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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 

ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ ƚŽ ͚ůĞƚ ŐŽ͕͛ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ 
ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ͚ŚŽůĚ ŽŶ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƚĂŝů ŽĨ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ͕ which has resulted in a burgeoning disconnect 

between ͚ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ͛͘  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-ůĞǀĞů ͚ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ 
ŽĨ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ŵĞƐŽ-ůĞǀĞů ͚ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ 
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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 

ĂŶ ͚ĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ĐĂƐĞ owing to the scope and scale of government-imposed performance 

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

“ƵĐŚ ͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ͛ ƌĞĂĐŚĞĚ ĂŶ ĂƉŽŐĞĞ ƵŶĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ LĂďŽƵƌ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ ;ϭϵϵϳ-

ϮϬϭϬͿ͕ ǁŚŽƐĞ ƉƵƌƐƵŝƚ ŽĨ ͚ŚŝŐŚ ŵŝŶŝŵƵŵ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ (Cm. 5570, 

2002) resulted in a ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ŵĂƚƌŝǆ ŽĨ ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚĞƌƌŽƌ͛ ;BĞǀĂŶ ĂŶĚ HŽŽĚ͕ ϮϬϬϲͿ ƚŚĂƚ 
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 

͚ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ͚ĚĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ͖͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĞŶĚ͕ the Coalition Government 

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

Labour as pĂƌƚ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ ƉůĞĚŐĞ ƚŽ ͚ĞŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĞƌĂ ŽĨ ƚŽƉ-ĚŽǁŶ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛ ;HM GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ 
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 

ĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶŽƌƚŚĞƌŶ ƉŽǁĞƌŚŽƵƐĞ͕͛ ƐƵĐŚ ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ ĂƌĞ ƐĞƚ ƚŽ ůŽŽŵ ůĂƌŐĞ ŽǀĞƌ 
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the course of this Parliament.  In particular, although the Treasury has pledged to prioritise 

ƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ ͚promoting growth and productivity, including through radical devolution of 

ƉŽǁĞƌƐ ƚŽ ůŽĐĂů ĂƌĞĂƐ ŝŶ EŶŐůĂŶĚ͕͛ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ ĚĞŵĂŶĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ unprotected 

Whitehall departments (which includes the Department for Communities and Local 

GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚͿ ͚ŵŽĚĞů͛ ƐĂǀŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ Ϯϱ ƉĞƌĐĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ϰϬ ƉĞƌĐĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƌĞĂů ƚĞƌŵƐ ďǇ ϮϬϭϵ-20 (Cm. 

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

sector performance, a disjuncture exists between ͚ƚĂůŬ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͖͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ 
ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ƐĞĞŬƐ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ŚǇƉŽĐƌŝƐǇ͛ ;BƌƵŶƐƐŽŶ͕ ϭϵϴϵ͕ ϭϵϵϯͿ ďǇ ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ 
ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝŶŐ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ŝŵƉĞƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƵŶĚĞƌƉŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚logics ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ 
(Pollitt, 2013; emphasis added) that have proliferated over time in the UK.   

 

 

DƌĂǁŝŶŐ ŽŶ ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ďƌŽĂĚ ĐĂŶŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ŶĞǁ͛ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ;ĨŽƌ ĂŶ ŽǀĞƌǀŝĞǁ ƐĞĞ 
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. 

FůŽǁŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ Ă ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐĂů ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ͚ůĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŐŽ͛ 
(Dahlström et al, 2011), the ͚ŚŽůĚŝŶŐ ŽŶ͛ ďǇ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƚĂŝů ŽĨ 
ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ ŝƐ ĂŶ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůĞ ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ůŽŐŝĐ ŽĨ ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ͛ ;MĂƌĐŚ ĂŶĚ 
Olsen, 1989, 2006); and that the persistence of target-based management-by-numbers in 

particular is rĞĨůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚůǇ ͚ŚĞŝƌĂƌĐŚŝƐƚ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ͛ ŽĨ WĞƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ 
(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 Ă ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶƐŝůŝĞŶĐĞ͛ ;HŽŽĚ ĂŶĚ DŝǆŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϬͿ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ 
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 

ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ Ă ͚ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŚŝƉ ŽŶ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ;HŽŽĚ͕ 
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 

ǁĂǇ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ͚ŽĨƚĞŶ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ 
latest reform announcements and developments, or seeks to study the performance of 

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

ƉůĂĐĞ͛ ;LŽĚŐĞ ĂŶĚ WĞŐƌŝĐŚ͕ ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϭϯͿ͘  FůŽǁŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŝƐ 
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 

ƚŚŝƐ ͚ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚƌast the appeal of performance 

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

ĞŵĞƌŐŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚŝƐ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ŝƐ ŽǀĞƌĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͛ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŵĞŶƚ 
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adopted and their subsequent implementation.  In order to explore this relationship, this 

ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞŶ ĚƌĂǁƐ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞ ďƌŽĂĚ ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚƐ ŽĨ ͚ŶĞǁ͛ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ƚŚĞ 
ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ͚ůŽŐŝĐƐ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͕͛ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇ͘  
The article then moves from theory to empirics, and the second section analyses the Labour 

GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͕ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ƌĞƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ 
ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞĚ Ă ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŽĨ ͚ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ-by-ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ͛͘  TŚĞ ƚŚŝƌĚ 
section builds on this analysis by eǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ůŽŐŝĐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ͕ ĂŶĚ 
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 performancĞ ƌĞŐŝŵĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ 
performance retrenchment in the context of Westminster majoritarianism. 

 

 

Governance-by-numbers and logics of performance management 

 

DĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽƐƚ ǁŝĚĞƐƉƌĞĂĚ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƚƌĞŶĚƐ ŝŶ ƉƵďůŝĐ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ 
(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).  

IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͚among the most important tools 

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

employees, third-ƉĂƌƚǇ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ͛ (Moynihan et al, 2011: 141).  Yet whilst the 

vocabulary of performance management assumes a technocratic air, ͚ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŝŶ Ă ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞĐƚŽƌ ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĞůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ ;“ŵŝƚŚ͕ ϭϵϵϱ͗ ϮϳϴͿ͘  The risk 

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

ƌĞƐƵůƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ Ă ͚ŶĂŢǀĞ ŐŽĂů ŽƌŝĞŶƚĞĚ ŵŽĚĞů͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĚĞĨŝŶĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƐ 
ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞĚ͛ ďƵƚ ͚ĂůƐŽ ŝŐŶŽƌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ůŽŶŐ-established understanding that public sector 

goals are ambiguous͕ ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ͕ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ĂŶĚ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ŝŶ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚ ǁŝƚŚ ŽŶĞ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ͛ 
(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 ʹ their contribution to human welfare ʹ 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 

ƐƉŝƚĞ ŽĨ ŝƚ͘  IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ BŽǇŶĞ ĂŶĚ LĂǁ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞ ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞƌŶĂl 

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

ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛, which could have the unintended consequence of promoting complacency or 

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

ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ ŵĂǇ ĂƐ ǁĞůů Ɛŝƚ ďĂĐŬ ĂŶĚ ƐĞĞ ŝĨ ͚ƚŚĞŝƌ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ĐŽŵĞƐ ƵƉ͛͟ ;ϮϬϬϱ͗ ϮϱϰͿ͘  
MŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕ ŝĨ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͕ ƚŚĞŶ ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͛ ŝƐ ŝŶ ŝƚƐĞůĨ ĂŶ 
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, 

iĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ƌĂƚĐŚĞƚ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ;͚ďĂƐ΀ŝŶŐ΁ ŶĞǆƚ ǇĞĂƌ͛Ɛ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ŽŶ ůĂƐƚ ǇĞĂƌ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ͕ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ 
ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ͙ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ƉĞƌǀĞƌƐĞ ŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀĞ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ĞǆĐĞĞĚ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ĞǀĞŶ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽƵůĚ ĞĂƐŝůǇ ĚŽ 
ƐŽ͛Ϳ͖ ƚŚƌĞƐŚŽůĚ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ  ;͚ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ Ă ƉĞƌǀĞƌƐĞ ŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĚŽŝŶŐ better than the target 

ƚŽ ĂůůŽǁ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ĚĞƚĞƌŝŽƌĂƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ͛Ϳ͖ ĂŶĚ͕ ŽƵƚƉƵƚ ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚŝŽŶƐ 
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;͚΀Ă΁ƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƐƚ ŽĨ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ďƵƚ ƵŶŵĞĂƐƵƌĞĚ ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ͛Ϳ ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ ϱϮϭͿ͘  JĂĐŬƐŽŶ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚĞƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶĂů ŐĂŵŝŶŐ͛ 
;ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ƚĂƌŐĞƚ͛Ɛ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ Žƌ ƌĞŵŝƚ ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚƐ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚͿ͖ 
͚ŶƵŵĞƌŝĐĂů ŐĂŵŝŶŐ͛ ;ǁŚĞƌĞ ĂŶ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚĂƚĂ ŝŶ Ă ǁĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ ĞǆĂŐŐĞƌĂƚĞƐ 
ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞͿ͖ ĂŶĚ ͚ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌĂů ŐĂŵŝŶŐ͛ ;ǁŚĞƌĞ ĐŚĂŶges in behaviour that allows a 

ƚĂƌŐĞƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ŵĞƚ ŚĂǀĞ ĂĚǀĞƌƐĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĂƌĞĂƐ ŽĨ ĂŶ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬͿ͘  BƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ŽŶ 
ƚŚŝƐ͕ CŽƵůƐŽŶ ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞƐ Ă ĨŽƵƌƚŚ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ŽĨ ͚ĨƌĂƵĚ͛ ƚŽ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞ ŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŬŶŽǁŝŶŐůǇ 
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, 

ϮϬϬϮͿ͘  “ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕ ŝŶ EŶŐůĂŶĚ͕ ƚŚĞ ƐƚŝƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ϳϱ ƉĞƌĐĞŶƚ ŽĨ ͚ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞůǇ ůŝĨĞ-ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶŝŶŐ͛ 
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 ŽĨ ͚definitive evidence about whether performance regimes ultimately 

ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞĐƚŽƌ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͛ ;MŽǇŶŝŚĂŶ Ğƚ Ăů͕ ϮϬϭϭ͗ ϭϱϭ͖ ƐĞĞ ĂůƐŽ BŽǇŶĞ 
ĂŶĚ CŚĞŶ͕ ϮϬϬϳ͖ JĂĐŬƐŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϭͿ͘  TŚĂƚ ƐƵĐŚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚ ƌĞŵŝŶĚƐ ƵƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ 
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-

ůĂĚĞŶ ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ ďǇ ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ͛ ;PŽůůŝƚƚ ĂŶĚ BŽƵĐŬĂĞƌƚ͕ ϮϬϬϰ͗ ϭϰ).  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 

ĂŶĚ HĂůůŝŐĂŶ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǀĂƌŝĂŶĐĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƉĂŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚĞƉƚŚ͛ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ 
ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ĂƌĞ Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ ŽĨ Ă ƉŽůŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĂĚŵŝŶŝstrative 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 

ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ͛͘  IŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ 
ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ͗ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ͚ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ƉƌŽĨŽƵŶĚ ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ŽŶ ǁŚĂƚ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ 
ŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŽĨ ΀ƉƵďůŝĐ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ΁ ƌĞĨŽƌŵ͛ ;BŽƵĐŬĂĞƌƚ ĂŶĚ PŽůůŝƚƚ͕ ϮϬϬϰ͗ 
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-ůĞǀĞů ͚ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ŽĨ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͛ ;LŝũƉŚĂƌƚ͕ ϭϵϵϵ͕ 
2012) on meso-ůĞǀĞů ͚ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͕͛ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ĚŝƐĐĞƌŶĂďůĞ ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ 
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 

ďĞĞŶ ƐƚƌĞƐƐĞĚ͘  CŚƌŝƐƚĞŶƐĞŶ ĂŶĚ LčŐƌŝĚ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚΀ƌ΁ĞĨŽƌŵs 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 

͞ŝŶĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ͛͟ ;CŚƌŝƐƚĞŶƐĞŶ ĂŶĚ LčŐƌŝĚ͕ ϮϬϬϴ͗ ϭϯϱ; see also Jones and Kettl, 2003).  

“ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕ PŽůůŝƚƚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚΀Ɖ΁ŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ǀĞƌǇ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ƐĞŶƐŝƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ 
ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ͚ŝƚ ŵĂǇ ďĞ ĞĂƐŝĞƌ ƚŽ ůĞĂƌŶ ƌĞůŝĂďůĞ ůĞƐƐŽŶƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƐƚ ŽĨ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ 
own organization or sector (where contextual features will remain reasonably constant) than 

ĨƌŽŵ ŽƚŚĞƌ ũƵƌŝƐĚŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ͞ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ͟ Žƌ ĞǆŽƚŝĐ͛ ;PŽůůŝƚƚ͕ ϮϬϬϴ͗ ϭϲϲͿ͘ 
 

 

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

performance management within different politico-administrative contexts.  Building on 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ĂĚŽƉƚƐ Ă ;ďƌŽĂĚͿ ͚ŶĞǁ͛ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ 
explain the politics of performance management in the UK, and to account for the prevailing 

disjuncture beƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƚĂůŬ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ;BƌƵŶƐƐŽŶ͕ ϭϵϴϵ͕ 
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 ʹ organizational, financial and staff capabilities, 

and structures of meaning that explain and justify behavior ʹ 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 Ă ͚ůŽŐŝĐ ŽĨ 
ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ͖͛ 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 ƐƉĞĐŝĨǇŝŶŐ ͚ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ 
the goals of the policy and the kind of instruments that can be used to attain them, but also 

ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŵĞĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ͛ (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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ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ŽĨ ͚ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ͛ ĂƌĞ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͕ directing analytical 

attention to: 

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

or interests more pŽǁĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŶĞǁ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ͙ ŵĂƌƌǇ΀ŝŶŐ΁ 
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).    

 

IŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚƵƐ ĞŶƚĂŝů Ă ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂů ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶ͕ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ontologically prior to the individuals 

ǁŚŽ ƉŽƉƵůĂƚĞ ƚŚĞŵ Ăƚ ĂŶǇ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŝŵĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƉŽƐƐĞƐƐŝŶŐ ͚ƉƌŽƉĞƌƚŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞůƉ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ 
thought and behaviour at one remove from the immediacy of thought or action by agents at 

ĂŶǇ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŝŵĞ͛ ;BĞůů͕ ϮϬϭϭ͗ ϴϵϭͿ͘  WŚŝůƐƚ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƚŚ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ ŝŶ ƐƵĐŚ 
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 

ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞǀĂŝůŝŶŐ ĚŝƐĐŽŶŶĞĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ĞǆŝƐƚƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƚĂůŬ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ďŽƚŚ ƚŚĞ 
Labour and Coalition governments. 

 

 

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

 

͚FŽƌ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƚŝŵĞ͕͛ ƚŚĞ PƌŝŵĞ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ TŽŶǇ BůĂŝƌ ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞĚ ŝŶ ϭϵϵϴ͕ ͚we are setting targets 

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

ƚĞƐƚŝŶŐ ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͛͘  MŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕ ŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ͕ ƚŚĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ŽĨ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ 
different, as ͚[t]oo often in the past governments have only made commitments for what 

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

ǁŝůů ŐĞƚ ŽƵƚ ŝŶ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ͛ ;Cŵ͘ ϰϭϴϭ͕ ϭϵϵϴ͗ ĨŽƌĞǁŽƌĚͿ͘  DĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƐƵĐŚ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ͕ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĨŽƐƚĞƌ 
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 

ƐĐƌƵƚŝŶǇ͖ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŽŽůƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ CŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ͛ CŚĂƌƚĞƌ ŝŶ ϭϵϵϭ ŚĂĚ ŵĂŶĚĂƚĞĚ 
ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƐ ĨŽƌ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͘  HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ĚŝĚ ŵĂƌŬ ŽƵƚ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ 
was the scope and scale of its interventions, which left not a single area of state activity 

ƵŶƚŽƵĐŚĞĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ŝŶ Ă ďƌĂǀĞ ŶĞǁ ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚǁŽƌůĚ͛ ƌĞĚŽůĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ “ŽǀŝĞƚ ƌĞŐŝŵĞ ;HŽŽĚ͕ 
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 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ͛Ɛ ĐŽƌĞ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ͘  WŚŝůƐƚ ƚŚĞ P“A ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ 
established an eye-watering 600 targets across Whitehall, this gradually reduced and by 

2007 Ă ͚ƐƚƌĞĂŵůŝŶĞĚ ƐĞƚ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƌƚǇ ŶĞǁ P“AƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ 
ŚŝŐŚĞƐƚ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƉĂŶ ĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚĂů ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ͕ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ Ă ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ǀŝƐŝŽŶ 
and leading collaboration at all leǀĞůƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛ ;Cŵ͘ ϳϮϮϳ͕ ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϯϲͿ͘   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 ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ŐŽĂůƐ͘  TŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ ƵŶĚĞƌƉŝŶŶĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ ŽĨ ͚ĞĂƌŶĞĚ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͕͛ 
ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁŽƵůĚ ͚ensure that public service providers have the discretion to innovate and 

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

ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƐ͛ ;Cm. 5570, 2002: 10).    

 

 

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

GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐĞĚ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ͚ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶĞĚ ĚŝƐĐƌĞƚŝŽŶ͛͘  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 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͕ LP“A ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶƚĞŶĚĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ͚ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉ ĂŐƌĞĞŵĞŶƚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů 
local authorities and the Government, intended to accelerate or surpass key outcomes than 

ǁŽƵůĚ ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ ďĞ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ĨŽƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇΖƐ ĂƌĞĂ͛ ;ODPM͕ ϮϬϬϬ͗ ϭͿ͘  BǇ 
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 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͕ ƵŶĚĞƌƉŝŶŶĞĚ ďǇ ͚a single set of about 200 outcome based indicators covering all 

important national priorities like climate change, social exclusion and anti-ƐŽĐŝĂů ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ͖͛ 
ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚LAA ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ǁŝůů ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ ďĞ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ ďĂůĂŶĐĞ 
ůŽĐĂů ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͛ (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 

ŐƌĂŶƵůĂƌŝƚǇ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚balanced scorecard reflectinŐ ƐƚĂĨĨ͕ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ĐůŝŶŝĐĂů ĨŽĐƵƐ͛ 
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 

ǀŽƌĂĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ-and-terroƌ͛ ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶƐ͘ 
 

 

YĞƚ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ ŝŶ ƐĐĂůĞ͕ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁĂƐ 
unplanned, ad hoc and often reactive.  One senior civil servant described the PSA framework 

ĂƐ ůŝƚƚůĞ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ͚ĂŶ ĂĨƚĞƌƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ “ƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ ‘ĞǀŝĞǁ͙ ΀ƚ΁ŚĞ rationalisation and 

ĐĂǀĞĂƚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϯϱͿ͖ ĂŶĚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐƵĐŚ ŵĂĐŚŝŶĞƌǇ 
ǁĂƐ ͚ŝŶǀĞŶƚĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŚŽŽĨ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϯϵͿ͘  MŽƌĞ ďůƵŶƚůǇ͕ ŽŶĞ ŵĞŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ TƌĞĂƐƵƌǇ “ĞůĞĐƚ 
CŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ĚĞƉůŽƌĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ĂƐ ͚Ă ŵĞƐƐ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ 37).  Unsurprisingly, this fragmentary 

͚ŚǇƉĞƌ-ŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;MŽƌĂŶ͕ ϮϬϬϯͿ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ŝŶ Ă ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ ĐůĂƌŝƚǇ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞƐ ŽĨ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů 
ĂŶĚ ůŽĐĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͘  TŚĞ PƵďůŝĐ AĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ “ĞůĞĐƚ CŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ Ă ͚ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ 
ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ Ɛŝmultaneous development of front-line organisational 

capacity and a centrally-ĚƌŝǀĞŶ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŵĞŶƚ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĂĚ ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ ͚ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ 
those charged with centralised responsibility and those who are responsible for dispersed 

delivery of public serviceƐ͛ ;HC ϲϮ-I, 2003: i).  Such concerns were reiterated by several 

ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐ͘  CŽŶƚƌĂ ƚŚĞ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ŽĨ ĨůĞǆŝďŝůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞĂƌŶĞĚ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͕͛ ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ 
ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ƐƚƌĞƐƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϭϮͿ ĂŶĚ ͚ĨĂŝƌůǇ ƚŽƉ-

ĚŽǁŶ͛ ;ŝŶƚerview 15).  This didactic approach to target setting was acknowledged by several 

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

ĨƌĞŶĞƚŝĐ ůŽďďǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĐĐƵƌƌĞĚ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ LAA ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͗ ͚ŝƚ ǁĂƐ Ă ďŝƚ ŽĨ a bun 

ĨŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ͙ ƉĞƌƐƵĂĚĞ ΀ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ΁ ĨŽƌ ǇŽƵƌ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϭͿ͖ ĂŶĚ 
another in the former Department for Children, Schools and Families acknowledged that 

ǁŚŝůƐƚ ƚŚĞǇ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ŚŽůĚ Ă ͚ĨĂŝƌůǇ ŽƉĞŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŐĞŶƵŝŶĞ ƚǁŽ-way dialŽŐƵĞ͕͛ ͚ŝĨ ǇŽƵ ǁĞƌĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ 
other side of the table you might have thought we were trying to enforce a top-down 

ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϮϮͿ͘ 
 

 

TŚĞ ĨĞĂƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͚ĞĂƌŶĞĚ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͛ ǁĂƐ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ explosion of 

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

͚ǁĞ͛ǀĞ ŚĂĚ ƚŚŽƵƐĂŶĚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨůŝƉƉŝŶŐ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͘  TŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ ƐŚĂŬĞ Ă ƐƚŝĐŬ Ăƚ͛ 
(interview 11).  Acknowledging the impact of this cascading, one former special adviser 

ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ ͚ŝƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ŶŽƚ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͕ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŝŶ Ă ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͕ ƚŽ ƚƌĞĂƚ ϱϳ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂƐ Ă ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ͘  
Iƚ͛Ɛ ĂďƐƵƌĚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϯϲͿ͘  IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ŵĂŶǇ ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ĂĐƚŽƌƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ůĂĐŬĞĚ 
ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ƚŽ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ͘  ͚TŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ƚŝŐŚƚĞning up 

ŽƵƌ ƉƵƌƐĞ ƐƚƌŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ĞǆƉĞĐƚŝŶŐ ƵƐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ŵŽƌĞ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĞ͕͛ ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ŽŶĞ ůŽĐĂů 
ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌ͕ ͚ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ũƵƐƚ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĚŽ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϭϱͿ͘  
FĂĐĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ-and-ƚĞƌƌŽƌ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƉĞƌǀĞƌƐĞ ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƐ 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 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚƌĞƐŚŽůĚ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ͛͗ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽ ŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ ŽǀĞƌĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ 
ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ Ă ůŝŵŝƚ ŽĨ ďƵĚŐĞƚƐ͕ ƐŽ ǇŽƵ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ ǁŚǇ ǇŽƵ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƉĞŶĚ ŵŽƌĞ ŵŽŶĞǇ͛ 
(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 admittĞĚ ͚ǁĞ ĞŶĚĞĚ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ ĨĂƌ ƚŽŽ ŵĂŶǇ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͛ 
;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϯϰͿ͖ ĂŶĚ ŽŶĞ ƐĞŶŝŽƌ Đŝǀŝů ƐĞƌǀĂŶƚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ĂƐ ͚ƌŝĚŝĐƵůŽƵƐůǇ 
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ĂŵďŝƚŝŽƵƐ ĂŶĚ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĐĂŶ ĐŽŶƚƌŽů͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϱͿ͘  FůŽǁŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ 
this, a senior Cabinet Office ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ǀŝǀŝĚůǇ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝůůƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ĂůůŽǁĞĚ ƚŽ 
develop: 

 
ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ďŝŐ ŵĞƐƐĂŐĞƐ ǁĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŶŐ ǁĂƐ͙ Ă ĚĞůƵƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ 
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 ʹ despite a vocal rhetorical 

ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵƐ͕ ĨůĞǆŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞĂƌŶĞĚ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ ʹ  requires further explanation.   

 

 

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

OŶĞ ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ĂĚǀŝƐĞƌ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŚŽǁ ͚BůĂŝƌ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƚƌƵƐƚ ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƚƌƵƐƚ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ 
ƚŚĞ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϯϲͿ͖ ĂŶĚ ĂƉƌŽƉŽƐ ŽĨ HŽŽĚ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚǁŽƌůĚ͕͛ 
ŽŶĞ LĂďŽƵƌ ďĂĐŬďĞŶĐŚĞƌ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ BůĂŝƌ͛Ɛ ͚ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚĂƌŝĂŶ ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐŝĞƐ͙ ĞǀĞŶ LĞŶŝŶ ǁĂƐ ŵŽƌĞ 
ĨůĞǆŝďůĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĂƚ͊͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϮϴͿ͘  YĞƚ Ă ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ŽĨĨĞƌƐ ŽŶůǇ Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĂů ĞǆƉůĂŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ 
ĂŶĚ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ 
management was intimately bound up with WeƐƚŵŝŶƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĞĚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŝŶŐ 
ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘  OŶĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ŝŶ ƚŚĞ PƌŝŵĞ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ͛Ɛ OĨĨŝĐĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĂƐ 
ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ͚Ă ͞ƉƵƐŚŵŝ-ƉƵůůǇƵ͟ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ůŽĐĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĚĞďŝůŝƚĂƚĞĚ ĂŶǇ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ 
ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ͛Ɛ ΀ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ΁ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů͙ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ŝƚƐ ƐƚĂƚĞĐƌĂĨƚ ǁĂƐ 
ǀĞƌǇ ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϴͿ͘  MŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕ Ă ďĞůŝĞĨ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚĨƵů ƉƌĞĚŽŵŝŶĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ 
ǁĂƐ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚ ŝŶ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ƚĞƐƚŝŵŽŶŝĂůƐ͘  AƐ ŽŶĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͕ ͚ŝĨ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ 
responsible for handing money out, then it is absolutely entitled to lay down the parameters 

ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƐƉĞŶƚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϱϭͿ͘  “ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ͚ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ 
͞ĞĂƌŶ͟ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ ďǇ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŶŐ WŚŝƚĞŚĂůů ĂŶĚ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌŝŶŐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͙ Iƚ ĚĞŶŝĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝĐǇ-

mĂŬŝŶŐ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ WŚŝƚĞŚĂůů͘  TŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽ ƐƵĐŚ ƚŚŝŶŐ ĂƐ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͕ ĂƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĂǇ͕ 
WŚŝƚĞŚĂůů ŚĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ ŚĂŶĚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ŽƵƚ ĂŶĚ ƚĂŬĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ďĂĐŬ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϯϴͿ͘  TŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ 
ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŬŶŽǁƐ ďĞƐƚ͛ ǁĂƐ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ ďǇ Ă ĐůĞĂƌ ĚŝƐƚƌƵƐƚ ǁŝƚŚŝn Whitehall of 

ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽƵŶĚ͘  OŶĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ΀ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů 
consultants] were given the targets and the accountability, they still behaved in the same 

ǁĂǇ ĂŶĚ ďůĂŵĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϲͿ͖ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ǀĂƐƚ 
ƵŶĚĞƌƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛ ƌĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĞŵ ƵŶǁŝůůŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͚ũƵƐƚ ůĞƚ 
΀ŚĞĂĚƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ΁ ŐĞƚ ŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϱϭͿ͖ ĂŶĚ ŽŶĞ ƐĞŶŝŽƌ Đŝǀŝů ƐĞƌǀĂŶƚ ďĞŵŽĂŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ 
ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ďŝƚĐŚŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ΀ďǇ΁ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞĐƚŽƌ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ƌĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ĂŶǇ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ 
at self-ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ĂƐ ͚ƵŶƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϮϮͿ͘  Moreover, the combative 

adversarialism associated with Westminster politics, along with the concentration of 

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

ƐĞŶŝŽƌ Đŝǀŝů ƐĞƌǀĂŶƚ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͕ ͚΀Ă΁ƚ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĂǇ͕ ƚŚĞ HŽŵĞ “ĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇ ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ƐƚĂŶĚ ƵƉ ŝŶ 
PĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ǁŚǇ ΀Ă ƚĂƌŐĞƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ŵŝƐƐĞĚ΁͘  TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ǁĂƐŚ ŝĨ ŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ 
͞ǁĞůů͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ͛͟ (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-ƵƉ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͘  YĞƚ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƐƵĐŚ ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ͕ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ 
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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 

ŝŶƌŽĂĚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŵĂĚĞ ŝŶƚŽ ƚĂĐŬůŝŶŐ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ ŵŽƐƚ ŝŶƚƌĂĐƚĂďůĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĐŚŝůĚ 
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 ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ-and-

ƚĞƌƌŽƌ͛ ĨŽƌĐĞĚ ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ ŝŶ ĨŝĞůĚƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ŚĞĂůƚŚĐĂƌĞ (Bevan and Hood, 2006).  Nonetheless, 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ͕ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ ǀŽĐĂůůǇ ŽƉƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŽ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ-by-

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

ƚŚĞŵĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƌĞŝƚĞƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚŽƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ ϮϬϭϬ ƚŚĞ PĂƌƚǇ ƉůĞĚŐĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƐĐƌĂƉ 
ƚŚĞ ŚƵŶĚƌĞĚƐ ŽĨ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ LĂďŽƵƌ ŚĂǀĞ ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ ŽŶ ĐŽƵŶĐŝůƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞŶĚ ƚŚĞ 
ďƵƌĞĂƵĐƌĂƚŝĐ ŝŶƐƉĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƌĞŐŝŵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƐƚŽƉƐ ĐŽƵŶĐŝůƐ ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ŵĂŝŶ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ͛ 
(Conservatives, 2010: 76).  Joining the Conservatives in their opposition were the Liberal 

DĞŵŽĐƌĂƚƐ͕ ǁŚŽ ŝŶ ϮϬϭϬ ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞĚ ƚŽ ͚΀s]crap nearly £1 billion of central government 

ŝŶƐƉĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƌĞŐŝŵĞƐ ŽŶ ůŽĐĂů ĐŽƵŶĐŝůƐ͛ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞnt to giving local people 

͚ƚŚĞ ƉŽǁĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ;LŝďĞƌĂů 
Democrats, 2010: 90). 

 

 

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

CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ ƐǁĞƉƚ ĂƐŝĚĞ LĂďŽƵƌ͛s machinery of performance measurement as part of its 

ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ͚ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͕ ĂŶĚ͙ ĞŶĚ 
the era of top-ĚŽǁŶ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛ ;HM GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ϮϬϭϬ͗ ϭϭͿ.  As Cabinet Minister Francis 

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

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

regulation.  TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ďŽƚŚ ǁƌŽŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĚŽŽŵĞĚ ƚŽ ĨĂŝů͛͘1
 Instead the Coalition would pursue 

what the Deputy Prime Minister NiĐŬ CůĞŐŐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ͚ƌĂĚŝĐĂů ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ 
ƉŽǁĞƌ͕͛ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƚƌŝƉƉŝŶŐ ĂǁĂǇ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƉ-down bureaucracy that previous 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ƉƵƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ĨƌŽŶƚůŝŶĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ Đŝǀŝů ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛ ;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 ͚ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌƐ ďĞůŝĞǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ 
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 

GovernŵĞŶƚ ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͛͘2
  

 

 

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 

‘““Ɛ ĂƐ ͚ŵĞĂŶ ŝŶ ƐƉŝƌŝƚ ĂŶĚ ΀ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ΁ ĂƐ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ŐŽ ǁƌŽŶŐ͛͘  Aƚ 
ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ͕ ŚĞ ĂůƐŽ ĂůůƵĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ ĨŝǆĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ‘““ ŚĂĚ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ͗ ͚ŝƚ 
ǁĂƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŝĐŬŝŶŐ Ă ďŽǆ͙  TŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽ ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ŶŽƚ ĚŽŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ 
that your ƚĂƌŐĞƚ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ͛ ;HC ϱϭϳ͕ ϮϬϭϭ͗ ϲ-ϴͿ͘  TŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 
ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ ƚŽ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ůŽĐĂů ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͘  IƚƐ ͚ĨƌĞĞ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ͛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ 
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 

HĞĂůƚŚ AƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŝŶŐ ͚GP ĐŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶŝŶŐ͛ ƚŽ ĞŶĂďůĞ ƉĂƚŝĞnt care to be 

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

ƉůĞĚŐĞĚ ƚŽ ƚƌĂŶƐĨĞƌ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐŝĞƐ ƚŽ ůŽĐĂů ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ ͚BŝŐ “ŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛ 
agenda, ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁŽƵůĚ ĂĨĨŽƌĚ ͚ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ŶĞǁ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ƚŽ communities and individuals, 

ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŝƚ ĞĂƐŝĞƌ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĚŽŶĞ ĂŶĚ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ;CLG͕ ϮϬϭϭ͗ ϴͿ͘   
 

 

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 

CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ŐŽĂů 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: 

 
ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ƉƵƌƐƵŝŶŐ ǀĞƌǇ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌŝĂů ŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚƐ ůŝŬĞ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ĂƉƉƌĂŝƐĂů͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 
ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞ ǇŽƵ ƚŽ ƐĞƚ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ͙ BƵƚ ĂƐ ƐŽŽŶ Ăs that gets down to 

ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ůĞǀĞů͕ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŝůů ǁĂůŬ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŽůĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͘  Iƚ͛Ɛ ƋƵŝƚĞ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ƚŽ 
see how all of this marries through (interview 52).   

 

IŶ ƚƵƌŶ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƐĞŶƚ ŽƵƚ ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŶŐ ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ ƚŽ ƚŚŽƐĞ 
charged with delivery.  One senior official reflected on the operational challenges for the 

civil service, stating that: 

 
[u]ŶĚĞƌ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ůŽĐĂů ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ Ă ǁŽƌůĚ ǁŚĞƌĞ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƐĞƚ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ 
ĂŶĚ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŽ ƐĞƚ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͙ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ 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 

ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϵͿ͘   
 

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 ͚ĂďĂŶĚŽŶŝŶŐ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŚĂĚ ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ Ă ͚ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ ƉĂƌĂůǇƐŝƐ͛ ;HC ϱϭϳ͕ 
2011: 5).  More bluntly, one longstanding councillor revealed how the rhetoric of localism 

ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ǁŝĚĞůǇ ĚĞƌŝĚĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ũŽŬĞ-ĂůŝƐŵ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϬͿ͘  Unsurprisingly, those at the heart of 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƌĞũĞĐƚĞĚ ƐƵĐŚ ĐŚĂƌŐĞƐ͘  OŶĞ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ 
ŐĞŶƵŝŶĞůǇ ƚŽ ůĞƚ ŐŽ͕ ƉĂƌƚůǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŚƵĐŬŝŶŐ ŵŽŶĞǇ ĂŶĚ ĐĞntral direction at all 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ĂƌĞĂƐ ŚĂƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŶŽƚ ǁŽƌŬĞĚ ƐŽ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϳͿ͘  MŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ 
ĂƌŐƵĞĚ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ͚ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ-and-ƚĞƌƌŽƌ͛ ƌĞŐŝŵĞ ŚĂĚ ĞǀŝƐĐĞƌĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ 
to exploit the discretionary spaces created by the CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ͘  OŶĞ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ 
described how local authority leaders ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ƐŽ ͚ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ ĐŽǁĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ƚŚŝƌƚĞĞŶ 
ǇĞĂƌƐ͙ ŽĨ ĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐŵ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ ŚŽǁ ƚŽ ĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ͛ 
(interview 50).  Indeed, then Cabinet Office Minister Grant Shapps described local 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ͚“ƚŽĐŬŚŽůŵ “ǇŶĚƌŽŵĞ͕͛ Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ƚŝĞĚ ƚŽ WŚŝƚĞŚĂůů͛Ɛ ͞ŶĂŶŶǇ 



 12 

ƐƚĂƚĞ ĂƉƌŽŶ ƐƚƌŝŶŐƐ͟ ƚĞƌƌŝĨŝĞĚ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ĐƵƚ ůŽŽƐĞ͛.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 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐƉĞƌĂƚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƚƌǇ ƚŽ ƌĞĚƵĐĞ ďƵĚŐĞƚƐ ŝŶ Ă 
ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ ǁĂǇ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϵͿ͘  MŽƌĞ ďůƵŶƚůǇ͕ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ƐĞŶŝŽƌ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ 
striking difference between the Labour Government and the [Coalition] Government is: 

ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ ĂŶĚ ŵŽŶĞǇ ΀ǀĞƌƐƵƐ΁ ŶŽ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͕ ŶŽ ŵŽŶĞǇ͊͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϮϵͿ͘  NŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕ ǁŚŝůƐƚ 
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 

ƚŚĂƚ Ăůů DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ƚŽ ƉƵďůŝƐŚ “ƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů ‘ĞĨŽƌŵ PůĂŶƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐĞƚ ͚ĐůĞĂƌ 
ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĂďůĞ ŵŝůĞƐƚŽŶĞƐ͛͘  TŚĞ ĞŵĞƌgence of target creep was highlighted by 

ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ WŚŝƚĞŚĂůů͘  ͚TŚĞ ŵĞƐƐĂŐĞ ǁĂƐ ǀĞƌǇ ĐůĞĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ 
ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͕͛ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ŽŶĞ DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ HĞĂůƚŚ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů͕ ͚ďƵƚ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ǁĞ ĚŝĚ ŬĞĞƉ ŵĞĂƐƵƌŝŶŐ Ă 
ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϭͿ͘  AŶŽƚŚĞƌ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ǁƌǇůǇ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞĚ͕ ͚ƚŚĞ 
GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŶŽǁ ƌĞĨƵƐĞƐ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ ͞ƚĂƌŐĞƚ͟ ĂŶĚ ƵƐĞƐ ŽƚŚĞƌ ǁŽƌĚƐ ĨŽƌ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͛ 
(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 

DŝƐƚƌŝĐƚ CŽƵŶĐŝů ďĞĐĂŵĞ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ůŽĐĂů ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ƚŽ ďĞ ƉůĂĐĞĚ ŝŶ ƐƵĐŚ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů 
ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ͕͛ ŝŶ Ă ŵŽǀĞ ƐƚĂƌŬůǇ Ăƚ ŽĚĚƐ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĞĚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͘   
 

 

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

ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŝƚǇ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ĂŶĚ 
ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ LĂďŽƵƌ ƉƌĞĚĞĐĞƐƐŽƌ͘  AƐ ŽŶĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ LĂďŽƵƌ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ͚ŝĨ ǇŽƵ ůŽŽŬ Ăƚ ΀ƚŚĞ 
Coalition] and talk about health and outcome frameworks replacing targets, you could 

ĂůŵŽƐƚ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ ŝƐ ŵŽƌƉŚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ͙ AůŵŽƐƚ Ă ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂŶ Ă 
ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ĚŽŝŶŐ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϮϰͿ͘  Iƚ ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ ĞǀŝĚĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ CŽalition, 

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 ͚΀Đ΁ĞŶƚƌĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŝƚ ďŽƚŚ ǁĂǇƐͶon the one hand giving local 

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

ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ͞ƐĞŶƐŝďůĞ͟ ŽŶĞ͛ ;HC ϱϰϳ͕ ϮϬϭϭ͗ ϱϳͿ͘  Yet, given the prevailing 

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

ƚŽ ͚ůĞƚ ŐŽ͛ ǁĂƐ ƵŶƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐ͖ ĂŶĚ Ă ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ŝŶ NƵŵďĞƌ ϭϬ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚΀ƚ΁ŚĞ ĂĐƚƵĂů 
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 ĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉŽǁĞƌ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϴͿ͘  MŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
accountability within a highly adversarial polity rendered the emergence of target creep as 

ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůĞ͘  ͚Iƚ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌǇ ŚĂƌĚ͕͛ ŽŶĞ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͕ ͚ƚŽ ƌƵŶ Ă ďŝŐ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ŵŽĚĞrn 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ƐŽŵĞ ƋƵĂŶƚŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ƋƵĂůŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ƚĂƌŐĞƚƐ͘  Iƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ͕ 
ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ͕ ƚŽ ŚŽůĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŽ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ Žƌ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŐŝǀĞ ĐŽŚĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ 
                                                        
3
 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/government-cutting-councils-free, last accessed 28 August 2015. 



 13 

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 

ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ ƚŽ ͚ůĞƚ ŐŽ͕͛ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ͚ŚŽůĚ ŽŶ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
ĚĞƚĂŝů ŽĨ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ͖ Ă ĚŝƐĐƌĞƉĂŶĐǇ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ƚĂůŬ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛ which has resulted in a 

disconnect between ͚ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ͛͘  IŶ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ 
represented a departure from the practices that developed under the previous government; 

ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐŵĂŶƚůŝŶŐ ŽĨ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ŵĂĐŚŝŶĞƌǇ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂgement was intended to 

ĞŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞŶ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ĨŽƌ DĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ GƌĞŐ CůĂƌŬ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶĞĨĨŝĐŝĞŶƚ ΀ĂŶĚ΁ 
ƵŶĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐ͙ ďƵƌĞĂƵĐƌĂƚŝĐ ŵŝĐƌŽŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͛ ;CLG͕ ϮϬϭϭ͗ ϰ-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 

CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ ǁĂƐ Ă Ɖanacea 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 

ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƌƚĞĞŶ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŽĨ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ͚ĐŽŶƚƌŽů-ĨƌĞĂŬĞƌǇ͛ ŚĂĚ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ƐƚǇŵŝĞĚ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂů 
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 

ĂƉĂƌƚ͖ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞƚƌĞŶĐŚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁĂƐ ŽƐƚĞŶƐŝďůǇ ŶŽ ůĞƐƐ 
ƌĂĚŝĐĂů ƚŚĂŶ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ-by-numbers zealotry.  Indeed, it has been argued such the 

ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ĨŽƌ ͚rapid reverƐĂůƐ ĂŶĚ ĂůƚĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ŝƐ Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƵŶĞŶĐƵŵďĞƌĞĚ ƉŽůŝĐǇ 
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  ͚Ă Ŭind of virility symbol ʹ ůĞƚƚŝŶŐ ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ŶĞǁ ŐƵŶ ŝŶ ƚŽǁŶ͛ ;PŽůůŝƚƚ͕ 
2007: 536).  AƐ ŽŶĞ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ͕ ͚ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ƉŚĂƌĂŽŚ ƚŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ 
ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďƵŝůĚ Ă ƉǇƌĂŵŝĚ ǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨ͛ ;ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ϰϮͿ͘ 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 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ͘  TŚĞ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ŽĨ ͚ĞĂƌŶĞĚ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ͛ thus 
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ďĞůŝĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ Ă ŚŝŐŚůǇ ĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĞĚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŝŶŐ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͖ ĂŶĚ ƌĞŝƚĞƌĂƚĞƐ TĂůďŽƚ͛Ɛ 
argument that institutional factors are key to explaining why performance regimes 

ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ĚŽ ͚ŶŽƚ ŵĂƚĐŚ ƚŚĞ ĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂů-agent logic which was (rhetorically) 

ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚŝŶŐ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌĞĂ͛ ;TĂůďŽƚ͕ ϮϬϬϴ͗ ϭϱϳϭͿ͘  Iƚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ĐůĞĂƌ that 

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

ĂŶĚ ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚ͖ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ͛͘   
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 

ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ͚ůŽŐŝĐ ŽĨ ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ͛͘  TŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŚĂƐ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ 
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 

ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŚŝƉ͘ 
 

 

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 

ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ Ă ĐůĞĂƌ ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚŽ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 
agenda.  Indeed, as the newly promoted Secretary of State for Communities and Local 

Government Greg ClĂƌŬ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ͕ ͚ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŶŽǁ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ǁĞ ůŽĐĂůŝƐĞ ďƵƚ ŚŽǁ ŵƵĐŚ 
ĂŶĚ Ăƚ ǁŚĂƚ ƉĂĐĞ͛ ;HĂŶƐĂƌĚ͕ ϯ JƵŶĞ ϮϬϭϱͿ͘  TŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĞŶĚ͕ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ƚŚĞ 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.  

DĞĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚŝƐ͕ CŚĂŶĐĞůůŽƌ GĞŽƌŐĞ OƐďŽƌŶĞ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ͕ ͚I ǁŝůů ŶŽƚ ŝŵƉŽƐĞ ƚŚŝƐ ŵŽĚĞů ŽŶ ĂŶǇŽŶĞ 
ďƵƚ ŶŽƌ ǁŝůů I ƐĞƚƚůĞ ĨŽƌ ůĞƐƐ͛͘  YĞƚ͕ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞĨƵƐĂů ƚŽ ĐŽƵŶƚĞŶĂŶĐĞ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ďƵƚ ŝƚƐ 
preferred model is at odds with its vaunted commitment to local discretion, and signals a 

ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ ƵŶǁŝůůŝŶŐŶĞƐƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ƚŽ ƚƌƵůǇ ͚ůĞƚ ŐŽ͛͘  GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ŝƚ ƐĞĞŵƐ͕ Ɛƚŝůů ŬŶŽǁƐ 
best; and ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ ĚŝƐĐŽŶŶĞĐƚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ƚĂůŬ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛ ŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ 
͚ũŽŬĞ-ĂůŝƐŵ͛ ŝƐ ůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ƌĂŝƐĞ ĨĞǁ Ɛmiles on the ground. 
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