: 6.39).  At the same time, local authorities remained subject to the programme of 

inspection administered by the Audit Commission; and during this period, the Commission 

was tasked by the Government to implement several new audit regimes.  In 2001 the Audit 

Commission launched the Comprehensive Performance Assessment, which rated councils 

against an excess of 1,000 performance indicators.  This was replaced in 2009 by the 

Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA), which was intended to streamline the process by 

assessing local public services against a total of 214 indicators.  This period also witnessed 

the micro-management of specific public services via performance indicators of increasing 

ｪヴ;ﾐ┌ﾉ;ヴｷデ┞が ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW けbalanced scorecard reflectinｪ ゲデ;aaが ヮ;デｷWﾐデ ;ﾐS IﾉｷﾐｷI;ﾉ aﾗI┌ゲげ 
applied to individual NHS hospitals in England and Wales between 2001-5; and the 
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aggregation of such information via published rankings and ratings served to underline the 

┗ﾗヴ;Iｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ けデ;ヴｪWデゲ-and-terroヴげ ;ﾏHｷデｷﾗﾐゲく 
 

 

YWデ ;ﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｷﾏヮヴWゲゲｷ┗W ｷﾐ ゲI;ﾉWが L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘;ゲ 
unplanned, ad hoc and often reactive.  One senior civil servant described the PSA framework 

;ゲ ﾉｷデデﾉW ﾏﾗヴW デｴ;ﾐ け;ﾐ ;aデWヴデｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ﾗa デｴW “ヮWﾐSｷﾐｪ ‘W┗ｷW┘ぐ ぷデへｴW rationalisation and 

I;┗W;デ IヴW;デｷﾗﾐげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ンヵぶき ;ﾐS ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ ;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWS デｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲ┌Iｴ ﾏ;IｴｷﾐWヴ┞ 
┘;ゲ けｷﾐ┗WﾐデWS ﾗﾐ デｴW ｴﾗﾗaげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ンΓぶく  MﾗヴW Hﾉ┌ﾐデﾉ┞が ﾗﾐW ﾏWﾏHWヴ ﾗa デｴW TヴW;ゲ┌ヴ┞ “WﾉWIデ 
CﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW SWヮﾉﾗヴWS デｴW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ;ゲ け; ﾏWゲゲげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ 37).  Unsurprisingly, this fragmentary 

けｴ┞ヮWヴ-ｷﾐﾐﾗ┗;デｷﾗﾐげ ふMﾗヴ;ﾐが ヲヰヰンぶ ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWS ｷﾐ ; ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa Iﾉ;ヴｷデ┞ ヴWｪ;ヴSｷﾐｪ デｴW ヴﾗﾉWゲ ﾗa IWﾐデヴ;ﾉ 
;ﾐS ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデく  TｴW P┌HﾉｷI ASﾏｷﾐｷゲデヴ;デｷﾗﾐ “WﾉWIデ CﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデWS ; けﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa 
ヮヴﾗヮWヴ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW ゲｷmultaneous development of front-line organisational 

capacity and a centrally-Sヴｷ┗Wﾐ ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWﾏWﾐデ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｴ;S IヴW;デWS けデWﾐゲｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ 
those charged with centralised responsibility and those who are responsible for dispersed 

delivery of public serviceゲげ ふHC ヶヲ-I, 2003: i).  Such concerns were reiterated by several 

ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘WWゲく  Cﾗﾐデヴ; デｴW ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI ﾗa aﾉW┝ｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS けW;ヴﾐWS ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞げが ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ 
ﾗaaｷIWヴゲ ゲデヴWゲゲWS デｴW W┝デWﾐデ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ デ;ヴｪWデゲ ┘WヴW けｷﾏヮﾗゲWSげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヱヲぶ ;ﾐS けa;ｷヴﾉ┞ デﾗヮ-

Sﾗ┘ﾐげ ふｷﾐデerview 15).  This didactic approach to target setting was acknowledged by several 

within Whitehall.  One senior civil servant in the Department for Health described the 

aヴWﾐWデｷI ﾉﾗHH┞ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ﾗII┌ヴヴWS S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾐWｪﾗデｷ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa LAA デ;ヴｪWデゲぎ けｷデ ┘;ゲ ; Hｷデ ﾗa a bun 

aｷｪｴデ デﾗぐ ヮWヴゲ┌;SW ぷﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデｷWゲへ aﾗヴ ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ｷﾐSｷI;デﾗヴゲ デﾗ HW ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWSげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴヱぶき ;ﾐS 
another in the former Department for Children, Schools and Families acknowledged that 

┘ｴｷﾉゲデ デｴW┞ ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ デﾗ ｴﾗﾉS ; けa;ｷヴﾉ┞ ﾗヮWﾐげ ;ﾐS けｪWﾐ┌ｷﾐW デ┘ﾗ-way dialﾗｪ┌Wげが けｷa ┞ﾗ┌ ┘WヴW ﾗﾐ デｴW 
other side of the table you might have thought we were trying to enforce a top-down 

ヮヴﾗIWゲゲげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヲヲぶく 
 

 

TｴW aW;ゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa けW;ヴﾐWS ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞げ ┘;ゲ a┌ヴデｴWヴ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ;ｷﾐWS H┞ デｴW explosion of 

performance indicators further down the delivery chain.  As one local authority officer put it, 

け┘Wげ┗W ｴ;S デｴﾗ┌ゲ;ﾐSゲ ﾗa デｴW aﾉｷヮヮｷﾐｪ デｴｷﾐｪゲく  TｴWヴWげゲ ﾏﾗヴW デｴ;ﾐ ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐ ゲｴ;ﾆW ; ゲデｷIﾆ ;デげ 
(interview 11).  Acknowledging the impact of this cascading, one former special adviser 

;SﾏｷデデWS けｷデげゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ ﾐﾗデ ヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉWが ｷa ┞ﾗ┌げヴW ｷﾐ ; ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞が デﾗ デヴW;デ ヵΑ デｴｷﾐｪゲ ;ゲ ; ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデ┞く  
Iデげゲ ;Hゲ┌ヴSげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ンヶぶく  IﾐSWWSが ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ;Iデﾗヴゲ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWS デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ﾉ;IﾆWS 
デｴW ヴWゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲ ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴ┞ デﾗ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐS デﾗ デｴW SWﾏ;ﾐSゲ ﾗa デｴW IWﾐデヴWく  けTｴW┞げヴW デｷｪｴデWning up 

ﾗ┌ヴ ヮ┌ヴゲW ゲデヴｷﾐｪゲ ;ﾐS デｴWﾐ W┝ヮWIデｷﾐｪ ┌ゲ デﾗ Sﾗ ﾏﾗヴW ;ﾐS ﾏﾗヴWげが Iﾗﾏヮﾉ;ｷﾐWS ﾗﾐW ﾉﾗI;ﾉ 
;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗaaｷIWヴが け;ﾐS デｴWヴW ﾃ┌ゲデ ｷゲﾐげデ デｴW I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ デﾗ Sﾗ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ┘;ﾐデげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヱヵぶく  
F;IWS ┘ｷデｴ けデ;ヴｪWデゲ-and-デWヴヴﾗヴげが デｴW WﾏWヴｪWﾐIW ﾗa ヮWヴ┗WヴゲW IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWゲ was inevitable, as 

local authorities and other services providers buckled under the burden of competing 

pressures.  Evidence submitted to the Public Administration Select Committee illustrated the 

prevalence of output distortions or gaming in the field of healthcare, such as the 

cancellation of follow-up appointments to ensure that targets for new patients were met 

(HC 1259-i, 2002, Q. 2); and the diversion of resources towards target priorities at the 

expense of non-priorities (HC 62-iv, 2002, Qs. 431-4).  Similarly, one local authority officer 

SWゲIヴｷHWS デｴW W┝ｷゲデWﾐIW ﾗa けデｴヴWゲｴﾗﾉS WaaWIデゲげぎ けデｴWヴWげゲ ﾐﾗ ｷﾐIWﾐデｷ┗W デﾗ ﾗ┗Wヴ;IｴｷW┗W HWI;┌ゲW 
デｴWヴWげゲ ; ﾉｷﾏｷデ ﾗa H┌SｪWデゲが ゲﾗ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾐWWS デﾗ ﾃ┌ゲデｷa┞ ┘ｴ┞ ┞ﾗ┌ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ ゲヮWﾐS ﾏﾗヴW ﾏﾗﾐW┞げ 
(interview 12).  Such challenges underlined the limits of target-based performance 

management as a top-down mechanism of public service control; and several interviewees 

within Whitehall acknowledged the extent to which the machinery of targetry became 

overextended.  One special adviser admittWS け┘W WﾐSWS ┌ヮ ┘ｷデｴ a;ヴ デﾗﾗ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ デ;ヴｪWデゲげ 
ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ンヴぶき ;ﾐS ﾗﾐW ゲWﾐｷﾗヴ Iｷ┗ｷﾉ ゲWヴ┗;ﾐデ SWゲIヴｷHWS ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗa デｴWゲW デ;ヴｪWデゲ ;ゲ けヴｷSｷI┌ﾉﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ 
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;ﾏHｷデｷﾗ┌ゲ ;ﾐS IﾉW;ヴﾉ┞ HW┞ﾗﾐS ┘ｴ;デ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ I;ﾐ Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴヵぶく  Fﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa 
this, a senior Cabinet Office ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ ┗ｷ┗ｷSﾉ┞ SWゲIヴｷHWS デｴW けｷﾉﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐげ デｴ;デ ┘;ゲ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘WS デﾗ 
develop: 

 
ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW Hｷｪ ﾏWゲゲ;ｪWゲ ┘W ┘WヴW Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷI;デｷﾐｪ ┘;ゲぐ ; SWﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐ 
control things from the centre.  The fact that we have a PSA board with all these 

levers that we yanked to deliver a strategy and a goal, created an impression that 

in Whitehall they have a dashboard that they sit at and control the world 

(interview 44).  

 

This description is as telling as it is vivid; and the persistence of a highly centralised and 

interventionist approach to performance management に despite a vocal rhetorical 

IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ aヴWWSﾗﾏゲが aﾉW┝ｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS けW;ヴﾐWS ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞ に  requires further explanation.   

 

 

Certainly, the particular personalities at heart of the New Labour project were important.  

OﾐW ゲヮWIｷ;ﾉ ;S┗ｷゲWヴ SWゲIヴｷHWS ｴﾗ┘ けBﾉ;ｷヴ SｷSﾐげデ デヴ┌ゲデ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS SｷSﾐげデ デヴ┌ゲデ ; ﾉﾗデ ﾗa 
デｴW SWﾉｷ┗WヴWヴゲ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ンヶぶき ;ﾐS ;ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲ ﾗa HﾗﾗSげゲ ふヲヰヰヶぶ けデ;ヴｪWデ┘ﾗヴﾉSげが 
ﾗﾐW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ H;IﾆHWﾐIｴWヴ SWゲIヴｷHWS Bﾉ;ｷヴげゲ け;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐ デWﾐSWﾐIｷWゲぐ W┗Wﾐ LWﾐｷﾐ ┘;ゲ ﾏﾗヴW 
aﾉW┝ｷHﾉW デｴ;デ デｴ;デぁげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヲΒぶく  YWデ ; aﾗI┌ゲ ﾗﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ ﾗaaWヴゲ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ; ヮ;ヴデｷ;ﾉ W┝ヮﾉ;ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐが 
;ﾐS ; ヴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa W┗ｷSWﾐIW ヮﾗｷﾐデゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ デｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW 
management was intimately bound up with WeゲデﾏｷﾐゲデWヴげゲ ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ IWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲWS ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐｷﾐｪ 
I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWく  OﾐW aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐ デｴW PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴげゲ OaaｷIW SWゲIヴｷHWS デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;ゲ 
ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ け; さヮ┌ゲｴﾏｷ-ヮ┌ﾉﾉ┞┌ざ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが ┘ｴｷIｴ SWHｷﾉｷデ;デWS ;ﾐ┞ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa 
┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW IWﾐデヴWげゲ ぷヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮへ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ﾉﾗI;ﾉぐ ;ﾐS デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ｷデゲ ゲデ;デWIヴ;aデ ┘;ゲ 
┗Wヴ┞ Iﾗﾐa┌ゲWSげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴΒぶく  MﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが ; HWﾉｷWa ｷﾐ デｴW ヴｷｪｴデa┌ﾉ ヮヴWSﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾐIW ﾗa デｴW IWﾐデヴW 
┘;ゲ W┝ヮﾉｷIｷデ ｷﾐ ゲW┗Wヴ;ﾉ デWゲデｷﾏﾗﾐｷ;ﾉゲく  Aゲ ﾗﾐW aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWSが けｷa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｷゲ 
responsible for handing money out, then it is absolutely entitled to lay down the parameters 

ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ デｴ;デ ｷゲ ゲヮWﾐデげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヵヱぶく  “ｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞が ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ゲデ;デWS け┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐげデ 
さW;ヴﾐざ ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞ H┞ ﾐWｪﾗデｷ;デｷﾐｪ WｴｷデWｴ;ﾉﾉ ;ﾐS SWﾉｷ┗Wヴｷﾐｪ ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲぐ Iデ SWﾐｷWゲ デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞-

m;ﾆｷﾐｪ ヴﾗﾉW ﾗa WｴｷデWｴ;ﾉﾉく  TｴWヴWげゲ ﾐﾗ ゲ┌Iｴ デｴｷﾐｪ ;ゲ ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞が ;ゲ ;デ デｴW WﾐS ﾗa デｴW S;┞が 
WｴｷデWｴ;ﾉﾉ ｴ;ゲ デｴW ヴｷｪｴデ デﾗ ｴ;ﾐS デｴｷﾐｪゲ ﾗ┌デ ;ﾐS デ;ﾆW デｴｷﾐｪゲ H;Iﾆげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ンΒぶく  TｴW ゲWﾐゲW 
デｴ;デ けｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ゲ HWゲデげ ┘;ゲ a┌ヴデｴWヴ ヴWｷﾐaﾗヴIWS H┞ ; IﾉW;ヴ Sｷゲデヴ┌ゲデ ┘ｷデｴｷn Whitehall of 

ゲWヴ┗ｷIW ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW ｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSく  OﾐW aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ゲデ;デWS デｴ;デ け┘ｴWﾐ デｴW┞ ぷｴﾗゲヮｷデ;ﾉ 
consultants] were given the targets and the accountability, they still behaved in the same 

┘;┞ ;ﾐS Hﾉ;ﾏWS デｴW デ;ヴｪWデゲげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴヶぶき ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ デｴ;デ デｴW け┗;ゲデ 
┌ﾐSWヴヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ｷﾐ デｴW WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏげ ヴWﾐSWヴWS デｴWﾏ ┌ﾐ┘ｷﾉﾉｷﾐｪ デﾗ けﾃ┌ゲデ ﾉWデ 
ぷｴW;SデW;IｴWヴゲへ ｪWデ ﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ｷデげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヵヱぶき ;ﾐS ﾗﾐW ゲWﾐｷﾗヴ Iｷ┗ｷﾉ ゲWヴ┗;ﾐデ HWﾏﾗ;ﾐWS デｴW ┘;┞ 
ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW けHｷデIｴｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ぷH┞へ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWIデﾗヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆWヴゲげ ヴWﾐSWヴWS ;ﾐ┞ ;デデWﾏヮデゲ 
at self-ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデ ;ゲ け┌ﾐゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;HﾉWげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヲヲぶく  Moreover, the combative 

adversarialism associated with Westminster politics, along with the concentration of 

accountability in individual ministers, encouraged a stranglehold over delivery.  As one 

ゲWﾐｷﾗヴ Iｷ┗ｷﾉ ゲWヴ┗;ﾐデ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWSが けぷ;へデ デｴW WﾐS ﾗa デｴW S;┞が デｴW HﾗﾏW “WIヴWデ;ヴ┞ ｴ;ゲ デﾗ ゲデ;ﾐS ┌ヮ ｷﾐ 
P;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐ ┘ｴ┞ ぷ; デ;ヴｪWデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ﾏｷゲゲWSへく  Tｴ;デげゲ ﾐﾗデ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┘;ゲｴ ｷa ｴW ゲ;┞ゲ 
さ┘Wﾉﾉが ｷデげゲ デｴW ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞げゲ SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐざげ (interview 20). 

 

Vocal localism and creeping centralisation ʹ the Coalition Government, 2010-2015 

 

As the previous section demonstrated, Labour presided over an era of performance 

management that rested on the antithetical principles of top-down priority-setting and 

bottom-┌ヮ ﾗヮWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞く  YWデ SWゲヮｷデW ゲ┌Iｴ デWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲが L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW 



 10 

management yielded tangible results. Through the PSA framework, spending decisions 

became longer term in focus, and policy decisions were increasingly framed around societal 

outcomes; and whilst the Government fell short in meeting many of its targets, significant 

ｷﾐヴﾗ;Sゲ ┘WヴW ﾏ;SW ｷﾐデﾗ デ;Iﾆﾉｷﾐｪ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げゲ ﾏﾗゲデ ｷﾐデヴ;Iデ;HﾉW ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ IｴｷﾉS 
obesity and teenage pregnancy (Blinded, 2013).  Similarly, evidence on the ground reveals 

the relative success of LPSAs (Boyne and Chen, 2007), and the way in which けデ;ヴｪWデゲ-and-

デWヴヴﾗヴげ aﾗヴIWS ヴWゲ┌ﾉデゲ ｷﾐ aｷWﾉSゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ ｴW;ﾉデｴI;ヴW (Bevan and Hood, 2006).  Nonetheless, 

デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ デｴｷゲ ヮWヴｷﾗSが デｴW CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wゲ ┘WヴW ┗ﾗI;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾗヮヮﾗゲWS デﾗ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ-by-

numbers, publishing a range of highly partisan attacks (e.g. Conservatives 2002, 2003).  Such 

デｴWﾏWゲ ┘WヴW ヴWｷデWヴ;デWS ｷﾐ ゲ┌IIWゲゲｷ┗W ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデﾗゲが ;ﾐS ｷﾐ ヲヰヱヰ デｴW P;ヴデ┞ ヮﾉWSｪWS デﾗ けゲIヴ;ヮ 
デｴW ｴ┌ﾐSヴWSゲ ﾗa ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ デ;ヴｪWデゲ デｴ;デ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ｴ;┗W ｷﾏヮﾗゲWS ﾗﾐ Iﾗ┌ﾐIｷﾉゲげ ;ﾐS けWﾐS デｴW 
H┌ヴW;┌Iヴ;デｷI ｷﾐゲヮWIデｷﾗﾐ ヴWｪｷﾏW デｴ;デ ゲデﾗヮゲ Iﾗ┌ﾐIｷﾉゲ aﾗI┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ヴWゲｷSWﾐデゲげ ﾏ;ｷﾐ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐゲげ 
(Conservatives, 2010: 76).  Joining the Conservatives in their opposition were the Liberal 

DWﾏﾗIヴ;デゲが ┘ｴﾗ ｷﾐ ヲヰヱヰ ヮヴﾗﾏｷゲWS デﾗ けぷs]crap nearly £1 billion of central government 

ｷﾐゲヮWIデｷﾗﾐ ヴWｪｷﾏWゲ ﾗﾐ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ Iﾗ┌ﾐIｷﾉゲげ ;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ; Hヴﾗ;SWヴ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWnt to giving local people 

けデｴW ヮﾗ┘Wヴゲ ;ﾐS デｴW a┌ﾐSｷﾐｪ デﾗ SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ┘;ﾐデ aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲげ ふLｷHWヴ;ﾉ 
Democrats, 2010: 90). 

 

 

It was therefore unsurprising that upon entering office, the Conservative-Liberal Democrat 

Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐ ゲ┘Wヮデ ;ゲｷSW L;Hﾗ┌ヴげs machinery of performance measurement as part of its 

Hヴﾗ;SWヴ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ けヮヴﾗﾏﾗデW SWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデが ;ﾐSぐ WﾐS 
the era of top-Sﾗ┘ﾐ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ ふHM Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが ヲヰヱヰぎ ヱヱぶ.  As Cabinet Minister Francis 

Maude explained in July 2010, けthere were many attempts to micro-manage delivery from 

the centre, through targets, PSAs, monitoring, auditing, endless guidance and 

regulation.  Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ Hﾗデｴ ┘ヴﾗﾐｪ ;ﾐS SﾗﾗﾏWS デﾗ a;ｷﾉくげ1
 Instead the Coalition would pursue 

what the Deputy Prime Minister NiIﾆ CﾉWｪｪ SWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ ; けヴ;SｷI;ﾉ SWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげ ﾗa 
ヮﾗ┘Wヴげが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ デｴW けゲデヴｷヮヮｷﾐｪ ;┘;┞ ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa デｴW デﾗヮ-down bureaucracy that previous 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲ ｴ;┗W ヮ┌デ ｷﾐ デｴW ┘;┞ ﾗa aヴﾗﾐデﾉｷﾐW ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲ ;ﾐS Iｷ┗ｷﾉ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ ふHM 
Government, 2011: 1).  Alongside the immediate abolition of the PSA framework as part of 

the 2010 Spending Review (Cm. 7942, 2010: 34), the Coalition dismantled the layers of 

performance management to which local authorities were exposed.  In June 2010, the 

Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government Eric Pickles instructed the Audit 

Commission to cease all of its work on CAAs, a move welcomed by the Local Government 

Association.  This was followed in August 2010 by an announcement of the abolition of the 

Audit Commission itself; and the Secretary of State explained that けﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴゲ HWﾉｷW┗W デｴ;デ デｴW 
work of the Commission has increasingly become less focused on accountability to citizens 

and more on reporting upwards to Government, judging services largely against top down 

GovernﾏWﾐデ ｷﾏヮﾗゲWS デ;ヴｪWデゲげく2
  

 

 

Through the Localism Act 2011, the Coalition abolished Regional Spatial Strategies (RSSs), 

along with their intermediate tier of regional targets, in order to afford greater local control 

over the development of their communities.  The RSS framework was instigated in 2004 to 

co-ordinate regional planning activities around national strategic goals, such as 

infrastructure development and economic growth.  Yet, whilst intended to bridge the gap 

between national planning aspirations and local planning policies, they had come under 

widespread criticism for imposing national targets without any sensitivity towards local 

                                                        
1
 http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/news/Francis-Maude-speech-to-the-civil-service, last accessed 5 June 2015. 

2
 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/eric-pickles-to-disband-audit-commission-in-new-era-of-town-hall-

transparency, last accessed 5 June 2015. 
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conditions. Indeed, the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government described 

‘““ゲ ;ゲ けﾏW;ﾐ ｷﾐ ゲヮｷヴｷデ ;ﾐS ぷH;ゲWS ﾗﾐへ ;ゲ ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ デｴｷﾐｪゲ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ｪﾗ ┘ヴﾗﾐｪげく  Aデ 
デｴW ゲ;ﾏW デｷﾏWが ｴW ;ﾉゲﾗ ;ﾉﾉ┌SWS デﾗ デｴW けﾏW;ゲ┌ヴW aｷ┝;デｷﾗﾐげ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW ‘““ ｴ;S ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWSぎ けｷデ 
┘;ゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｷIﾆｷﾐｪ ; Hﾗ┝ぐ  TｴWヴW ┘WヴW ﾐﾗ IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWゲ aﾗヴ ﾐﾗデ Sﾗｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ﾗデｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ 
that your デ;ヴｪWデ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲWSげ ふHC ヵヱΑが ヲヰヱヱぎ ヶ-Βぶく  TｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ SWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ 
┘;ゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ ;ヮヮﾉｷWS デﾗ ゲWヴ┗ｷIW ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗI;ﾉ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲく  Iデゲ けaヴWW ゲIｴﾗﾗﾉゲげ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ 
to give parents and teachers the opportunity to set up state-funded schools outside the 

control of local education authorities.  The Health and Social Care Act 2012 sought to 

transform the organisation of the NHS by abolishing Primary Care Trusts and Strategic 

HW;ﾉデｴ A┌デｴﾗヴｷデｷWゲが ;ﾐS Wゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴｷﾐｪ けGP Iﾗﾏﾏｷゲゲｷﾗﾐｷﾐｪげ デﾗ Wﾐ;HﾉW ヮ;デｷWnt care to be 

commissioned in accordance with local clinical priorities.  More broadly, the Coalition 

ヮﾉWSｪWS デﾗ デヴ;ﾐゲaWヴ ;SSｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ IﾗﾏヮWデWﾐIｷWゲ デﾗ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ ;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ｷデゲ けBｷｪ “ﾗIｷWデ┞げ 
agenda, ┘ｴｷIｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ;aaﾗヴS けゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ ﾐW┘ ヴｷｪｴデゲ SｷヴWIデ デﾗ communities and individuals, 

ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ｷデ W;ゲｷWヴ aﾗヴ デｴWﾏ デﾗ ｪWデ デｴｷﾐｪゲ SﾗﾐW ;ﾐS ;IｴｷW┗W デｴWｷヴ ;ﾏHｷデｷﾗﾐゲげ ふCLGが ヲヰヱヱぎ Βぶく   
 

 

Yet, rather than attuning public services to local priorities, the eschewal of the machinery of 

performance management was instead associated with a reduction in services, reflected in 

evidence such as the upwards creep of NHS waiting lists and a shortfall against the 

Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ｪﾗ;ﾉ of building 150,000 affordable homes by 2015.  Indeed, in seeking to deliver 

high national standards within a framework predicated upon localism, there remained an 

inherent tension, as underlined by one senior official: 

 
デｴW┞げヴW ヮ┌ヴゲ┌ｷﾐｪ ┗Wヴ┞ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐゲデヴ┌ﾏWﾐデゲ ﾉｷﾆW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ;ヮヮヴ;ｷゲ;ﾉが ┘ｴｷIｴ 
ヴWケ┌ｷヴW ┞ﾗ┌ デﾗ ゲWデ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW W┝ヮWIデ;デｷﾗﾐゲぐ B┌デ ;ゲ ゲﾗﾗﾐ ;s that gets down to 

ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏW ﾉW┗Wﾉが デｴW┞ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ┘;ﾉﾆ ;┘;┞ aヴﾗﾏ デｴ;デ ┘ｴﾗﾉW ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴく  Iデげゲ ケ┌ｷデW SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ デﾗ 
see how all of this marries through (interview 52).   

 

Iﾐ デ┌ヴﾐが ｷデ ┘;ゲ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWS デｴ;デ デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ゲWﾐデ ﾗ┌デ Iﾗﾐa┌ゲｷﾐｪ ゲｷｪﾐ;ﾉゲ デﾗ デｴﾗゲW 
charged with delivery.  One senior official reflected on the operational challenges for the 

civil service, stating that: 

 
[u]ﾐSWヴ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲWS ﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲﾏ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗI;ﾉ IｴﾗｷIWが ;ﾐS ｷﾐ ; ┘ﾗヴﾉS ┘ｴWヴW ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐげデ ゲWデ デ;ヴｪWデゲ 
;ﾐS HW ゲWWﾐ デﾗ ゲWデ デ;ヴｪWデゲぐ Iげﾏ ﾐﾗデ ゲ┌ヴW デｴ;デ civil servants now know what it is they 

are supposed to be doing to manage the funds that are in there, and their areas of 

ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞げ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴΓぶく   
 

Similar concerns were expressed on the ground.  One witness highlighted the negative 

impact of the abolition of the RSS on local planning practices, describing the way in which 

the け;H;ﾐSﾗﾐｷﾐｪげ ﾗa デｴW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ｴ;S IヴW;デWS ; けゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa IﾗﾏヮﾉWデW ヮ;ヴ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲげ ふHC ヵヱΑが 
2011: 5).  More bluntly, one longstanding councillor revealed how the rhetoric of localism 

ｴ;S HWWﾐ ┘ｷSWﾉ┞ SWヴｷSWS ;ゲ けﾃﾗﾆW-;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴヰぶく  Unsurprisingly, those at the heart of 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ヴWﾃWIデWS ゲ┌Iｴ Iｴ;ヴｪWゲく  OﾐW ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ゲデ;デWS デｴ;デ けデｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｷゲ デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ 
ｪWﾐ┌ｷﾐWﾉ┞ デﾗ ﾉWデ ｪﾗが ヮ;ヴデﾉ┞ HWI;┌ゲW ｷデげゲ ゲWWﾐ デｴ;デ Iｴ┌Iﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏﾗﾐW┞ ;ﾐS IWntral direction at all 

デｴWゲW ;ヴW;ゲ ｴ;ゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾐﾗデ ┘ﾗヴﾆWS ゲﾗ WaaWIデｷ┗Wﾉ┞げ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴΑぶく  MﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが ｷデ ┘;ゲ デｴ;デ 
;ヴｪ┌WS L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ けデ;ヴｪWデゲ-and-デWヴヴﾗヴげ ヴWｪｷﾏW ｴ;S W┗ｷゲIWヴ;デWS デｴW I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ ﾗa ゲWヴ┗ｷIW ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ 
to exploit the discretionary spaces created by the Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲﾏ ;ｪWﾐS;く  OﾐW ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ 
described how local authority leaders ｴ;S HWWﾐ ゲﾗ けIﾗﾏヮﾉWデWﾉ┞ Iﾗ┘WS H┞ デｴW ﾉ;ゲデ デｴｷヴデWWﾐ 
┞W;ヴゲぐ ﾗa IWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ﾉｷデWヴ;ﾉﾉ┞ SｷSﾐげデ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ｴﾗ┘ デﾗ W┝WヴIｷゲW デｴWｷヴ aヴWWSﾗﾏげ 
(interview 50).  Indeed, then Cabinet Office Minister Grant Shapps described local 

;┌デｴﾗヴｷデｷWゲ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ け“デﾗIﾆｴﾗﾉﾏ “┞ﾐSヴﾗﾏWげが ; ヮヴﾗS┌Iデ ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ けデｷWS デﾗ WｴｷデWｴ;ﾉﾉげゲ さﾐ;ﾐﾐ┞ 
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ゲデ;デW ;ヮヴﾗﾐ ゲデヴｷﾐｪゲざ デWヴヴｷaｷWS ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ I┌デ ﾉﾗﾗゲWげ.3
  

 

 

Yet, during a period of deep and wide-ranging spending cuts, the jettisoning of the 

machinery of performance management can be seen less as an ideological commitment to 

the empowerment of front-line service providers, and more as a pragmatic attempt to 

obscure the deleterious impact of cuts on service provision.  Local government depends on 

central government for around 75 percent of funding, yet between 2010-2015 budgets were 

cut by over 25 percent, with other revenue streams shrinking; and councils and community 

groups were being asked to do increasingly more with increasingly less.  One senior official 

SWゲIヴｷHWS デｴW けデWﾐゲｷﾗﾐげ デｴ;デ ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWS aヴﾗﾏ けデｴW SWゲヮWヴ;デW ﾐWWS デﾗ デヴ┞ デﾗ ヴWS┌IW H┌SｪWデゲ ｷﾐ ; 
ゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;HﾉW ┘;┞げ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴΓぶく  MﾗヴW Hﾉ┌ﾐデﾉ┞が ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ ゲWﾐｷﾗヴ ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ ゲデ;デWS デｴ;デ けデｴW ﾏﾗゲデ 
striking difference between the Labour Government and the [Coalition] Government is: 

デ;ヴｪWデゲ ;ﾐS ﾏﾗﾐW┞ ぷ┗Wヴゲ┌ゲへ ﾐﾗ デ;ヴｪWデゲが ﾐﾗ ﾏﾗﾐW┞ぁげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヲΓぶく  NﾗﾐWデｴWﾉWゲゲが ┘ｴｷﾉゲデ 
targets may have disappeared in name, the practices of performance management 

reappeared by stealth.  This was first apparent in July 2010 when the Coalition announced 

デｴ;デ ;ﾉﾉ DWヮ;ヴデﾏWﾐデゲ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW ヴWケ┌ｷヴWS デﾗ ヮ┌Hﾉｷゲｴ “デヴ┌Iデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ‘Waﾗヴﾏ Pﾉ;ﾐゲが ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲWデ けIﾉW;ヴ 
ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴ;HﾉW ﾏｷﾉWゲデﾗﾐWゲげく  TｴW WﾏWヴgence of target creep was highlighted by 

デｴﾗゲW ┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ WｴｷデWｴ;ﾉﾉく  けTｴW ﾏWゲゲ;ｪW ┘;ゲ ┗Wヴ┞ IﾉW;ヴ デｴ;デ ┘W ┘WヴW ﾐﾗデ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ 
デ;ヴｪWデゲげが W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWS ﾗﾐW DWヮ;ヴデﾏWﾐデ ﾗa HW;ﾉデｴ ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉが けH┌デ ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ┘W SｷS ﾆWWヮ ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴｷﾐｪ ; 
ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ ｷﾐSｷI;デﾗヴゲげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴヱぶく  AﾐﾗデｴWヴ ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ ┘ヴ┞ﾉ┞ ﾗHゲWヴ┗WSが けデｴW 
Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ﾐﾗ┘ ヴWa┌ゲWゲ デﾗ ┌ゲW デｴW ┘ﾗヴS さデ;ヴｪWデざ ;ﾐS ┌ゲWゲ ﾗデｴWヴ ┘ﾗヴSゲ aﾗヴ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ デｴｷﾐｪゲげ 
(interview 43).  Indeed, the re-imposition of performance management was used by the 

Coalition as a stick to beat poorly performing local planning authorities; and in 2013 Blaby 

DｷゲデヴｷIデ Cﾗ┌ﾐIｷﾉ HWI;ﾏW デｴW aｷヴゲデ ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ヮﾉ;ﾐﾐｷﾐｪ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ デﾗ HW ヮﾉ;IWS ｷﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ けゲヮWIｷ;ﾉ 
ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWゲげが ｷﾐ ; ﾏﾗ┗W ゲデ;ヴﾆﾉ┞ ;デ ﾗSSゲ ┘ｷデｴ ; IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ SWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲWS ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐ;ﾐIWく   
 

 

Despite divergences in rhetoric, it is therefore possible to detect a significant degree of 

Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ｷデ┞ HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ ヮヴ;IデｷIW ;ﾐS 
デｴ;デ ﾗa ｷデゲ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ヮヴWSWIWゲゲﾗヴく  Aゲ ﾗﾐW aﾗヴﾏWヴ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ;ヴｪ┌WSが けｷa ┞ﾗ┌ ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ;デ ぷデｴW 
Coalition] and talk about health and outcome frameworks replacing targets, you could 

;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ ゲWW デｴ;デ ﾗﾐW ｷゲ ﾏﾗヴヮｴｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa デｴW ﾗデｴWヴぐ Aﾉﾏﾗゲデ ; ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ デｴ;ﾐ ; 
IﾗﾏヮﾉWデWﾉ┞ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ ┘;┞ ﾗa Sﾗｷﾐｪ デｴｷﾐｪゲげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヲヴぶく  Iデ ｷゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ W┗ｷSWﾐデ デｴ;デ デｴW Cﾗalition, 

like its Labour predecessors, found it difficult to rein in its interventionist tendencies.  The 

collection of waste in wintry weather, the salaries awarded to senior officers, and even the 

fate of a house in which Ringo Starr once lived were all matters on which ministers offered 

opinion!  Reflecting on this, the Communities and Local Government Select Committee 

stressed that けぷIへWﾐデヴ;ﾉ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ I;ﾐﾐﾗデ ｴ;┗W ｷデ Hﾗデｴ ┘;┞ゲねon the one hand giving local 

authorities the freedom to make their own choices, and on the other maintaining that only 

ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴﾗゲW IｴﾗｷIWゲ ｷゲ デｴW さゲWﾐゲｷHﾉWざ ﾗﾐWげ ふHC ヵヴΑが ヲヰヱヱぎ ヵΑぶく  Yet, given the prevailing 

politico-administrative context and the norms of Westminster politics, such an unwillingness 

デﾗ けﾉWデ ｪﾗげ ┘;ゲ ┌ﾐゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪき ;ﾐS ; aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐ N┌ﾏHWヴ ヱヰ ゲデ;デWS デｴ;デ けぷデへｴW ;Iデ┌;ﾉ 
revealed preference is to centralise power, certainly in education.  The creation of free 

schools and academies that are directly contracted by the Secretary of State has resulted in 

quite a big IWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヮﾗ┘Wヴげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴΒぶく  MﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが デｴW IﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 
accountability within a highly adversarial polity rendered the emergence of target creep as 

ゲﾗﾏW┘ｴ;デ ｷﾐW┗ｷデ;HﾉWく  けIデげゲ ┗Wヴ┞ ｴ;ヴSげが ﾗﾐW ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWSが けデﾗ ヴ┌ﾐ ; Hｷｪ IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ﾏﾗSWrn 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ゲﾗﾏW ケ┌;ﾐデｷデ;デｷ┗W ;ﾐS ケ┌;ﾉｷデ;デｷ┗W デ;ヴｪWデゲく  Iデげゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデが 
ﾗデｴWヴ┘ｷゲWが デﾗ ｴﾗﾉS ヮWﾗヮﾉW デﾗ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗヴ ｷﾐSWWS デﾗ ｪｷ┗W IﾗｴWヴWﾐIW デﾗ デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉWげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ 
                                                        
3
 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/government-cutting-councils-free, last accessed 28 August 2015. 
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39).  Such evidence underlines the clear tension between the rhetoric of localism and the 

politics of accountability; and whilst the Coalition may have abolished centrally-mandated 

targets, the way in which ministers assume ultimately accountability in principle (via 

individual ministerial accountability) and in practice (via the ballot box) provided few 

incentives to surrender control of the detail of delivery. 

 

 

Conclusion ʹ decentralisation, autonomy and Westminster politics 

 

This article has interrogated the politics of performance management in the UK, focusing on 

the extent to which a highly centralised majoritarian polity has encouraged the top-down 

control of public services.  Through its comparison of the ostensibly different approaches to 

performance management that developed under Labour and the Coalition, the article has 

revealed a significant degree of continuity.  In particular, it has demonstrated that despite 

┗;ヴｷﾗ┌ゲ ヮヴﾗﾏｷゲWゲ デﾗ けﾉWデ ｪﾗげが ゲ┌IIWゲゲｷ┗W ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲ ｴ;┗W ｷﾐゲデW;S ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ デﾗ けｴﾗﾉS ﾗﾐげ デﾗ デｴW 
SWデ;ｷﾉ ﾗa SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞き ; SｷゲIヴWヮ;ﾐI┞ HWデ┘WWﾐ けデ;ﾉﾆげ ;ﾐS け;Iデｷﾗﾐげ which has resulted in a 

disconnect between けﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴゲげ ;ﾐS けデｴW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWSげく  Iﾐ ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉWが デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ 
represented a departure from the practices that developed under the previous government; 

;ﾐS デｴW Sｷゲﾏ;ﾐデﾉｷﾐｪ ﾗa L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ﾏ;IｴｷﾐWヴ┞ ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;gement was intended to 

WﾐS ┘ｴ;デ デｴWﾐ MｷﾐｷゲデWヴ aﾗヴ DWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ GヴWｪ Cﾉ;ヴﾆ SWゲIヴｷHWS ;ゲ デｴW けｷﾐWaaｷIｷWﾐデ ぷ;ﾐSへ 
┌ﾐSWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷIぐ H┌ヴW;┌Iヴ;デｷI ﾏｷIヴﾗﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIWゲげ ふCLGが ヲヰヱヱぎ ヴ-5).  

Evidence presented in this article lends a degree of credence to such charges, as Labour 

often proved unwilling to let go of the detail of delivery, and instead sought to control public 

services through a complex web of targets and indicators.  Yet, the extent that the 

Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ ﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲﾏ ┘;ゲ ; ヮanacea should not be overstated.  Certainly, the 

Coalition swept away much of the machinery of targetry and equipped local authorities with 

new competencies to tailor services in accordance with local priorities.  Yet, this went hand-

in-hand with swingeing budget cuts that limited the scope for discretion; and there was 

W┗ｷSWﾐIW デｴ;デ デｴｷヴデWWﾐ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ けIﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ-aヴW;ﾆWヴ┞げ ｴ;S a┌ヴデｴWヴ ゲデ┞ﾏｷWS ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ 
capacity for responsiveness.  Apocryphal tales abound of local authorities being unable to 

act without a clear central steer; and whilst such stories may be exaggerated, the changing 

context of performance management under the Coalition necessitated new ways of working 

for many service providers on the ground.  Finally, evidence suggests that the rhetorical 

commitment to localism was confronted by an innate desire to control delivery from the 

centre, which reflects the pervading norms of Westminster politics and the realpolitik of 

electoral accountability.   

 

 

The last point is key.  Rhetorically, the approaches of Labour and the Coalition were poles 

;ヮ;ヴデき ;ﾐS デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ ヴWデヴWﾐIｴﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘;ゲ ﾗゲデWﾐゲｷHﾉ┞ ﾐﾗ ﾉWゲゲ 
ヴ;SｷI;ﾉ デｴ;ﾐ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐ;ﾐIW-by-numbers zealotry.  Indeed, it has been argued such the 

I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ aﾗヴ けrapid reverゲ;ﾉゲ ;ﾐS ;ﾉデWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ ｷゲ ; ヮヴﾗS┌Iデ ﾗa デｴW ┌ﾐWﾐI┌ﾏHWヴWS ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ 
capacity of the executive associated with Westminster majoritarianism (Pollitt, 2006: 28); 

and that such rapid alterations are encouraged at critical junctures such as general elections 

as  け; ﾆind of virility symbol に ﾉWデデｷﾐｪ W┗Wヴ┞ﾗﾐW ﾆﾐﾗ┘ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; ﾐW┘ ｪ┌ﾐ ｷﾐ デﾗ┘ﾐげ ふPﾗﾉﾉｷデデが 
2007: 536).  Aゲ ﾗﾐW aﾗヴﾏWヴ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ;SﾏｷデデWSが けｷデげゲ デｴW ﾐ;デ┌ヴW ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ ; ヮｴ;ヴ;ﾗｴ デｴ;デ ┞ﾗ┌ 
┘;ﾐデ デﾗ H┌ｷﾉS ; ヮ┞ヴ;ﾏｷS ┞ﾗ┌ヴゲWﾉaげ ふｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ヴヲぶく Yet, this article has also demonstrated the 

extent to which the scope for transformative action is contingent upon wider institutional 

norms; and the way in which the context of Westminster creates a set of expectations 

regarding the balance of power between core and periphery, and the role of central 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIW SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞く  TｴW ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI ﾗa けW;ヴﾐWS ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞げ ;ﾐS けﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲﾏげ thus 
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HWﾉｷWゲ デｴW ヮWヴゲｷゲデWﾐIW ﾗa ; ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ IWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲWS ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐｷﾐｪ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWき ;ﾐS ヴWｷデWヴ;デWゲ T;ﾉHﾗデげゲ 
argument that institutional factors are key to explaining why performance regimes 

aヴWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ Sﾗ けﾐﾗデ ﾏ;デIｴ デｴW Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾐデ ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮ;ﾉ-agent logic which was (rhetorically) 

ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS デﾗ HW Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;デｷﾐｪ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ｷﾐ デｴｷゲ ;ヴW;げ ふT;ﾉHﾗデが ヲヰヰΒぎ ヱヵΑヱぶく  Iデ ｷゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW IﾉW;ヴ that 

institutions matter, defining the overarching context in which managerial tools are adopted 

;ﾐS ｷﾏヮﾉWﾏWﾐデWSき ;ﾐS ゲｴ;ヮｷﾐｪ デｴW ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW けﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴゲげ ;ﾐS けデｴW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWSげく   
It is also clear that institutions matter owing to the way in which they structure 

opportunities for change, and the extent to which changes are forged in the crucible of an 

ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐげゲ けﾉﾗｪｷI ﾗa ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デWﾐWゲゲげく  Tｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉW ｴ;ゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW SWﾏﾗﾐゲデヴ;デWS デｴW 
importance of locating public management reforms within their wider politico-

administrative context, and has underlined the utility adopting an institutional perspective 

to examine the dynamics of this relationship.  In turn, by highlighting the persistence of a 

top-down, highly interventionist approach to performance management, which endures 

despite rhetorical commitments to the contrary, the article has made a critical contribution 

デﾗ デｴW けゲWIﾗﾐS ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ ﾗa ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲｴｷヮく 
 

 

The tensions identified in this article are likely to increase in salience over the course of the 

2015-20 parliament, as in May 2015, the Conservatives were returned with an outright 

ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ; IﾉW;ヴ ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデﾗ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌W デｴW Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐげゲ SWIWﾐデヴ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ 
agenda.  Indeed, as the newly promoted Secretary of State for Communities and Local 

Government Greg Cl;ヴﾆ ゲデ;デWSが けデｴW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ ﾐﾗ┘ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ┘ｴWデｴWヴ ┘W ﾉﾗI;ﾉｷゲW H┌デ ｴﾗ┘ ﾏ┌Iｴ 
;ﾐS ;デ ┘ｴ;デ ヮ;IWげ ふH;ﾐゲ;ヴSが ン J┌ﾐW ヲヰヱヵぶく  Tﾗ デｴｷゲ WﾐSが デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ヮ┌HﾉｷゲｴWS デｴW Cities 

and Local Government Devolution Bill on 28 May 2015, which paves the way for cities and 

counties throughout England to assume wide-ranging powers.  Already the Bill has been 

subject to criticism, in particular for its stipulation that only those areas opting for directly 

elected mayors will be given control of key policy areas such as local transport and housing.  

DWaWﾐSｷﾐｪ デｴｷゲが Cｴ;ﾐIWﾉﾉﾗヴ GWﾗヴｪW OゲHﾗヴﾐW ゲデ;デWSが けI ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾐﾗデ ｷﾏヮﾗゲW デｴｷゲ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ﾗﾐ ;ﾐ┞ﾗﾐW 
H┌デ ﾐﾗヴ ┘ｷﾉﾉ I ゲWデデﾉW aﾗヴ ﾉWゲゲくげ  YWデが デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ヴWa┌ゲ;ﾉ デﾗ Iﾗ┌ﾐデWﾐ;ﾐIW ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ H┌デ ｷデゲ 
preferred model is at odds with its vaunted commitment to local discretion, and signals a 

Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌WS ┌ﾐ┘ｷﾉﾉｷﾐｪﾐWゲゲ ;デ デｴW IWﾐデヴW デﾗ デヴ┌ﾉ┞ けﾉWデ ｪﾗげく  Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが ｷデ ゲWWﾏゲが ゲデｷﾉﾉ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ゲ 
best; and デｴW Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌WS SｷゲIﾗﾐﾐWIデ HWデ┘WWﾐ けデ;ﾉﾆげ ;ﾐS け;Iデｷﾗﾐげ ﾏW;ﾐゲ デｴ;デ デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲ ﾗa 
けﾃﾗﾆW-;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ｷゲ ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ ヴ;ｷゲW aW┘ ゲmiles on the ground. 
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