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ABOUT IMPOWER

iMPOWER is not an off the shelf consultancy. We believe that the key to sustainable,
effective and affordable public service reform is understanding complexity. Since 2000,
we have worked exclusively with public sector partners to tackle the most complex
social problems. By working at the interface, we have changed behaviours, shaped
public demand and proved that better outcomes cost less. 

iMPOWER is now the country’s largest independent consultancy focusing on change and
transformation across all local public services. Our success stems from our distinctive
approach that combines insight, innovation, discovery and a genuine commitment to
better outcomes.

Find out more at impower.co.uk and follow us on Twitter @iMPOWERconsult

This report was written by Jon Ainger and researched by Henrietta Curzon



STRATEGICALLY STUFFED 
Despite the pressures of austerity, a statutory
obligation to balance the books and a rise in
demand for services, local government has
achieved a lot over recent years. Unlike other parts
of the country’s political landscape which have
shouted for more central funding – from the
defence industry to the NHS – local politicians and
officials have by and large played the hand dealt to
them and have kept services going for vulnerable
adults needing social care packages, for children
placed into the care of the state, for maintaining
streets and handling recycling, and for coping with
the nation’s housing crisis. There are notable
exceptions of course, and when things go wrong
the impact can be calamitous for the individuals
involved. But the majority of councils have done
more than just keep the lights on.

That said, Leaders in local government are holding
a very poor hand. They are the only part of the
public sector with a legal requirement to deliver a
balanced budget every year. They cannot spend
more than they have yet they are not in control of
the amount of money they can raise. Central
government gives them most of their annual
budget through direct grants; the small amount
they can raise in local taxes is essentially capped;
and other income (mainly charges and fees) is
heavily regulated. 

There is a democratic buffer zone between national
politicians and local politicians so MPs and
Ministers have someone else to blame if local
services are poor. And the sector is – by its nature
– fragmented, so it is not very good at lobbying
government, or creating a coalition of public
support for change.

When the national austerity squeeze came, it was
not surprising that it bit most viciously in local
government. If national politicians want to cut
spending, local government is politically and
operationally the easiest solution. Because of the
legal requirement to balance budgets, local
government has delivered savings every year while
still delivering services. And with perverse but
inevitable logic, it still remains the easiest option
for national politicians.
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A MISSED OPPORTUNITY
It is inevitable that in these circumstances much of
the discourse between local and central government
is a version of Oliver Twist’s hungry plea of ‘please,
Sir, I want some more’.  Local government does
need more money in the medium term –
demographic trends mean that adult social care in
particular is underfunded.  But this issue clouds a
bigger concern.

The focus on the amount of money that councils
receives means leaders are not focusing sufficiently
on how the money is best spent. This does not mean
‘service efficiency’. It means analysing productivity –
how much value has been generated from this
public investment, and what is the yield? For
example:

• Is additional money for carers helping them to
sustain care for their loved ones over a sustained
period? 

• Has the number of children in care fallen 
given the investment made in protecting them
from harm? 

• Are children who have been taken away from
their parents and placed into care reaching 
their potential? 

• What is the financial payback from the
investment in recycling, and could it be increased
with a concentrated focus on household
behaviours? 

WHAT DOES ‘GOOD’ LOOK LIKE?
Because the focus of the argument has been on
spending and economic efficiency, the local
government sector has not articulated what ‘good’
looks like.  In other words, it has not defined the
standard of outcomes it is striving for, or identified
which investments give the best possible trade-off
between spending and outcome improvement –
which makes it harder to fight against funding cuts.  

The sector needs to focus on productivity so that it
can answer these questions. Public services should
be about making people’s lives better, and
improving productivity produces better outcomes at
a reduced cost.
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THE PUBLIC SECTOR PRODUCTIVITY
PROBLEM 
Having less money concentrates the mind. What is
absolutely essential? Can I get better deals for what I
need to buy? What can I cut and still survive? Can I
do more? Can I get more out of myself and my team? 

In the private sector, these decisions are much
simpler. You can measure the value of what you’re
producing by the price you can charge. This reduces
all your inputs, investments and innovation, and
outputs and outcomes, to a single point measured in
pounds and pence. This helps to compare options
measured against competitors.

In the public sector, these decisions are harder. The
absence of the price mechanism means that what
good looks like is in constant dispute. Each
organisation makes their own choices every year – a
series of compromises balancing politics, fine
judgment, financial limits, behaviour of partners and
delivery risk. 

What does this mean?

• Benchmarking on ’what good looks like’ isn’t
possible because there is no single definition of
good outcomes. It is therefore not possible to
make comparisons between councils or
approaches

• Comparable data is only gathered for things
which are easily measurable (usually efficiency
or unit cost metrics)

• Innovation tends to happen locally, and is not
shared across the sector effectively and

• In the absence of confidence in what good looks
like, the narrative veers towards a narrow-framed
argument about how much is being spent.

The local government sector therefore has a huge
productivity problem – and a huge opportunity.
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FETISHISING FAILURE
iMPOWER’s pioneering work on demand
management over a number of years has
highlighted that when attention is properly paid to
improving outcomes, there are real opportunities to
improve people’s lives and save money. 1

For example:

• 40-50% of cases of children being taken into local
authority care are preventable. In these cases,
earlier intervention would have prevented an
escalation to the point of family breakdown.

• 50% of hospital admissions for older adults could
have been avoided with earlier intervention.

• A significant proportion of care home residents
could have lived independently for longer if their
independence had been prioritised and supported
by health and social care practitioners. 

A focus on applying sticking plasters means that the
sector has not spent enough time preventing failure
or improving outcomes.  Councils have not been
able to develop the leadership skills, performance
metrics or interventions required for effective and
sustainable change. 

One example of fetishising failure in this way is
Ofsted, the regulatory body for standards in
education and children’s services. Local councils
can be rated ‘good’ by Ofsted, yet still have too many
children being taken away from their parents. This
happens when a council’s children’s services are
considered safe for children even if, overall,
prevention of family breakdown is not working
effectively.2

iMPOWER’s research has shown that a negative
Ofsted judgement on a local authority’s children’s
services department, particularly under the Single
Inspection Framework, can undermine its purpose
to protect children and improve their life chances.3

A focus on managing the consequences of failure
distracts increasingly scarce management time
away from improving outcomes – which takes more
time to deliver, is more complex to achieve, and can
only be delivered by working across traditional
organisational boundaries.  Such a focus is deeply
debilitating to system leaders, stifles innovation, and
is worse for children’s outcomes overall.

1 See iMPOWER’s reports on Managing Demand: Building Future Public Services (2014) https://www.impower.co.uk/insights/report-into-demand-
management-launched, The Inflection Point (2015)  https://www.impower.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/impower-research-report-FINAL.pdf, and Changing the
Game (2012) https://www.impower.co.uk/insights/impower-changing-the-game 
2 For an in-depth examination of the issues around prevention vs dealing with failure, see Atul Gawande’s January 2017 article in The New Yorker
3 Breaking the Lock (2015) https://www.impower.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/iMPOWER_BreakingtheLock_final_print.pdf 
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IMPOWER INDEX
Despite the challenges, some local authorities are
managing to outperform their peers, achieving
better outcomes for less money.  To measure this,
we developed the iMPOWER iNDEX, which helps
local authorities understand their performance in a
new way.    

Other measurement systems are focused either on
pure outcomes (which are interesting, but don’t help
operationally, and are not linked to investment – for
example an academic definition of wellbeing or
happiness) or on efficiency (unit costs and spending)
in isolation from performance.

Instead, the iNDEX defines productivity as outcome
value per pound spent. It measures performance
against outcomes (per pound invested) through six
different lenses: children’s social care; older people;
all age disability; health and social care interface;
housing and homelessness; and waste and
recycling. Each council is scored for productivity
through each lens and is ranked accordingly. 

We first shared iMPOWER’s top 10 list of the most
productive councils in December 2017.4 Councils in
this list had achieved greater than average
outcomes from a less than average spend per head.
The list revealed an interesting mix of different types
of authority from different parts of the country and
demonstrated that it is possible to be the best even
if demographics are against you.

Since then, we have further refined some of the
outcomes measures for each of the six lenses,
taking into account dataset availability and
discussions with the leadership teams of more than
40 councils.

Drawing on 30 publicly available datasets, the iNDEX
ranks 150 councils using 49 outcome indicators. 

These include:

• number of child protection plans lasting over one
year

• number and proportion of carers who are
neglecting themselves

• number and proportion of people with disabilities
who do not have a job

• number of unplanned hospitalisations for people
with conditions that could have been treated in 
their own home

• number of fly tipping incidents

The iNDEX enables us to answer, pound for pound,
which councils are spending their money most
effectively and getting the best outcomes for
citizens.

4 Top 10 Most Productive Councils in England https://www.impower.co.uk/insights/top-10-most-productive-councils-in-england 
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2018 RANKINGS
Following the release of local authority budget data for 2018-19 in June 2018, we have updated the iNDEX.

Top 10 most productive councils

Analysis
x

Authority

Leicestershire

Wigan

East Riding of Yorkshire

Rutland

Havering

Gloucestershire

Windsor and Maidenhead

Redbridge

Poole

Derbyshire

2018 ranking

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

2017 ranking

1

5

2

11

48

8

14

30

16

6

Table 1: Top 10 most productive councils



Authority

Leicestershire

Wigan

East Riding of Yorkshire

Rutland

Havering

Gloucestershire

Windsor and Maidenhead

Redbridge

Poole

Derbyshire

Overall 2018
ranking

(2017 ranking)

1 (1)

2 (5)

3 (2)

4 (11)

5 (48)

6 (8)

7 (14)

8 (30)

9 (16)

10 (6)

Children’s
Services

(2017)

16 (6)

4 (4)

7 (21)

67 (133)

88 (72)

36 (1)

10 (27)

15 (14)

26 (49)

5 (2)

Older 
People 
(2017)

11 (13)

22 (41)

18 (21)

15 (12)

5 (67)

17 (11)

14 (28)

1 (3)

10 (60)

33 (22)

All Age
Disability

(2017)

18 (25)

48 (71)

75 (22)

37 (29)

14 (19)

76 (94)

26 (11)

5 (33)

82 (99)

99 (43)

Health &
Social Care

(2017)

8 (8)

10 (6)

14 (21)

26 (16)

21 (44)

1 (14)

30 (50)

4 (12)

38 (56)

12 (15)

Housing
(2017)

12 (10)

18 (21)

9 (6)

5 (7)

34 (41)

30 (30)

91 (92)

123 (127)

56 (46)

31 (32)

Waste &
Recycling

(2017)

30 (36)

42 (42)

23 (16)

49 (38)

40 (138)

46 (57)

41 (39)

65 (139)

15 (5)

52 (74)
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Top 10 productivity rankings across the six lenses 

There are significant variations within individual authorities. For example, Redbridge is the most productive
council in England for productivity in services for older people. Yet it also ranks 123rd out of 150 for housing
and homelessness. This is because, relative to other councils, Redbridge has a high number of people living in
temporary accommodation, a high number of people sleeping on the streets, and has built a low number of
affordable housing units.

Table 2: Top 10 productivity rankings across the six lenses 
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Top 10 most improved councils 

We assess those councils which have increased their productivity ranking by more than 30 places to be ‘most
improved’. Those that have improved the most overall are those that have made improvements across the
board, and those whose performance has declined have generally fallen back across more than one area. 

Authority

Enfield

Bolton

Havering

Bournemouth

Barnet

Tameside

Barking & Dagenham

Richmond Upon Thames

Nottinghamshire

Somerset

Overall 2018
ranking

(2017 ranking)

20 (77)

48 (92)

5 (48)

70 (111)

42 (83)

76 (113)

86 (120)

52 (85)

22 (54)

46 (78)

Children’s
Services

(2017)

9 (16)

40 (39)

88 (72)

116 (131)

57 (63)

124 (66)

95 (83)

35 (12)

77 (68)

23 (36)

Older 
People 
(2017)

41 (106)

86 (124)

5 (67)

24 (71)

97 (125)

81 (119)

116 (131)

80 (122)

7 (58)

63 (91)

All Age
Disability

(2017)

19 (41)

34 (52)

14 (19)

7 (64)

71 (46)

47 (37)

6 (34)

24 (10)

126 (140)

112 (130)

Health &
Social Care

(2017)

11 (25)

121 (68)

21 (44)

108 (134)

52 (106)

71 (115)

88 (78)

78 (131)

13 (47)

44 (74)

Table 3: Top 10 most improved councils

Housing
(2017)

118 (134)

70 (71)

34 (41)

139 (40)

60 (64)

97 (61)

44 (106)

138 (115)

15 (13)

85 (87)

Waste &
Recycling

(2017)

86 (127)

13 (123)

40 (138)

18 (2)

14 (59)

11 (126)

113 (149)

26 (82)

56 (68)

33 (34)



PRODUCTIVITY AND FINANCIAL GRIP
We also checked councils’ financial grip by
examining the difference in productivity taking into
account how closely aligned a council’s actual spend
was with their budget forecast. Using budget and
outturn data for 2016-17 as the most recent
publicly-available comparative data, we found:

• There is no particular correlation between the
top ten most productive councils and actual
spending. Across the top 10, the range varied
from a 5.0% underspend to a 5.5% overspend.

• There was a slightly higher correlation between
overspending and ‘most improving’. This raises a
question about the sustainability of these
improvements – were budgets realistic, and can
improved performance continue while still
delivering a balanced budget?

• There is a stronger correlation between high
levels of overspend and poor performance. Of the
top five most overspent authorities, four are
among the 30 worst performing authorities.

CONCLUSION
Asking which councils are best is a simple question,
but one which isn’t generally asked or answered. 

Being able to answer this question would help save
local government from further effective
bankruptcies. Indeed, it is rumoured that several
more councils are likely to go the way of
Northamptonshire over the coming months. Citizens
also need to ask if the money that local government
does receive is being spent well. They are paying
increasing amounts of council tax for increasingly
reduced services and should reasonably expect
quality outcomes for local services as they do for
national services or private transactions.

The current lack of focus on outcomes is letting
service users down, many of whom are amongst the
most vulnerable in our society. It also puts local
authorities under unnecessary budget pressures.
Introducing a productivity approach with league
tables ranking councils’ performance would improve
decision making in local government, therefore
getting superior results from whatever money is
available. 

iMPOWER Consulting
August 2018
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