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Methodology
In 2013, Deloitte commissioned Ipsos MORI to conduct 30 interviews with 
senior figures spanning the local public sector across England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland. The aim was to build a detailed understanding of the 
state of local public services through the views of its leaders. The interviews 
took place in June and July 2013, in accordance with the requirements of 
the international quality standard for Market Research, ISO 20252:2006.

The words used in speech bubbles throughout this report are real quotes from 
the research interviews.
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Introduction: Determined, realistic and focused

Throughout the spring and summer, Deloitte conducted 
detailed research to answer a simple question: what 
is the state of the UK state? That analysis would not 
be complete without understanding the pressures, 
challenges and priorities on our local public services, 
so we commissioned Ipsos MORI to capture the 
attitudes of the people who run them.

They interviewed executive leaders from across the 
spectrum of local public services, including council 
chief executives, directors of education and children’s 
services, NHS chief executives, and police chief 
constables in every region, together with senior leaders 
in the devolved administrations. The results provide a 
fascinating snapshot of local services during a profound 
period of change.

While the headline findings were used in our annual 
publication, The State of the State 2013, this report 
explores the key findings by sector, together with the 
most incisive quotes from the interviews and analysis 
from Deloitte’s lead partners.

The interviews are testament to public service values 
and to the professionalism, resilience and flexibility 
of its leaders. They illustrate that local chief executives 
are determined to keep delivering high quality public 
services in the face of reduced budgets, are realistic 
about the impact of the spending cuts and are focused 
on seizing opportunities amid austerity.

Their overall views are best illustrated by their attitudes 
across three areas: their response to austerity measures, 
their leadership priorities and their concerns for 
the future.

So how do these chief executives feel their 
organisations are coping with austerity? Overall, they 
told us that they are coping well and responding 
effectively to the challenging circumstances. They also 
said that while the depth and speed of change has 
been difficult for staff, morale is holding up, although 
the spectre of future cuts creates understandable 
concerns. 

Many interviewees said that the state of the local 
economy has come into sharp focus as a concern 
for their organisation, noting the increased demand 
on public services caused by recessionary pressures. 
Some added that – as major employers – public 
sector redundancies exacerbate problems in their 
local economies.

But many chief executives also said that amid these 
considerable challenges, they are seizing opportunities. 
They told us that they are refocusing their thinking on 
what citizens want from their public services rather 
than expecting to keep delivering what they have 
historically provided. They said that they are refocusing 
on outcomes rather than processes. They told us that 
they are welcoming the chance to make significant 
changes – including potentially discontinuing or 
charging for services – where doing so in the past 
may have been politically unpalatable. They said that 
they are using creativity where they once might have 
used additional resources. And they told us that they 
are streamlining management practices and driving 
efficiency through significant programmes including 
shared services and new commissioning models.

The second area that illustrates the attitudes of local 
chief executives is their assessment of leadership 
priorities. Our interviewees tended to group their 
leadership priorities in two areas: setting their 
organisation’s strategic objectives and enabling staff 
to deliver on them.

Chief executives, along with their top teams and 
political leaders, have been engaged in some of 
the most ambitious strategic thinking in the history 
of their organisations. Those interviewed said that 
they are challenging their organisations in relation 
to their customer groups and their place in the public 
service value chain to decide on which services to 
stop, which services to work in partnership to deliver, 
and which to maintain or increase investment in. 
The interconnectedness of public services has never 
been more pertinent and while there are those 
that argue for mandates and structural changes to 
drive integrated behaviour rather than relying on 
collaboration, it is obvious that strong and committed 
leadership is required whatever model is chosen. 
With respect to strategy, it is also interesting to note 
the divergence in both policy and implementation 
approaches being adopted across the four home 
countries despite the similarity of challenges at a 
macro level.

Angela Mitchell
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Leaders also told us about their priorities for enabling 
staff. One of the most frequently mentioned being 
to make the most of staff by improving performance 
management, something which the public sector 
does not have a strong track record in historically. 
A number of those interviewed expressed concerns 
about recruitment and their ability to attract people 
with the right skills; the new public sector landscape 
needs people with commercial and commissioning 
skills, for example. Others spoke of changing their 
organisation’s culture to empower their staff and 
about moving to less hierarchical structures. Successful 
examples of equipping individuals with the new skills 
needed to undertake their roles include the leadership 
development programmes Deloitte LLP has been 
involved in delivering to directors of children’s services, 
chief executives and directors of commissioning 
support units, and aspiring directors of public health.

The third area that illustrates attitudes is the view 
of the future that emerges from the interviews. 
Our research suggests that local leaders are more 
concerned about the future impact of austerity 
than they were about the challenges faced to date. 
A number feel that they have made the easier cuts 
already and that in the next couple of years, further 
cuts will begin to be felt more keenly by people 
who used their services. Most believe that difficult 
choices about staff losses and service reduction 
are on the near horizon. Many expect that cuts in 
eligibility criteria and targeting services to the most 
vulnerable – out of financial necessity – will require 
a new level of community engagement to manage 
public expectations.

Demand management is anticipated as a particularly 
critical concern for the future. Some interviewees 
commented on the interconnectivity of local services 
in this context; one concluded that cuts in children’s 
services, for example, impacted directly on antisocial 
behaviour and thus increased demand for the police. 
Several expressed concerns that preventative services 
would be cut because they are non-statutory – but 
that doing so would either shunt demand to a different 
part of the public sector or defer it to a more expensive 
intervention in the future. The most often-cited concern 
was that the new welfare reforms may add significantly 
to demand on local services. Preventative services are 
about controlling demand for the future, whereas 
measurements tend to focus on the immediate rather 
than five or ten years (or indeed further) into the future 
when both organisational and political leadership may 
have changed. Leaders need to challenge parochial 
behaviours and encourage collaboration and innovation 
with this longer term and ‘whole place economy’ in 
mind.

This new research offers an important window into 
the state of the local state. At a time when public 
services increasingly need to work together to achieve 
efficiencies and deliver joined-up services, it is helpful 
if they understand each other’s pressures and needs. 
That is a significant step in being able to meet those 
challenges and continuing to deliver the services on 
which every UK citizen relies.

At a time when public services increasingly need 
to work together to achieve efficiencies and 
deliver joined-up services, it is helpful if they 
understand each other’s pressures and needs. 
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Local government: Opportunities amid austerity

When considering the significant current, near-term 
and future challenges facing local government leaders 
it is tempting to consider the often-used quote from 
Rahm Emmanuel – Mayor of Chicago and former US 
White House Chief of Staff under President Obama 
– that “You never let a serious crisis go to waste ... 
it’s an opportunity to do things you think you could 
not do before.”

While this quote may convey a little too much 
reforming zeal for some, it is nonetheless a 
thought-provoking statement that will resonate with 
many senior figures in local government. Most have 
spent the last two or three years steadying the ship 
and are now at varying stages of embedding a set 
of fundamental, longer term changes to what local 
authorities do and how they do it. And let’s be clear, 
we are entering crisis point for many authorities. 

As well as the challenges faced by individual councils, 
system change is underway or under debate across 
the UK’s devolved administrations. In Northern 
Ireland, local government is now embarking on a 
programme of re-organisation and reform that will 
see, by 2015, the number of local government bodies 
reduce significantly and the way in which they do 
business change, perhaps substantially. In Wales, the 
Commission on Public Service Governance and Delivery 
is considering the optimal model for public service 
delivery and this is widely expected to recommend 
a reduction in the number of local authorities. In 
Scotland, while the focus is on the potential for 
constitutional change, the Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities has also recently announced a review into 
the future of local service delivery. 

Our research with Ipsos MORI shows that many local 
government leaders are seeing opportunities amid 
the challenges. Although virtually the whole of the 
public sector has been severely impacted by funding 
reductions, the sheer magnitude and future impact of 
these reductions in local government, when compared 
with areas such as health, policing and education, 
are unprecedented. This means that the scale of 
reinvention required in local government to meet this 
challenge is likely to dwarf what is observed elsewhere. 
Although local authorities will have to – and in many 
cases already are – refocusing, reducing and removing 
services, they are still expected and required to act as 
a final back-stop or safety net when things go wrong 
for individuals, be they children, vulnerable adults, the 
homeless or in some cases struggling local charities and 
businesses.

The difficulty for council chief executives and their 
teams is the labyrinthine interconnectedness of 
local public services. Reducing demand for, cutting 
back on, or stopping completely a particular type 
of council service may be successful in meeting cost 
reduction targets, but what good is that to either the 
local community or the public purse if this results in 
a corresponding ‘demand-shunt’ and increased cost 
within another part of local public services? Recent 
work that Deloitte has undertaken with the London 
Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham demonstrates 
the positive impact of community budgets and a 
‘whole place’ approach to service delivery, but not 
all schemes of this type have been as successful.

A further tension for local government leaders, 
highlighted in the research by an increasingly sharp 
focus on the local economy, is how to encourage 
local initiatives such as ‘buy local’ while at the same 
time trying to increase efficiency and reduce costs by 
purchasing collaboratively and via national frameworks 
in order to benefit from economies of scale. 

Perhaps most importantly of all, as suggested by the 
research, the knottiest of leadership challenges are 
the people-related ones. Local government should be 
congratulated for the way it has responded so far to 
the scale and scope of change, a trend which began 
at least as far back as the Gershon saving initiatives. 
But structural changes and headcount reductions 
of this magnitude are bound to have an impact on 
organisational and sector capacity, resilience, corporate 
memory and ultimately capability. Our research shows 
that local public sector leaders want to be seen as 
employers of choice, able to attract the skills they need 
– even more so in the context of reduced staff numbers. 
Local government’s current challenges require the right 
people with the right skills, and where that means 
new people, attracting them is significantly easier if 
competitive salaries and job security can be offered.

There is no single model of reform and reinvention 
that will guarantee success for a local authority. A good 
public sector leader recognises that evidence-based 
examples of innovation and leading practice from a 
variety of sources – public, private, social enterprise 
and more – can be combined with a mixture of delivery 
models to meet cost reduction and service quality 
targets. Getting the mix of ingredients right, and in 
a way which fits the ‘personality’ of a particular local 
authority, its elected members and its communities 
is perhaps the hardest thing of all. 

Ian Washington
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Local government: Key findings and quotes

Our research showed that council chief executives are 
focused on continuing to deliver high quality public 
services in the face of austerity – but that cuts are 
forcing them to rethink the scope of local government.

The interviews suggest that the state of the local 
economy has come into sharp focus for local 
government chief executives as the recession has 
increased demand for its services. The research also 
points to significant worries that demand is set to 
increase further as a result of welfare reform.

Interviewees told us that spending cuts mean they 
will need to target services and find ways to manage 
demand, and that engaging the community to do more 
for itself would be key. One interviewee told us that the 
future of local government is a shift to becoming the 
service provider of last resort.

Our research also explored attitudes to partnership 
working. Interviewees from all sectors readily 
recognised the benefits of partnerships to deliver 
better services at reduced costs, exploit the strengths 
of other sectors, create more citizen-centric services 
and innovate. But they also saw risks that need to 
be managed – such as an appreciation of different 
motives, the need to commission effectively and the 
importance of constructive personal relationships.

The interviews also showed that local government 
chief executives are focused on engaging, supporting 
and leading their staff through change that is often 
deep and quick. Some told us of a need to improve 
performance management to make sure staff deliver as 
much as possible. Others said that they still needed to 
be seen as an employer of choice to attract people with 
the right skills.

Finding opportunities for communities to do things for themselves 
is going to be the answer for the future. We can’t have a relationship 
whereby people believe that the council is the one stop shop for 
everything.

Welfare reform in particular is beginning to have a real bite. Our rent arrears 
have increased dramatically.

I think this move towards more and more targeted 
services is going to be the way it goes. Inevitably we are 
going to have to stop doing things as well because we 
can’t take another 10 per cent cut which is effectively 
what is coming.

There’s always a danger when money’s running out that you just start to 
protect services that you have to deliver, and the easiest way to make cuts 
is in early intervention, preventative services. But it’s very short sighted.

Looking ahead things will be far more 
difficult as we’ve done all the low hanging 
fruit such as back office efficiencies. We will 
have to start looking at provision – moving 
from being a service provider of first resort to 
service provider of last resort.

Part of the rise in child protection and 
the numbers of children we are taking 
into care is directly related to the impact 
of the economic situation and the rise in 
unemployment.
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Police leaders face three specific challenges: 
making sense of collaboration, working towards 
a culture change within forces, and in England 
and Wales, delivering on the promise of a local 
democratic mandate. 

Police: Three unique challenges

In addition to the common challenges facing leaders in 
the public sector, those in the police face three specific 
challenges: making sense of collaboration, working 
towards a culture change within forces, and in England 
and Wales, delivering on the promise of a local 
democratic mandate. Our research with Ipsos MORI 
provides an insight into each of these challenges.

First, let us consider the collaboration challenge. 
Leaders are working in partnership across forces 
and with other organisations more than ever before. 
One of the most frequent discussions we have with 
chief constables is whether the optimum collaboration 
is geographically based – collaborating with other 
public services – or whether collaboration should be 
functional across geographies, collaborating with 
other forces. 

While Scotland has now joined Northern Ireland as a 
single force model, our view is that without a national 
mandate in England and Wales, collaboration is just as 
likely to be effectively shared with other local public 
sector partners for support functions, as is happening 
in Hampshire. For operational functions, where the 
policing challenges are cross border – like roads 
policing and organised crime –  sharing resources and 
expertise with neighbouring forces will be the optimal 
model. For operational policing functions where the 
challenges are local – like domestic abuse and child 
protection – sharing resources and intelligence with 
local partners is where the opportunity lies.

Our research underlines the importance of 
collaboration across public services. One police 
respondent spoke of the interconnectivity between 
spending cuts, commenting that cuts in children’s 
services can impact on anti-social behaviour. In England 
and Wales, Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) 
could have a key role in making that interconnectivity 
a positive force. As elected representatives covering 
several local authority areas, they are in a unique 
position to ‘join-up’ education, health and social care 
with policing and justice to ensure that any impact on 
policing and justice partners is understood. In Scotland, 
the newly created organisation, Police Scotland, needs 
to retain its local connectedness with partners while 
working to deliver on the advantages of a single force. 
In Northern Ireland, the Police Service has undergone 
considerable transformation over the last 15 years, 
sitting at the heart of the peace process and being 
a key driver and enabler of change. The organisation 
is now embarking on its next step change as it seeks 
to put itself at the forefront of modern policing and 
be seen as a benchmark, not only for other policing 
services, but also for the wider justice sector and the 
public sector itself. This will require strong collaboration 
and the creation of meaningful partnerships across 
public service bodies and with the community and 
private sectors in Northern Ireland. 

James Taylor
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The second challenge for police forces is working 
towards a new culture.

Almost everyone we speak to in policing talks about 
the need for culture change. Leaders need to ensure 
that their officers, staff and volunteers are able to cope 
with the increased workload and changes in working 
practices, without damaging the service they provide 
to the public. Our view is that rather than trying to 
change a whole culture, focus on the specific ‘critical 
events’ which will have a disproportionate effect on 
your culture. For one police client we identified the 
daily briefings where superintendents brief their teams 
as a critical event in showing what the culture of the 
organisation was really like. We identified some specific 
“observable” behaviours which, if demonstrated 
consistently, would change the tone of these meetings 
and start to shift the culture of the team. In Scotland, 
the single force has presented an opportunity to 
improve policing and reduce costs through greater 
collaboration across the organisation but structural 
change is never enough. When we ran a series of 
benefits realisation workshops in the six months prior 
to the formation of the single force, a key insight was 
that almost all the major benefits identified would have 
some degree of impact on what people did (activities/
roles) and how they did them (behaviours). Crucial to 
realising the benefits of any force integration is the 
ability to align behaviours and create a new culture in 
the organisation.

The third challenge concerns the new, local democratic 
mandate in England and Wales.

Police forces have always been ultimately accountable 
to the public through the police authorities but most 
chief constables have historically felt a greater sense of 
personal accountability to the public. The introduction 
of PCCs in England and Wales provides a directly 
elected official to be the public face of policing in an 
area and to take accountability on behalf of the public 
through a direct democratic mandate. 

One year on, their impact is being felt at local and 
national level as individuals seek to deliver tangible 
outcomes on their election commitments. Our research 
suggests that chief constables already see benefits 
in PCCs when they act as a constructive channel to 
central government. Inevitably, the introduction of 
the PCC has changed the role of the chief constable, 
if not operationally, then certainly in terms of public 
perception. One of the key leadership challenges for 
both chief constables and PCCs is how to realise the 
benefit from the new model – for instance harnessing 
the potential capacity of communities to do more 
policing activity for themselves – while not politicising 
operational policing decisions. The Peelian principle 
that ‘the police are the public and the public are the 
police’ has never been more relevant in an age when 
digital technology such as the Facewatch online 
community can help citizens take ownership for 
prevention and reporting of crime.

Our perspective is that lessons can be learned from 
the way chief officers in local authorities have worked 
with their elected lead member. The most successful of 
these relationships are often characterised by an agreed 
media strategy, a culture of ‘no surprises’ in which 
the politician does not announce new initiatives until 
the resource implications are understood, and a deep 
understanding and respect for the professionalism and 
role of the other person.

Our view is that rather than trying to change a 
whole culture, focus on the specific ‘critical events’ 
which will have a disproportionate effect on 
your culture.
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Police: Key findings and quotes

Our research found that police chief constables 
are addressing the challenges of austerity with 
determination, pragmatism and candour.

They recognise – and in some cases embrace – 
the need to innovate and work in partnerships 
rather than tackle change with additional resources. 
Our interviewees told us that austerity had spurred 
them to focus on opportunities for reform. But they 
also recognised the interconnectedness of demand 
across public services and the importance of 
preventative services.

In Scotland, the single force has presented an 
opportunity to improve policing and reduce costs 
through greater collaboration across the organisation, 
but structural change is never enough to deliver these 
sorts of benefits. A critical focus for police leaders in 
Scotland will be aligning the behaviours and activities 
in the organisation, while allowing local teams to 
respond to specific policing priorities in different 
parts of the country. And in Northern Ireland, where 
single force integration has already been successfully 
delivered, the focus has moved to the creation of 
meaningful partnerships across public service bodies 
and with the community and private sectors, which 
involves another step change.

Chief constables in England and Wales told us that 
the election of police and crime commissioners heralded 
a significant move to political accountability, and that 
their impact a year after election was dependent on 
PCCs as individuals and their relationships with their 
chief constables. They recognised benefits but expressed 
some concerns – for example, that election cycles 
could affect the timing of decisions and that local 
accountability could mean that less emphasis will be 
placed on regional collaboration.

[Winsor] hasn’t really delivered. It’s produced very little fundamental 
reform and if anything has increased costs. It does not give us the tools 
people in the private sector have.

We may be less able to focus on preventative 
services in future.

We are more focused; we 
concentrate more on the important 
things. People are more realistic, 
and while there are worries and 
concerns about the future there 
is also a lot of hope and a lot of 
determination.

Before … the lead mechanism of 
delivering change was through 
additional finance rather than 
service redesign.

I don’t think politicians 
have explained the impact of 
cuts – people are not clear 
how serious the situation 
is, which means people 
don’t get involved in solving 
problems. We need greater 
public involvement instead of 
promising the public sector will 
solve problems.

Why are young people going 
missing in the first place? 
How can we work with other 
agencies, or increasingly now in 
care homes, the private sector, 
to stop that actually happening 
in the first place? We also need 
to coordinate where we’re 
reducing and cutting. Cuts in 
children’s services might not 
seem relevant to policing, but 
can have a direct impact on 
anti‑social behaviour.

In some ways [the 
austerity measures] 
provoke an opportunity 
because that is one 
of the factors that I 
would say has led to the 
coming together of the 
different organisations 
in the justice sector. 
The need to achieve 
greater efficiency and 
to avoid duplication has 
got much more crucial, 
so that’s actually in 
some ways been a 
positive spur.
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Health: New challenges in a changing NHS

Before exploring the current challenges for NHS 
leaders, it is worth reflecting on the nature of the NHS 
itself. For 65 years, the NHS has provided healthcare 
for all free at the point of need, funded through the 
tax system. It comprises a complex system of hundreds 
of independent organisations, employing more than 
1.7 million staff with multiple layers of leadership, 
ranging from single GPs to large, multi-site hospitals – 
with many types and sizes of organisations in between. 
And while each organisation might consider itself to 
be independent, in reality there are complex inter-
dependencies that complicate the effective provision of 
high quality, patient centred healthcare. 

This picture is becoming even more complicated as 
the UK’s devolved administrations set increasingly 
divergent policies. Even when policy is similar at macro 
level – as with health and social care integration – 
the implementation approaches are very different. 
NHS England has focused on structural changes and 
increasing competition, which is arguably the biggest 
structural reorganisation in the history of the NHS. 
This approach has not been adopted by the devolved 
administrations. 

The NHS has changed a huge amount since its creation 
and needs to continue to change in order to serve a 
population that is living longer with more complex 
comorbidities. It also needs to cope with increased 
emphasis on delivering services close to home and 
growing specialisation in various clinical procedures. 
This evolution would be challenging enough without 
the added pressure of financial constraints and 
reorganisation.

In our research with Ipsos MORI, one English 
interviewee told us that “NHS staff feel buffeted and 
battered”. That should not come as a surprise; as well 
as austerity issues, the NHS has had to deal with the 
absence of a compelling narrative around the rationale 
for Health and Social Care Act 2012 reforms in England. 
That has arguably resulted in a significant loss in 
confidence in the Government’s approach to the NHS. 
Another interviewee noted that “there’s an awful lot 
of quick change going on at the moment and is that 
the most effective way of evolving an industry? I’m not 
sure.”

While there were mixed views about the impact 
to date of the reforms, many leaders believed that 
structural reform was not really what would improve 
services for patients. One leader was concerned that 
GP commissioning would be very expensive, and 
another that the focus was still too much on structures, 
funding and processes, and not enough on quality and 
outcomes. One outcome of the English reforms was 
that 150 primary care trusts and ten strategic health 
authorities were abolished, along with a number 
of arms-length bodies. That led to a whole tier of 
experienced leaders being lost from the NHS. Some 
have subsequently re-emerged in the new organisations 
but, given the turmoil, roles and responsibilities are 
often still unclear across the system. 

Our research shows that some of the common 
responses to austerity across the public sector are 
mirrored across the NHS, including reducing staff 
(and freezing pay); finding new ways to deliver 
services, centred on achieving outcomes for patients; 
sharing back office functions; attempting to focus 
on prevention; and working in partnerships with the 
private and voluntary sectors. Indeed some of the 
more favourable interview responses to the reforms 
were based on the belief that the NHS needed to be 
challenged and be more innovative in order to provide 
high quality services. Those holding this view tended 
to see the idea of competition more favourably than 
others. 

In contrast, the Scottish Government rejects the use 
of competition and continues to take NHS Scotland 
in its own distinctive policy direction. In Scotland, the 
reform agenda has focused on legislation to integrate 
adult health and social care budgets. While austerity 
is starting to bite, there is a feeling that many of the 
difficult budget and service reconfiguration decisions 
will not be made until after the independence 
referendum in autumn 2014.

In Northern Ireland – where health and social care is 
already integrated – the system is undergoing major 
strategic change in how its services are delivered and 
how they are funded through the Transforming Your 
Care programme.

The approach in Wales has been to include greater 
financial flexibility that will allow the seven Welsh 
health boards to plan over three-year cycles.

Rebecca George OBE
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Filling leadership posts is a particular challenge. There 
is currently an unprecedentedly high turnover of chief 
executives; NHS England Chief Executive, Sir David 
Nicholson, has calculated the average tenure for a 
chief executive as 700 days. Leadership at the front 
line requires committed clinicians – usually doctors 
or nurses – working in collaboration with general 
managers. However, doctors and nurses alike are 
concerned that leadership roles are too far removed 
from patient care, or that they lack the management 
experience required to take on a leadership role 
themselves, or that they have no desire to do so. 

The perceived wisdom that a massive and complex 
organisation like the NHS requires top-class leadership 
and management is rarely well articulated by politicians. 
Yet few other industries would feel safe operating at 
the low levels of spending on management expected 
of the NHS. It is encouraging that effective leadership 
and management at all levels, from the ward to the 
board and across traditional organisational boundaries 
has become recognised as important, even though it is 
currently difficult to see where these leaders are going 
to come from. 

The impact of the reforms are still reverberating 
throughout the NHS and the challenging financial and 
resource constraints have exacerbated the problems of 
achieving stability. It is therefore even more important 
that the collective NHS leadership sends out a signal 
that quality and patient safety matter – even more than 
financial performance and productivity. While the NHS 
needs to use its resources wisely and reduce waste and 
inefficiency wherever possible, there is enough research 
available that demonstrates that getting care right first 
time is not only good for the patient, but it also makes 
good economic sense.  

Evolution of the NHS would be challenging 
enough without the added pressure of financial 
constraints and re-organisation.
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Health: Key findings and quotes

While the NHS budget has been ring-fenced, NHS chief executives are faced with their own multi-layered 
challenges. Rising demand, an end to budget rises and significant reforms in each of the UK home countries are 
creating a unique set of pressures for the NHS.

We are just keeping our head above water. Just.

NHS staff feel buffeted and battered. 

There is a danger that a lot of changes – ways of working, 
funding, improving competition, this sort of thing – I am not 
sure those things will result in improved quality, improved 
outcomes for the patient.

Despite all of the reorganisations and everything else, the staff on the shop floor 
continue to provide the service. It’s more about harnessing the potential of staff 
and the creativity of staff. Get it down to where the business is done and you’ll 
make a difference.

We’ve lost a hell of a lot of experience with the reduction in the numbers of people who were previously working in the PCTs. 
That knowledge, that corporate memory is a significant loss.

Clinical Commissioning Groups have been 
established but they are going to take a little 
while to get the feel for their business.

Post 2010, the focus – and some 
of it we probably should have 
been doing before – was looking 
at how we provide services, what 
services we provide and getting 
really into transformational change 
where we do the same amount of 
work but we do it differently and 
we do it better and we do it more 
efficiently.

The Health & Social Care Act generally is 
going in the right direction. It’s going to put  
a bit of volatility in the system but we 
shouldn’t be frightened of that. We’re big  
and ugly enough to manage it.

There’s an awful lot of quick change going 
on at the moment and is that the most 
effective way of evolving an industry?
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Education: Balancing autonomy and accountability

As we pass the mid-way point of the current 
parliament, we are beginning to see the first signs of 
upturn in the wider economy. While public services 
as a whole have faced significant financial pressures 
over the last three years, the schools sector has been 
afforded some degree of protection in these more 
austere times. We have not faced the same level of 
cuts in education as some other local public services, 
although there have been winners and losers as 
funding has shifted from local authorities directly 
to schools, and financial shortages are having an 
impact on the sector. This is further compounded 
by an increasing body of evidence from Ofsted to 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) that the quality of education 
in UK schools must improve if we are to prepare our 
young people for a future workplace that will require 
higher level skills, more agility and resilience than any 
generation before them. 

In our research with Ipsos MORI, directors of children’s 
services point to financial constraints limiting their 
ability to recruit to new roles and challenges in 
recruiting new staff with the right skills. While the 
future still remains uncertain – for example, some 
interviewees are concerned about how they may 
be able to protect frontline services in the face of 
further budgetary tightening – staff morale appears 
to be holding up well. Our research points towards 
staff pulling together to meet shared challenges and 
focusing on the provision of high quality services. 

In England, the past year has seen further growth 
in the number of free schools, with over 300 now 
open or planned. Overall, they still represent a tiny 
proportion of the country’s schools, and it is still too 
early to say how – or whether – their competitive 
impacts are being felt in the sector. However the 
academies programme has seen some 3,000 schools 
move out of local authority control, many setting up 
federations or joining existing chains. The impact of 
free schools and academies will no doubt continue to 
be watched closely both by the media and political 
parties. Concerns around competition at a local level 
and the potential destabilising effects of over-supply 
remain, with some participants in our research noting 
that although central government funding to local 
authorities has been reduced to fund the academies 
programme, the new places have not always been 
created in those areas where demand is highest or 
increasing the most. With a growing demand for 
primary places in some regions, there is a distinct risk 
of a shortage of places for some. With limited local 
and regional oversight of planning for school places, 
a lack of clarity on the role of local authorities, local 
enterprise partnerships and the Education Funding 
Agency in this regard, the problem is only likely to 
increase. At the same time we continue to see the 
impacts of the age of austerity playing out in the 
independent education sector with pressure on 
numbers and applications for conversion to free school 
status coming forward.

While the changing landscape of the education sector 
and the increased level of autonomy for free schools 
and academies is rarely out of the press, our research 
suggests that some of the system-wide changes may 
be less dramatic than originally expected. Interviewees 
point to the fact that they already give the schools 
within their control significant autonomy, suggesting 
that conversion to academy or free school status may 
not bring a dramatic change for such schools. 

While public services 
as a whole have faced 
significant financial 
pressures over the 
last three years, the 
schools sector has been 
afforded some degree 
of protection in these 
more austere times.

Julie Mercer
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Indeed many of the freedoms that such schools have 
may not always be desirable: freedom to vary term 
dates may not be practical and the bureaucracy of 
other freedoms – such as local pay negotiations – may 
be unduly burdensome and risky. Striking the right 
balance between accountability and autonomy, while 
also maintaining and building community cohesion, 
represents a major challenge. Looking more widely 
across the public sector, the academy programme 
draws parallels with NHS foundation trusts which have 
also shown a relatively slow uptake in the use of their 
new freedoms. 

There is no question that schools in England are 
facing unprecedented levels of change. With this 
new autonomy, they are having to develop new skills 
and capabilities as they become responsible for their 
whole budget and the financial sustainability of their 
organisation as well as the quality of education and 
the safety of their pupils. Recently announced changes 
to GCSE and A level qualifications remind us of the 
dichotomy in policy reform between centralist control 
and local autonomy in the English education system. 
This tension between local autonomy and centralisation 
is also evident when you look at how reforms are being 
implemented across the UK. 

In Wales, the local authorities and the Welsh 
Government have reached an agreement to co-ordinate 
school improvement activity on a national basis 
rather than at the local authority level with the aim 
of improved consistency and better outcomes for 
all students.

In Scotland, there has been significant focus on the 
introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence over 
the last three years. This curriculum transformation 
aims to provide children between the ages of three 
and 18 with a more flexible and coherent programme 
for learning, with the long-term goal of developing 
their employability skills for the future. In line with the 
Curriculum for Excellence, the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority has introduced a new qualification system 
which they believe will be easier for learners, parents 
and prospective employees to understand.

In Northern Ireland, a consultation on significant school 
funding reform has recently closed. The implementation 
of independent review recommendations around the 
common funding scheme could see significant changes 
for a large number of schools in future to break the link 
between social deprivation and educational outcome. 
In addition, the school enhancement programme could 
see up to 50 schools share in the benefits of a focused 
capital investment budget. However, these potential 
benefits are to be considered in the context of the 
establishment of the Education and Skills Authority 
which will bring with it challenges and opportunities 
for the Northern Ireland education sector as it finds 
its place in the existing governance and accountability 
structures. Similarly, the future shape and direction 
of teacher training colleges are being considered 
through a review of higher education. 

Striking the right balance between accountability 
and autonomy, while also maintaining and 
building community cohesion represents a 
major challenge.
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Education: Key findings and quotes

Our research with Ipsos MORI explored recent policy 
developments from the local authority perspective 
and raises issues surrounding accountability in the new 
schools landscape in England. A number of directors of 
children’s services told us that their relationships with 
academies and free schools remained largely the same 
as before. But others spoke of a new tension between 
accountability and autonomy, expressing concerns that 
they had lost power over the new-model schools, but 
would still be held accountable for them if problems 
arose. 

The research also found mixed views about freedoms 
for free schools and academies. Some interviewees said 
that the freedom to set term dates or negotiate pay 
would be a burden for individual schools.

The four countries of the UK are addressing the 
challenges they face in different ways but all are 
tackling tighter financial settlements, the need to drive 
up education standards and to deliver education that 
will remain fit for purpose for the future. 

One of the most positive themes to emerge from our 
research is that children, not organisational structures, 
remain the primary focus. As one interviewee put it: 
“even if changes mean the institution of the school is 
no longer our concern, the children are, and we will 
always make sure their best interests are looked after.” 
Of course this statement recognises that directors of 
children’s services remain responsible for all aspects of 
the wellbeing of children in their jurisdiction, extending 
beyond education and covering the increasingly 
complex responsibility of children’s social care, 
an area which continues to challenge professionals, 
communities and families across the UK. 

It is impossible for schools to retain high levels 
of accountability if they’re entirely autonomous. 
It’s a contradiction in terms. Their accountability 
to the community and to the wider system has 
to be more clearly drawn than a very distant 
relationship with Whitehall.

[Academies] don’t want some of those 
freedoms it seems to me because the 
freedoms are very burdensome and they’re 
very risky. Schools don’t want local pay 
negotiations because it’s really, really 
hard work.

Even if changes mean the institution of the 
school is no longer our concern, the children 
are and we will always make sure their best 
interests are looked after.

The economic downturn seems 
to have been going on forever.

I want to establish a common culture which always looks through the 
eyes of people who use our services. If you keep returning to that, I think 
you can get it right.
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Charities and not for profit: Towards the Big Society

The charities and not for profit sector and the public 
sector have a long history of partnership in the UK. 
From the early days of municipal authorities to the 
development of the NHS, and throughout the evolution 
of our current system of public services, charities 
have worked with the public sector to support their 
shared goals.

But the advent of the Open Public Services agenda – 
and the ‘Big Society’ that the UK Government hopes 
will follow – has raised the profile of partnership 
working between the charity and public sectors as 
a central part of public service delivery. Under the 
devolved administrations, the role of the charities 
sector in delivery is seen as increasingly important, 
although policies differ from country to country.

Our latest research puts a spotlight on how those 
running our local public services view their voluntary 
sector partners, with some lessons for both sides.

The research illustrates just how central these 
partnerships have become to the delivery of UK public 
services, with public sector interviewees describing 
them as a ‘must-do’, necessary to deliver the breadth 
and quality of services required.

The interviews show that public sector chief executives 
want to work with the charity sector to tap into their 
specialist knowledge and access skills that they don’t 
find in their own organisations. Importantly, they hope 
that working with the charity sector will enable them to 
create more citizen-centric services and to draw on the 
sector’s strengths to drive innovation.

But while those interviewed recognise the benefits of 
working with voluntary sector partners, they see risks 
as well. Some respondents said they were concerned 
that unstable funding for charities made their futures 
uncertain. That is clearly not an ideal context for 
entering into a contract. They also said that engaging 
the voluntary sector to deliver services comes with 
a risk that their own organisation will lose its line of 
sight to the community. Some also expressed concern 
that the partnerships could erode their in-house skills 
and knowledge.

Voluntary sector leaders reading this report should 
take pride that their organisations are valued so highly 
by the public sector for the knowledge and skills that 
they bring to partnerships. But those seeking to expand 
their engagement in public service delivery should 
encourage confidence by addressing the risks that 
concern their public sector partners.

Business plans and tender documents that show 
sustainable funding streams would go a long way 
to bolster confidence. Workforce arrangements 
that include secondments and joint team meetings 
would help make sure public sector bodies retain an 
awareness of their communities’ needs. That would 
also help assure a public sector partner that their 
in-house knowledge would be maintained.

For public sector leaders, there are two key lessons in 
this research.

The first is to recognise and respect what the charities 
and not for profit sector brings to the table and to use 
those strengths to their best advantage. The interviews 
showed that public sector leaders will increasingly 
want to target services, that they are concerned about 
maintaining preventative services in the face of cuts, 
and that they want to engage their communities to do 
more for themselves. Given that the voluntary sector 
is not just close to the community – it is actually part 
of it – voluntary sector partners could have important 
roles to play in those areas as well as in traditional 
partnership arrangements. Helping communities to do 
more for themselves is, of course, what the voluntary 
sector is all about.

The second lesson is that investment in how the 
partnership is established and implemented can help 
ensure that risks are managed. That might include 
checking that tender documents are applicable to 
sector arrangements, ensuring that shared goals are 
understood by all parties and that monitoring plans 
are transparent.

Overall, our research suggests that public sector 
chief executives are enthusiastic about working with 
the charities and not for profit sector, and recognise 
the need to engage charities in service delivery, but 
they are mindful of risk. Reflecting on research like 
this can help both sides manage those concerns and 
connect more effectively for the benefit of both – and 
ultimately, the citizens they serve.

Reza Motazedi
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Charities and Not for Profit: Key findings and 
quotes

Our interviews found that local public services leaders 
recognise that partnerships – including those with the 
charities and not for profit sector – have become part 
of the landscape and vital to deliver the right breadth 
and quality of services.

They believe that partnerships allow them to exploit 
the sector’s strengths, provide more citizen-centric 
services and innovate. In particular, they think that their 
charity and not for profit sector partners often bring 
specialist knowledge and skills not found in their own 
organisations.

But the public sector sees risks in partnerships as well. 
Many local leaders cited examples of ‘partnerships 
gone wrong’. They expressed particular concern that 
unstable funding for the charities and not for profit 
sector organisations made their futures uncertain.

We need greater public involvement instead 
of promising the public sector will solve 
problems.

Partnering is no bad thing because other 
organisations will do things better.

Partnership working can drive costs down 
and new providers bring new ideas and 
innovative practice.

We’ve done things like worked with other sectors such 
as the churches to look at how they can use their assets, 
their people, their time and their buildings to support 
local people.
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Conclusions

Determined, realistic and focused is a snapshot of 
local public services at a time of profound change. 
The picture it provides shows that the people 
running the UK’s public services remain determined 
to keep delivering quality public services even with 
markedly reduced budgets. It shows that they are 
pragmatic about the impact of spending reductions. 
And it shows that they are focused on opportunities 
for positive reform while dealing with significant 
organisational challenges.

The leaders interviewed for this research told us that 
spending reductions have led them to refocus their 
thinking on what citizens want from public services 
and on outcomes rather than processes. They also told 
us that they are using creativity to tackle issues where 
they once would have deployed resources. 

However, those interviewed also spoke of their 
concerns for the future. Some of the most common 
worries were that welfare reforms would put increased 
pressure on their services, that further spending 
reductions would be felt more keenly by the public and 
that cuts to preventative services would shunt demand 
into the future or to other parts of the public sector.

Our research also explored attitudes to partnership 
working. Interviewees from all sectors readily 
recognised the benefits of partnerships to deliver 
better services at reduced cost, exploit the strengths of 
other sectors and create more citizen-centric services. 
But they also saw risks that need to be managed – 
such as different motives between sectors, the need 
to commission effectively and the importance of 
constructive personal relationships.

The report illustrates that approaches to policy and 
implementation are diverging across the UK’s four 
home countries – even though their challenges are 
similar at a macro level. It also highlights specific issues 
for each area of the local public services.

Local government chief executives, faced with the 
largest spending reductions, are dealing with some of 
the most difficult challenges arising from austerity. Our 
interviews suggest that the state of the local economy 
has come into sharp focus for them as it has had a 
significant impact on demand. The research also points 
to worries that demand is set to increase further as a 
result of welfare reform and that demand management 
– through initiatives including targeting services – has 
become a critical issue. The interviews also showed 
that local government’s chief executives are focused on 
engaging, supporting and leading their staff through 
change that is often deep and quick.

For the police, our research found that chief constables 
are addressing the challenges of austerity with 
pragmatism and candour. They told us that austerity 
had spurred them to focus on opportunities for reform. 
But they also recognised the interconnectedness of 
demand across public services. Chief constables in 
England and Wales spoke about the impact of police 
and crime commissioners and concluded that their 
success was largely dependent on PCCs as individuals.

In health, rising demand, an end to budget increases 
and significant reforms are creating a unique set of 
pressures for the NHS in each of the UK’s countries. 
As in other sectors, the NHS is rethinking its services 
and how they are delivered. Our research shows that 
some of the common responses to austerity across the 
public sector are mirrored across the NHS, including 
reducing staff (and freezing pay); finding new ways 
to deliver services, centred on achieving outcomes for 
patients; sharing back office functions; attempting 
to focus on prevention; and working in partnerships 
with the private and voluntary sectors. However, 
some interviewees told us that the reforms in England 
were taking a significant toll on morale and were 
unconvinced of the approach. 
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In education, our interviews with directors of children’s 
services in England suggest that their relationships with 
academies and free schools has remained largely the 
same as before. However, some interviewees spoke of 
a new tension between accountability and autonomy. 
They felt that the local authority had lost a certain 
amount of control over the new-model schools, but 
would still be held accountable if problems arose. The 
four home countries are addressing the challenges they 
face in very different ways but all are tackling tighter 
financial settlements, the need to drive up education 
standards and to deliver education that will remain fit 
for purpose for the future.  

Our interviews also put a spotlight on public sector 
views of working with the charities and not for profit 
sector. They believe that partnerships with the sector 
allow them to exploit the sector’s strengths, provide 
more citizen-centric services and introduce innovation. 
But leaders see risks in such partnerships as well. 
Many cited examples of ‘partnerships gone wrong’ and 
expressed particular concern that unstable funding for 
charities and not for profit sector organisations made 
their futures appear uncertain.

Deloitte commissioned this research to take a snapshot 
of attitudes among local public services chief executives 
during a time of profound change. This report brings 
together those attitudes from each segment to help 
promote awareness across the sector and inform public 
service reform debates.

Ultimately, this research shows that local public services 
chief executives are embracing the need for change 
and leading their organisations with characteristic levels 
of professionalism during what many expect to be the 
most challenging periods of their careers.

This research shows that local 
public services chief executives are 
embracing the need for change 
and leading their organisations with 
characteristic levels of professionalism 
during what many expect to be 
the most challenging periods of 
their careers.
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