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The Untold Story: evaluating the role of the local authority in
regeneration amidst government and governance

Abstract

This thesis is concerned with both evaluation and governance, which it brings
together through a focus on a UK local authority. It presents a comprehensive
investigation of the role of the local authority in regeneration, which is a gap
demonstrated to be relevant to both these literatures. The investigation
involves observation and interviewing, together with literature reviews and
the mining of secondary data from documentary sources: it thereby makes
connections between the specific and the general. This material is used on the
one hand. to problematise conventional approaches to the evaluative
assessment of local authority regeneration initiative, and to assert a viable
alternative. This addresses concerns related to the selectivity of conventional
evaluative assessment. and the problem of the practicality of a more
comprehensive approach. On the other hand, the material develops an
understanding of the local authority as a distinctive but neglected actor within
the contemporary multi-actor working environment in regeneration. This
working environment is found to be usefully characterised as a situation of
hierarchy and heterarchy. or multi-level governance, within which the local
authority performs a vital middle or “in-between’ positioning. Such in-
betweeness. which makes a situation of diverse capacities workable, denotes a
mediation role. together with gap-filling and active orchestration: however
this role is shown to be not without problems. A more comprehensive
understanding both of the fate of the UK local authority and of the realities of
governance is thereby contributed. Altogether, the thesis has implications for
evaluation and research practice, evaluation theory, governance concepts and
how local authorities conceive themselves and their essential tasks.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis is the result of an ESRC CASE (‘collaborative’) Award, in
conjunction with the CASE partner. Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council
Regeneration Division, held between September 2003 and September 2006.
The material that follows seeks to introduce the thesis in a number of ways.
Firstly. the background rationale to the CASE studentship is discussed.
contextualising it in relation to local concerns, albeit those that may also be
felt elsewhere. Secondly. Blaenau Gwent’s socio-economic characteristics are
outlined. giving an insight into the broad target of regeneration initiative in
the area. and indicating its flexible definition. Thirdly. the dual focus of the
research as derived trom the CASE obligations and requirements ot a PhD is
introduced as an important structuring influence. This enables the key

contributions of the thesis and the structure of its presentation to be described.

1.1 Background to the CASE application — out of what context did it
arise?

‘People stifl harp on about Marine Colliery and Corus as if it were yesterday [and not much has
happened since] [Officer interviewee]

1 think all local authorities tend to do things, they start to do things, and then they carry on doing
them without saying, ‘well should we carry on doing this?’ [Officer interviewee)

‘It's driving an awiful lot of things, some of which it's not getting the credit for' [Extema interviewee]

The authority’s interest in supporting a CASE award focused on evaluating its
regeneration initiative can be seen to be linked to various concerns or
anxieties that it was. and continues to be. faced with. Firstly, regeneration
activity has been successive and ongoing in the area since the 1930s (CAG.
2005). Yet evidently. the ultimate objective of this activity (i.e. successful,
complete regeneration) has never been reached. despite the investment of vast
sums of public money. This could be seen to call into question the basis or
justification of the expenditure. a weakness that may have been brought into
sharper focus by the awarding of Objective One status to the area which
brought with it stricter requirements to deliver. Thus, this type of concern
seemed to be linked to a wider anxiety about continued legitimacy to act.
Moreover. coupled with these issues the authority could be seen to be faced

with the conundrum whereby there is an expanded definition of what needs to
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be tackled as part of the regeneration agenda (to make it work) without a
proportionate increase in funding., (Donaldson, 2003). This makes decisions
as to what to fund all the more important and pressurised. particularly within
an authority with heavy budget commitments compared to grant levels, which

in turn puts pressure on available match funding.

In wrn there were (are) the concerns associated with more general drives for
local government efticiency and eftectiveness, most recently promoted by
New Labour’s “Local Government Modernisation™ agenda. Key tenets of this,
echoed in the post-devolution Wales-specific version. (Martin. 2005) are the
desirability of evidence-based decision-making. performance measurement
and monitoring. and challenge and review. with the aim of achieving
continuous improvement in public service performance and encouraging
innovation. Local authorities must respond to this agenda. however
problematic it is in practice, or face potentially far-reaching censure by
inspectorates such as the Audit Commission. Research contact with the
authority suggested that this was a pressure being felt particularly at senior
levels, causing them to reassess their complacency towards review and
justification procedures. This was despite the fact that Wales is supposed to
have a more “partnership-based” approach to local authority performance
assessment compared to that in England (see e.g. Laffin, 2004) and seems to
indicate the over-arching influence of the threat of intervention. Nonetheless,
such pressure also seemed to reflect the competition for influence (and
internal funds) within the authority which might be boosted by a "good’

external assessment.

Thirdly. an underlying anxiety seemed to be associated with new ways of
working and associated expectations. That is. increasingly. the authority. in
common with others. was being required and expected to work collaboratively
with different external “partners’ and consult and involve its “stakeholders’ in
its activities. rather than to go ahead alone and regardless. Such new ways of
working brought with them a need to know whether they were "getting it
right’, rather than to face public criticism for not meeting expectations.

Indeed. criticism of local authorities along these lines was a common feature
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of official reports and discussions in the professional press about regeneration,
raising the spectre that they could be next. With the hindsight of research
contact. having “independent’ advice might also have been seen to be
desirable to help officers instigate necessary change related to these
developments where otherwise there was a reluctance to embrace it. Equally
however. given the associated proliferation of agencies involved in
regeneration work. there was some indication of concern about who should be
doing what, particularly given the lack of statutory delineation of roles. For
the authority. this situation had apparently additionally resulted in anxiety
about the erosion of its distinctive role locally. A related concern lastly. was
of how to take into account the combined actions or policies of others when
planning activity from within the authority — needing to evaluate the

combined impact and gaps in some way.

The themes highlighted here. which are essentially about governmental
control and legitimacy. and governance as reality. are important not only as a
context to. or rationale for the research, but also as themes of interest within

the thesis itself.

1.2 A portrait of Blaenau Gwent: the targets of regeneration initiative
and actors involved

Before describing the translation of these concerns and the requirements of a

PhD into a dual research focus, it is important to first unpack what is meant

by regeneration locally. as this is the overall frame of reference to the

research. Here it is helpful to consider the ultimate targets of regeneration

activity, or the existing characteristics of the area. rooted in its geography and

history.

Geographically, the county-borough comprises three steep sided valleys,
constraining both development and accessibility. The main development and
growth of the arca therefore originally occurred on the basis of its rich natural
resources, notably coal and iron ore. which were significant enough to
overcome these constraints. Numerous mines and a large steelworks

eventually came to dominate the economic structure, along with other
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manufacturing industry. with population influxes to support them. The demise
of these over the course of the 20" century, culminating in the closure of the
steelworks in 2001, continues to have massive implications. Many such
implications are problems more typically associated with urban areas
undergoing industrial restructuring where there has been equivalent
dependence on one sector. Yet, the c. 70 000 resident population of Blaenau
Gwent is in fact quite dispersed with the largest of its 5 towns (Ebbw Vale)
having only around 24 000 inhabitants (BGLHB/BGCBC, 2003) (see Figure
1). In fact the small size of the Borough and its non-urban location means that
the problems are writ-large, given the lack of alternative, or wider urban
buovancy. There is also much competition between the S towns, because, as
some explained, there is no “natural centre” — they are all about the same

size.

Figure 1: Sketch Map of Blaenau Gwent showing the 5 towns

To Abergavenny

-
o - s w— O

To Pontypoot

To Merthyr Tydfl

Source: compiled by T. Game from http://www.burrows.co.uk/blaenau/

Environmentally, whilst much land reclamation has already occurred, many

browntield sites remain. There are also high vacancy levels amongst industrial
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and town-centre retail premises as well as certain types of housing stock, in
many cases reflecting obsolescence due to qualitative changes in demand
(Shared Intelligence, 2002; BGOI1LPB. 2003: BGLHB/BGCBC, 2003). In
addition, much of the housing stock and other facilities are ageing and in poor
condition. lacking investment. not least due to the problems of adjusting to
lower population levels, such that funding has for instance been stretched over
numerous sites each with lower than viable user-numbers (notably in the case

of schools) (ibid.).

Economically, employment continues to be skewed towards job-types forecast
to have kast growth or to decline. reflecting the difficulty in changing the
traditional skills-base and in attracting new employers (Shared Intelligence.
2002). This in turn is linked to low educational attainment, and significant
problems with even basic literacy and numeracy. 2001 figures' show that 45%
of the working age population had no qualifications (compared to an England
and Wales average of 29.1%) and only 9.3% had a degree-level qualification
(compared to 19.8% in England & Wales as a whole). 1998 statistics (Basic
Skills Agency cited in Shared Intelligence, 2002) showed that around 40% of
the adult population was functionally innumerate, 33% functionally illiterate;
more recently, figures show that GCSE results continue to be below the
average for Wales (9.5% below in 2005 (WAG, 2006)). Difficulty in
attracting employers has been linked to this poor skills base, along with the
generally poor image and reputation of the area and lack of suitable premises
and developable land due to the physical geography and the industrial legacy
(Shared Intelligence. 2002: BGOI1LPB, 2003: BGLHB/BGCBC, 2003). Self-
employment and levels of SME formation are also below average, which may
again reflect the skills base and historical dependence on large employers, and
perhaps also emphasises the difficulty of attracting new entrepreneurs to the
area (BGOILPB. 2003: BGCBC. 2003). Overall therefore, employment tends
to be low-paid and often unstable, with high-levels of unemployment and
economic inactivity (BGOILPB, 2003). Despite significant reductions in

unemployment, 2001 levels were 4.7% compared to 3.4% in England &

' All statistics unless otherwise stated from www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk
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Wales as a whole, whilst inactivity was about 10% above the England &
Wales average in 2001. Low income levels. declining population and

"leakage” have also compromised the local retail market (Shared Intelligence,
2002; BGOILPB. 2003).

Socially. although cause and effect are complex. these problems translate into
13 out of the 16 wards within the County-Borough being within the 100 most
deprived in Wales, (eligible for Welsh Assembly Government Communities
First funding): that is. experiencing deprivation along multiple dimensions.
Whilst low income is perhaps the most obvious element to this, other
underlving and interlinked problems include ill-health. isolation and
inaccessibility, low self-esteem. motivation and aspirations, high levels of
social services intervention and petty crime (Shared Intelligence, 2002;
BGOILPB. 2003: BGLHB/BGCBC. 2003). Census figures indicate that in
2001, 24.3% of the population had a long term limiting illness and 50.3% of
households had more than one person with a long-term limiting illness
(England & Wales averages 18.2%. 34.1%). This means that according to
2001 figures. 12.5% of the population were acting as unpaid carers, in 30% of
cases providing more than 50 hours of care a week (England and Wales
averages were 10% and 21%). In turn, the dispersal of population in the area
according to developable land means that many estates are considered
isolated. a problem compounded by low car ownership and poor public
transport connectivity amidst the difficult geography (ibid.). In addition, the
population is ageing. which may heighten these problems (BGLHB/BGCBC,
2003). Low self-esteem and aspiration are difficult to demonstrate
statistically. but are widely acknowledged amongst professionals locally to be
reflected in a willingness to live on benefits. a tendency to leave school (and
have children) early. and low academic achievement (Shared Intelligence,
2002: BGL.LHB/BGCBC, 2003). In turn, family support requirements are high,
with children in care numbering 8/1000 in 2002 compared to a Welsh average
of 5/1000. and significant levels of alcohol abuse and associated violence
(BGLHB/BGCBC. 2003). Small-scale arson and car crime, particularly

vehicle theft are also reported to be relatively high (ibid.).
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Whilst this portrait of the area is inevitably somewhat superficial, it delineates
the wide-ranging remit of activity that seeks in some way to contribute to the
regeneration of the area. where this is broadly defined as the bringing about of
lasting improvements in the face of multi-faceted decline. Such a mass or
maze of interconnected problems offers numerous different starting or entry
points for different organisations and projects to become involved in
regeneration. which accordingly has a flexible definition in practice.. Indeed,
this essential amorphism is acknowledged in various official documents
concerned with regeneration in such areas. (e.g. Communities Directorate,
2001: HCRD. 2000: SEU 1998. 2000: WAO. 2006) and is further enabled by
the range of regeneration programmes/tunding streams for which the area is
eligible. These include the flagship Welsh Assembly Government
(WAG) Communities First” scheme. aimed at long-term, community-directed
regeneration: EU Objective One structural funding aimed at regional
development. including community economic development, and
employability and skills: the WAG/Corus Steelworks Regeneration Fund — a
‘rescue” fund set up in the face of the sudden closure of a major employer
locally: and numerous other pots and schemes from central government, the
Welsh Assembly Government, National Lottery, small charitable foundations
and so on. Regeneration initiative can therefore mean anything from a multi-
dimensional project to a service or process designed to help one small part of

the picture.

In turn, there is a wide range of agencies involved in regeneration activity in
one form or another in Blaenau Gwent. These include various central and
devolved government departments; arms-length quangos such as (at the time
of the research) Education and Learning Wales (ELWa) and the Welsh
Development Agency (WDA): other public sector organisations or agencies
such as JobCentrePlus. the police and the local further education college;
private sector initiatives such as the local chamber of commerce. voluntary
sector organisations such as development trusts: national charities such as
BTCV and NCH: and localised community-based organisations such as
tenants” and residents’ associations. In addition, there are various partnerships

that bring together such actors for joint-working, some very local with
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community involvement set up under particular policy initiatives such as
Communities First; some more strategic, such as CCETs (Community
Consortia for Education and Training); and some more ad hoc and local,

convened around specific issues or projects.

Somewhere amidst this lies the local authority with its large corpus of
competitive departmentalised professionals and long-serving politicians. The
latter are and have always been predominantly Labour, enabling them to
wield significant power within the area, in line with a wider South Wales
pattern and tradition (Morgan & Mungham, 2000). Nonetheless they are also
described locally as very competitive individuals, pertaining to ‘turf -based

rivalries.

1.3 The dual research focus
Having defined the broad field of research, the next step is to introduce its

main structuring principle: the juggling of two foci. On the one hand,
consideration had to be given to providing something ‘of use’ to the
collaborating body, the local authority: this had to be some kind of evaluative
assessment of its regeneration initiative, picking up on the concerns described
above as regards legitimacy and information gaps (Section 1.1). On the other,
it became evident that there was an opportunity to contribute something of
broader, more academic relevance at the same time: this was a focus on the
fate the local authority amidst the widely discussed advent of governance.
Again as suggested above, this could in fact be linked to the anxieties
expressed by the CASE application about governmental legitimacy and
coping with new working relations that needed to be addressed in the form of
evaluative assessment devised to be of use to the authority. That is, the two
foci could be compatible and complementary, although they were distinctive.
This duality and complementarity is reflected in the two main sets of
objectives and a combined set of research questions as outlined in Figure 2.
These are dealt with more expansively in Chapter 4, where they are embedded

more naturally in the course of the thesis.
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Figure 2: Summary of research objectives and questions

Objective Set 1 is summarised as: fo demonstrate a theoretical and practical rationale for
a different approach to the evaluative assessment of local authority regeneration initiative

Objective Set 2 is summarised as: to contribute a better understanding of the positioning
of local government in relation to existing concepts of governance

Research Question 1: What is the role of the local authority in the regeneration process?
Research Question 2: What are the factors that shape this [regeneration] role?

Research Question 3: What room is there for all-round positive improvements to the
authority’s regeneration role?

The overall structure of the thesis and the types of contributions it makes also

reflect the handling of these two foci, as outlined in the following sections.

1.3.1 Structure of the thesis
The broad structure of the thesis follows a pattern of bifurcation and

combination. It initially bifurcates in line with the two research foci to
facilitate the review of the literature in Chapters 2 and 3, but the foci are then
combined in the research objectives, questions and methodology described in
Chapters 4 and 5. Chapters 6 and 7 then separate out the two foci again as a
way of structuring the analysis, whilst Chapter 8 brings the issues together to
conclude the thesis. Chapters 3 and 7 are the ‘meatier’ more academic or
theoretically-oriented chapters, Chapters 2 and 6 are the more practically-

oriented ones.

Chapter 2 commences with an exploration of why the authority wanted
another form of evaluative assessment when it was already subject to many
others. This is initially by means of a review of the deficiencies and
dysfunctional implications of existing forms of local authority evaluative
assessment described in the literature and remedies suggested. This critique is
then reinforced and slightly reoriented through a grounded perspective based
on early fieldwork. An alternative approach to local authority evaluative
assessment is thence devised. This focuses on being comprehensive in terms
of the perspectives incorporated and understanding of the working context,
and open-minded as to what is of value or problematic. The approach also

pragmatically reduces the horizon of the assessment to focus on more

10
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immediate impacts rather than ultimate regeneration impact. In describing and
explaining this approach, the epistemological foundations of the thesis are

also laid out.

Chapter 3 presents the more academic research agenda. It makes the case for a
similar kind of investigation in the face of very limited discussions of the fate
of the local authority in the academic literature that discusses continuities and
change in the local authority working environment. The concepts of *multi-
level governance’ and ‘meta-governance” are used to summarise what can be
excavated about the positioning of local authorities. These highlight the
complexity that local authorities seem to be faced with, but overall it is shown
that there is a lack of acknowledgement or detailed empirical investigation of

this in the literature.

Subsequently, Chapter 4 takes a step back and explains the process by which
the research agenda that has by now begun to emerge was arrived at, requiring
some changes to the original CASE application. The agenda suggested is then
translated into two sets of research objectives, and 1 shadow-set related to the
CASE award, and thence a combined set of research questions. Chapter 5
goes on to describe and reflect on the extant methodology used to respond to
these questions and objectives in a more considered and empirical way than is

represented by the analysis in Chapters 2 and 3.

Chapter 6 presents an analysis of the data that can be used to respond to the
research questions from the evaluative or practical perspective. It unpacks
substantive and evaluative (positive/negative) dimensions to the authority’s
regeneration role at different levels: the various shaping factors that affect
this; and thence areas where improvements can be made, given the constraints
noted. It demonstrates that the open-minded and comprehensive approach to
the evaluative assessment of local authority regeneration initiative is
workable, produces useful insights, and may be of use in itself. It also

consolidates the critique of more conventional approaches.
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Returning to the more ‘academic’ focus, Chapter 7 analyses the data in
response to the research questions as viewed from this perspective, focusing
on the regeneration role being played by the local authority and the shaping
factors. In doing so, evidence from elsewhere, where available, is compared to
try to gauge the wider applicability of the findings. This enables a productive
engagement with the concepts of multi-level governance and meta-
governance to demonstrate what the findings add to them in relation to local
authorities”™ positioning in the contemporary governing environment. From
here there is a reflection back on the place of evaluative assessment within

this environment.

As the concluding chapter, Chapter 8 aims to present a more integrated and
holistic overview of the research. It details the response to the objectives,
summary answers to the research questions and conclusions related to the
objectives. Looking forward, it also discusses the implications of the research

and possible ways of developing it in the future.

1.3.2 Contributions of the thesis
The thesis makes a contribution to two areas of academic work. This is firstly

to the field of local authority evaluative assessment, or more broadly, the
evaluation of public agency initiative as manifest in its actions, and secondly,
to discussions of the contemporary governing environment or governance in

the UK.

In the case of the former, the contribution is the justification, derivation and
operationalisation of an alternative approach to the evaluative assessment of
local authority regeneration initiative. This demonstrates the otherwise often
overlooked aspects of the picture and the implications of this for the
functionality of assessment. Such an approach focuses on the substantive and
evaluative impact of the local authority's actions on the regeneration process
and/or work of other agencies involved in regeneration. That is, rather than
being concerned with ultimate regeneration impacts, which are difficult to
ascertain and attribute to the authority alone, it aims to discover more

immediate or intermediate “value’ and ‘value-inhibited’ from a variety of
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perspectives. In doing so it also seeks to avoid narrow normative conceptions
of both value and what is meant by ‘the local authority’, as well as the
strictures of “policy’ and “project’ evaluation. In addition, the approach
unpacks the range of factors that shape this impact or role, directly,
strategically and in the eye of the beholder (what is seen, against what it is
judged). Together this information enables pertinent, sensitive and realistic
recommendations for improvements to be made, whilst providing a
comprehensive picture of local authority regeneration performance’ and
demonstrating the non-straightforward path to outcomes. This considerably
problematises conventional approaches to the evaluative assessment of local
authority (regeneration) initiative based on narrower definitions of

performance.

In the case of the literature concerned with the contemporary governing
environment or governance, the main contribution is the demonstration of the
largely neglected fate of the (UK) local authority and yet its value as a
window on governance. This is firstly through revealing the partial accounts
present in empirical and theoretical discussions. In turn the research is framed
so as to examine the contemporary role and positioning of a local authority in
the regeneration field, whilst maintaining a comparative view with what can
be seen about the situation elsewhere in the limited literature. This is
presented as the findings of the research, developing the concept of meta-
governance to reveal the both functional and dysfunctional relationship
between the authority and governance, and its freedoms, capacities and

constraints in doing so: an “in-between’ positioning.

The local authority is shown to be a vital and distinctive part of a governance
environment that comprises power and capacity differentials. This is best
conceived of as a situation of multi-level governance or a combination of
hierarchy and heterarchy, incorporating an in-between body that allows for
important gap-filling and mediation. The demonstration of the local
authority’s role as in-between is a considerable advance on conceptualisations
of the contemporary role of the local authority that do not refer to this

environment so comprehensively, as well as more straightforward concepts of
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the problems of governance. Such a positioning is however revealed to be
considerably problematic and the subject of active contestation from inside
and out. This is similarly a considerable advance on minor references to
paradoxes and contradictions imposed on the authority from above. Lastly,
inserting evaluative assessment into this picture places it in a new light, whilst

helping to reinforce the arguments of both parts of the thesis.

The next chapter, as suggested above. is the commencement of the route to

these contributions.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature I: evaluative assessment of local authority
[regeneration] initiative
As Chapter 1 suggested, one of the two outputs demanded of this research
was that it should provide some kind of evaluative assessment of ‘use’ to the
sponsoring local authority. In response, this chapter makes the case for
introducing a more open-minded and comprehensive approach to the
evaluative assessment of local authority regeneration initiative by
problematising conventional approaches. This is through the examination of
both a literature-based critique and the situation observable on the ground
within the collaborating authority, relating this to the anxieties discussed in
the Chapter 1. The concerns raised are addressed in the definition of the
alternative approach, which through reasoning draws pragmatically from an

extensive range of literature.

2.1 Setting the scene: introducing conventional local authority evaluative
assessment and its significance
Local authority activity or initiative' is subjected to a variety of informal and

formal evaluative or ‘performance’ scrutiny and assessment. In general, these
seek to gauge value contributed by the authority - both actual and potential,
and by default, value inhibited or at risk from being so, with the aim where
necessary of instigating change processes to enable service or outcome
improvement. Improvement related to such evaluative assessment is seen to
be achievable through a variety of mechanisms, including: being held to
account or responsible for failures; being motivated through targets and
associated incentives; (clearer) understanding of where and how things have
gone wrong or right; (improved) understanding of user/client/beneficiary
needs; and being challenged to review the status quo (see e.g. Davis &
Martin, 2002; Vartiainen, 2002; Audit Commission, 2003a; Behn, 2003;
Cutler & Waine, 2003). It is also suggested that there may be benefits in
respect of legitimacy and trust in the authority as its activities are made more
transparent and more clearly justified. its competencies are demonstrated, and

as it may be enabled to become more responsive (Boyne et al, 2002; Kelly &

' Activity, action, initiative and work are used interchangeably from here on to refer
collectively to individual and team-based action, projects, policies and strategies.
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Swindell, 2002; Behn, 2003; Higginson et al, 2003). Indeed, new relationships
may be forged through the processes involved (Higginson et al, 2003; Yang &
Holzer, 2006). Others note that such mechanisms have the added advantage of
potentially enabling the assertion and/or maintenance of control of standards
at a distance, whilst perhaps allowing for flexibility in methods (Stewart &

Walsh, 1994; Blalock, 1999; Greene, 1999; Lang, 2001).

There are three key types of evaluative assessment commonly applied to local
authority (regeneration) initiative that frame the discussion that follows, and
to which the term -conventional local authority evaluative® assessment™ is
deployed to denote. These are:

1. Performance measurement through the use of performance indicators:
the use of indicators that in some way quantify performance, whether
in terms of throughputs, outputs, outcomes or efficiency ratios, or
more aggregate gradings. It is thereby concerned with the question of
whether local authorities are adequately translating their ‘potential’
into ‘impact’ within desired parameters of cost, time and so on.

2. Evaluations of projects, programmes and policies: this comprises the
formal, “systematic examination of a planned social intervention’
(Clarke, 1999:1). They are relevant to local authorities where they
have somehow been involved in such projects, programmes or
policies. The pertinent evaluative assessment dimension relates to
either the role the authority has played in helping or hindering
particular achievements, or the value of the broader policy,
programme or policy from which inferences can be drawn about the
authority s capacity to respond to local issues.

3. Activity and capacity (*performance’) inspections and reviews: these
are broader overview-assessments of activity according to the
parameters of broader (nation-wide) performance management
programmes (Best Value, the Welsh Programme for Improvement)

and ultimately, the Local Government Modernisation agenda. They

* The term ‘evaluative assessment’ as opposed to ‘performance assessment’ is used to make
clear the discussion is not limited to what is conventionally thought of as performance
assessment (the use of indicators and performance inspection) but also includes certain types
of evaluation.
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may be concerned with future potential as well as the status quo.

Performance measurement and inferences from policy etc evaluations

may contribute to such assessments.
At this point it should be noted that despite devolution, and resultant
variations such as Wales" emphasis on “partnership® for improvement rather
than public censorship (Laffin, 2004), the way in which local authority
performance and capacity assessment is approached. remains similar across
the UK and even beyond (Martin, 2005: 498; see also Greene, 1999; Khakee,
2003). This applies to both to what is conceived of as the object of
assessment, and the type of judgements arrived at. Moreover, it seems fair to
assume that the context in which such evaluative assessment is deployed, as
referred to in Chapter 1 and developed in the second part of this Chapter and
in Chapter 3, is likely to be common to most local authorities. Therefore the
ground-level experience of local authority evaluative assessment, and
complexity it has to contend with, may also be similar across devolved
boundaries. On this basis, the proceeding discussion, in common with nearly
all the literature refers to local authority evaluative assessment and more
broadly, the evaluative assessment of regeneration activity in general terms,

rather than being only relevant to England or Wales.

As suggested in Chapter 1, a concern with local authority evaluative
assessment and, more broadly, performance and legitimacy has come to the
fore in recent years against a background of local government or more
broadly, state, funding and legitimation crises (Sanderson, 1998, 2001; Kelly
& Swindell, 2002; Noordegraaf & Abma, 2003). More specifically in Britain,
building on the Thatcherite legacy, a pattern of enhanced or reinvigorated
evaluative assessment of local authority activity is seen to be part of a more
comprehensive package of *Local Government Modernisation™ and a drive for
more “evidence-based policy’ (Gray & Jenkins, 2000; Martin, 2005). These
are both vital components of central government policy which is often

dependent on local delivery.

Martin (2005) notes two trends that have resulted from the drive for evidence-

based policy and a concern for the delivery of major New Labour initiatives
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such as Local Government Modernisation. These are firstly, a step-change in
the resource-prioritisation of policy-evaluation, and secondly an explosion in
inspection, both in England and in the devolved contexts of Wales and
Scotland. The contrast that can be drawn between these two tools of evidence-
based policy is an important one for the purposes of this review, which seeks
to draw a distinction between policy evaluation and a broader concept of local
authority evaluative assessment. Performance inspection is a key over-arching
component of the latter, and is distinguished from policy evaluation in its
focus on judging and instructing the local authority. However, it should be
noted, as suggested from the list above, that such a process might include
making judgements about the local authority and its actions on the basis of

policy, project or programme evaluations.

A new interest in policy-evaluation has resulted in well-resourced and
increasingly sophisticated evaluations of many individual (albeit in many
cases wide-ranging) central government policy programmes enacted at a local
level which unpack *what works™ and how it does so (Martin, 2005). These
include the local government modernisation programme itself, (a meta-
evaluation) and elements of it, (e.g. Best Value, Local Strategic Partnerships,
Local Public Service Agreements) the New Deal for Communities and Sure
Start programmes, and Health Action Zones, (see e.g. Biott & Cook, 2000;
Martin et al, 2001; Barnes et al, 2003; NRU, 2003; Sullivan & Sweeting,
2006). Such evaluations have moved away from old-style frequently criticised
approaches, attempting to create something more fit for purpose in the face of
complex policy situations (see e.g. Bovaird et al, 2001; Barnes et al, 2003).
They can be seen to have involved academics applying much newer ideas
circulating in the world of evaluation theory with an apparent personal
commitment to reconcile different approaches and concerns to be of use to
multiple audiences (e.g. Biott & Cook 2000; Sanderson, 2002; Barnes et al,
2003). Approaches applied have for instance, combined various types of
method, and in many cases have been concerned with case-study level detail
as well as the macro-perspective, aiming to promote mutual learning amongst
different stakeholders, with a high degree of involvement (e.g. Biott & Cook,
2000; Barnes et al, 2003; Lawless et al, 2003). Many have also grappled with
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complex causality, notably in their deployment and development of ‘theories
of change’ evaluation methods (Bovaird et al, 2001; Barnes et al, 2003).
However, it is notable that such policy evaluation has had limited impact

amongst key decision-makers (Martin, 2005).

In contrast. Martin (2005) notes, performance inspection, which has expanded
to include not only service quality. but also measures of ‘capacity’, holds
considerable sway amongst decision-makers, with far-reaching implications
for local authorities and individuals within them. This is because it tends to
provide clean-cut and timely advice, with an "aura of authoritative objectivity’
(p- 500) as well as being seen as a means to improvement ends in its own
right, in a straightforward way. Yet such neatness and simplicity is in fact
questionable, for the very reasons that newer policy evaluations, in their
incorporation of important detail, longer timescales and so on, have been
praised (ibid). This is in fact a contradiction noted by many authors discussing
such inspection and associated local authority (or more generally, public
sector) evaluative assessment methods such as performance indicators, and
the way they are presented and used: the questionable goes unquestioned (e.g.
Smith, 1993; Blalock, 1999; Sanderson, 2002; Humphrey, 2001). Many of the
criticisms they raise are long-standing, demonstrating how the sorts of
evaluative assessment applied to local authority initiative, both by local
authorities themselves and external assessors, have evolved little compared to

developments in national-level policy evaluation.

The object of the following section therefore is to draw together these
critiques to problematise the prevailing unquestioning acceptance of many
forms of local authority evaluative assessment by key decision-makers. This
includes reference to evaluations to highlight the dangers of certain types of
evaluation being used to draw conclusions about local authority actions in the
regeneration field. For, whilst not wishing to condemn all evaluations given
the developments acknowledged above, it is easy to conceive how resource
constraints. a desire for clear-cut answers and various confounding factors
may result in evaluations being designed and used misguidedly in local

authority evaluative assessment. Indeed, policy evaluators themselves
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acknowledge the difficulty in coping with complex environments despite their
methodological advances (e.g. Barnes et al, 2003). However, the concluding
section to the review makes the connection with these developments in the
discussion of how the critical literature suggests responding to the problems it
highlights. indicating that the gap between these newer types of policy
evaluation and local authority evaluative assessment ideally needs to be

closed.

In the section that follows, the links between this critique and a grounded-
perspective derived from interaction with the case-study local authority are
demonstrated. extending the range of considerations. This perspective
emphasises the authority’s particular informational needs in relation to the
realities of its regeneration activity and more general operation, highlighting
the deficiencies of current evaluative assessments applicable to it in these
regards. Out of this extension to, or alternative way of engaging with, the
literature-based critique, an alternative pragmatic approach to the evaluative
assessment of local authority regeneration initiative is defined. This draws
selectively on ideas presented in the literature as solutions to deficiencies

observed, whilst to some extent refocusing the problem.

2.2 Problematising the evaluative assessment of local authority initiative:
limitations and unintended consequences

2.2.1 Limited capture
As suggested above, the basic premise of evaluative assessment related to

local authority (regeneration) initiative of whatever guise, might reasonably
be supposed to be the gauging of value contributed and inhibited. Yet the
literature provides extensive discussion of the problems with capturing
performance with quantitative indicators, and the limitations of certain types
of evaluations in this regard. There are two main dimensions to the
discussions: the ways that conventional evaluative assessments select from
‘the whole story’ and the risk to conclusions that results. Importantly, such
problems appear to be dangerously inherent, almost inevitably entailed

through the practical operationalisation process.
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2.2.1 a Limited capture: selectivity

The most logical way into this discussion is to consider what is meant by
performance or value, for this is necessarily the starting point for measuring it
or inspecting it. As many authors point out, such a concept is inherently
contestable, with people likely to have differing opinions as to the
significance of particular components and to judge them variously (e.g. Smith,
1993; Stewart & Walsh, 1994; Greene, 1999; Boyne, 2002). Moreover, as
Abma & Noordegraaf (2003) suggest, not only may performance be difficult
to specify in uniform terms, it may also be difficult to specify it in advance,
particularly where actions are non-routine and involve significant levels of
interaction (see also Stewart, 1996; Sanderson, 1998; Van Helden & Ter
Bogt, 2001; Barrett, 2004). Even where a definition of performance is agreed
upon and associated objectives outlined in advance, it may not be clear or
agreed as to what constitutes their realisation (Shadish et al, 1991; Moore &

Spires, 2000; Abma & Noordegraaf, 2003; Abram & Cowell, 2004).

From this array of possibilities, practicability dictates that through the
definition of performance, even where multiple indicators are used to capture
the different dimensions of performance valued by different stakeholders,
(Greene, 1999; Spicker, 2004) certain things from the wide-ranging reality
will go unmeasured or un-"inspected” (Boyne, 1997, 2002; Gudmundsson,
2003; Learmonth & Harding, 2006; see also Scott, 1998). Moreover, such
selection may not be a case of systematic sampling, but may but may reflect
issue or value-system fashion or the articulation of powerful interests (Stewart
& Walsh, 1994; Levy, 2001; Noordegraaf & Abma, 2003). Performance
indicators and inspection regimes defined from above (e.g. by central
government) may be most prone to this given the policy objectives they are
seeking to promote: assessments on this basis may therefore be highly
normative, deploying particular theoretical assumptions that limit the
perspective and that cannot be questioned (Biott & Cook, 2000; Andrews et
al, 2002; Davis et al, 2004). Equally, selection may also be affected by
awareness about activities or impacts that are valuable or cause problems,
whether due to limited knowledge or limited visibility (e.g. Biott & Cook,

2000). As various authors point out, this may be problematic given for
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example, that a significant proportion of what can be defined as performance
of public agencies may be intangible, or counterfactual, and thus less likely to
be acknowledged (Jackson, 2001; Kelly & Swindell, 2002; Noordegraaf &
Abma, 2003; Abram & Cowell, 2004).

Indeed. selection of what to assess may also partly be a case of which aspects
of performance can easily be translated into measurable components: it is
commonly noted that this practice inherently discriminates against qualitative
dimensions to performance and outcomes as opposed to outputs (e.g. Lipsky,
1980; Bovaird et al. 1999; Davies, 1999; Jackson, 2001). In turn, there is the
question of performance-related data-availability: it is pointed out there may
be problems with local authorities’ data-bases in terms of the range and
quality of data available to draw on, even in the case of monitoring data
relating to their own work (Sanderson et al, 2001; Boyne et al, 2002; Davis &
Martin, 2002; Audit Commission, 2003b). Similarly, the imposition of
particular spatial units or other modes of aggregation and sampling through
the measurement process will also incur selection from a wider picture
(Bovaird et al, 1991; Smith, 1993; Kelly & Swindell, 2002; Higgins et al,
2004). Thus, performance measures and inspections capture a very particular

story.

Turning to evaluation, it is easy to see how a similar process of selection may
also take place almost inevitably. Indeed, one way to think about evaluation is
the assessment of the ‘performance’ of policies, programmes or projects, or of
the “performance’ of particular agencies within them. The first type of
selection is through focus. As various authors note, whilst a comprehensive
evaluation covering all pertinent angles in depth is desirable, in practical
terms. resource and time constraints invariably mean that there are tradeoffs
between them. or between breadth and depth (e.g. Pawson & Tilley, 1997;
Blalock, 1999; Biott & Cook, 2000; Patton, 2002). Where, for instance, time
is limited due to the imperatives of political decision-making, speed of
information gathering and analysis is prioritised, and tradeoffs might include
robustness, and information about long-term or more qualitative and indirect

(and perhaps unintended) effects (e.g. Blalock, 1999: Martin & Sanderson,
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1999; Shaw, 1999; Nutley & Webb, 2000). These considerations may
likewise prompt the selection of a summative (focusing on impacts or
achievements) or formative (focusing on process-outcome relations)
approach. As Martin & Sanderson (1999) note, it is difficult to combine them
(also Sanderson, 2002). Again, political or value stances, and the audience
(e.g. local cf. central government) may inform these decisions (Geva-May &
Pal. 1999: Ho. 1999. 2003; Biott & Cook, 2000). Indeed, Ho (2003) in her
examination of urban policy evaluation in Britain suggests that historically the
prioritisation of different values seems to at least partly characterise the
transition from one "generation” of evaluation to another, each having a

different focus.

Beyond this, selectivity as with performance indicators/inspection may occur
through data availability. Studies suggest that there may be particular
problems with long-range data or data with adequate comparative baselines,
although more generally many projects and programmes are apparently
inadequately monitored or reliant on information-sharing that may be
vulnerable to breakdowns in co-operation (e.g. Blackman, 1998; Wong, 2002;
Ho. 2003; Boland, 2004). Even basic administrative data may be lacking:
containing gaps and so on (Blackman, 1998). Where data is less of a problem,
if for instance, the evaluation allows for dedicated data collection, selectivity
will in turn again inevitably be imported through various choices. These
include the choice of respondents, and where unaffected by decisions as to the
broader focus, temporal, geographical and/or scalar (e.g. individual cf.
systemic) delimitations and the balance of qualitative and quantitative data
(see e.g. Fasenfest, 1997; Townley & Wilks-Heeg, 1999; Moore & Spires,
2000; Patton, 2002). Several authors point out that as with performance
measurement. a quantitative bias may be observable, in this case due to the
tendency to view such data as superior (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Chambers,
1997: Sanderson, 2000; Murtach & McKay, 2003). In addition, there is the
selection of judgement criteria, from amongst widely differing perspectives,
mirroring divergent stakeholders and debates as to organisational purpose,
policy and programme objectives and so on (Shadish et al, 1991; Newman,

2001a). It follows that, as with performance measurement, the
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operationalisation of evaluation can easily result in the selection of a partial

story from a wider reality.

2.2.1b Limited capture: wnsustainable or uncertain conclusions, propositions
and judgements

Whilst such a partial story may, to some extent, be useful and expedient,
particularly politically, several authors advocate a more ‘modest” deployment
or guarded use (Carter, 1991; Stewart & Walsh, 1994; Geva-May & Pal,
1999; Sanderson, 2002). This is because, though it is easy to assume that the
selection made adequately mirrors reality, it may actually incur manipulation
and embody ambiguity and inaccuracies. Conclusions may therefore refer to

an overly simplistic picture of reality and be overly certain (cf. e.g. Scott,

1998; Learmonth & Harding, 2006).

At the most basic level inaccuracy may be imported through the poor quality
of monitoring data used in assessment, which may under- or over- report
dimensions of performance or value (Ho, 2003; Boland, 2004). As Boyne et
al (2002) point out, data handling skills are generally deficient in local
authorities (also, Ho, 2003). Moreover there may be perceived incentives in
over- or under- statement of figures etc. (see e.g. Bartik & Bingham, 1997). In
addition, the adequacy of baseline data may cause problems in assessing
change (Boyne et al, 2002; Davis & Martin, 2002; CRG Research Ltd, 2003;
Ho, 2003). In turn, ambiguity resulting from the comparison or aggregation
of data deploying flexible concepts such as ‘best value™ ‘satisfaction’ and
‘effectiveness’, without investigating consistency in meaning, may be an issue
(Martin & Sanderson, 1999; Newman, 2001a; Cutler & Waine, 2003; Higgins
et al, 2004). Whilst their use might be deliberate to avoid having to agree on
precise judgement criteria, conclusions using such aggregations have to make
assumptions as to the most common meanings deployed. resulting in a

significant reductionism of the actual variety in outcomes actually in place.
Indeed, selection inevitably involves some degree of reductionism as it

incorporates ambiguity from a variety of perspectives. At the extreme, a

common criticism is of the reliance on end-points or supposed outcomes to
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draw conclusions about foregoing conditions even though there may be
numerous other intervening factors that are not portrayed or measured. This is
known as the ‘*black box™ approach and is a criticism frequently levelled at
summative evaluations and performance indicators (e.g. Chen, 1990: 18;
Schmid, 1996; Ho, 1999; Behn. 2003). Its unhelpful consequences are
variously described as: preventing learning by failing to provide necessary
information about the "hows’ of impact; misattribution due to the failure to
account for the influence of other factors or actors: over and under-estimation
of value due to a failure to fully consider how other impacts may be being
created; and excessive generalisation due to de-contextualisation (see e.g.
Pawson & Tilley. 1997: Blalock. 1999: Davies. 1999: Ho. 1999: Stame.
2004). Thus the ‘black-box™ approach can be said to ignore or reduce
complexity in the interest of convenience (see e.g. Sanderson, 1998, 2000,
2002; Cutler & Waine, 2001; Barrett, 2004). It imagines separation and
simple, direct action-impact relations where there is entanglement and
interaction, diversion and deflection (see e.g. Pawson & Tilley, 1997;
Sanderson, 2000, 2002; Kelly & Swindell, 2002; Davis & Martin, 2002). It
may also involve the deployment of debateable theoretical assumptions as to
causality which may be normative and somewhat removed from reality
(Blalock, 1999; Sanderson, 2000; Andrews et al, 2002; Noordegraaf & Abma,
2003). Resulting measures or foci may therefore bear little resemblance to
what is actually done by the specific agency concerned (McKevitt & Lawton,
1996). Indeed, even where there is an attempt to unpack the black box, there
may still be the risk of misattribution or misguided conclusions due to the
inability to account for all factors, and imperfect knowledge or data (Pawson
& Tilley, 1997:213; Ho, 1999; Davies et al 2000a/b; Sanderson, 2002).
Consequently, assumptions and inaccuracies may still have to be built into the

picture presented and conclusions drawn.

Conversely, it is widely argued that over-obsession with the ‘black box’ by
way of a micro-level or formative evaluation focus, or prioritisation of
indicators that focus on processes or outputs, also entails unhelpful
reductionism, insofar as the “bigger picture’ may be lost in the disaggregation

or simply not included (e.g. Smith, 1993; DETR, 1999; Davis & Martin,
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2002; Oakley et al. 2004). This may make it difficult to make ‘rounded’
conclusions, particularly about the overall value of a programme or policy at
the national level or about effectiveness (Bovaird et al, 1991; Davies et al,
2000a; Sanderson, 2000; Ho, 2003). Indeed, this may also be a problem more
generally with evaluations and assessments that focus on checking for
particular (often normative) definitions of value rather than taking a more
‘open-ended’ approach, as they may neglect for instance, problems of unmet
needs, unintended effects or conflicting goals, as well as alternative
dimensions to value (see e.g. Chambers, 1997; Bate & Robert, 2002; Abma
& Noordegraaf, 2003)

Moreover, much evaluative assessment can be said to suffer from the “snap-
shot™ problem such that it is disingenuously detached from longer patterns of
events, and may mislead according to anomalies or other temporal factors that
may skew data. These might include for instance, seasonal and project cycles,
and the time it takes for effects to be produced as compared to the timeframe
for measuring performance; indeed impacts may shift over time (see e.g.
Smith, 1993; Munday et al, 2001; Cutler & Waine, 2003; Boland, 2004). The
snap-shot may also have spatial or demographic dimensions which exclude
important dimensions such as spill-over or displacement, or unintended
beneficiaries (see e.g. Bartik & Bingham, 1997; Persky et al, 1997; Munday et
al. 2001; Ho, 2003). Conversely, where the bounds are drawn too loosely, the

impact on smaller sub-populations may also be overshadowed (Ho, 1999).

2.2.1c Interim conclusions

Overall therefore, it would be pertinent to bear in mind Fontaine & Warin's
(2001:369) remark that evaluation (for which we can substitute evaluative
assessment) is affected by constraints similar to those that affect action-
oriented decision-making in the public realm generally. In other words, it has
to work within limits to knowledge, understanding and resources/capabilities,
and it is inevitably influenced by political or value choices (Fontaine &
Warin, 2001; Shadish et al, 1991: Ball, 2002). This suggests that for example,
performance indicators will only even be just that - indicators or proxies not

measures. and may not even be good proxies (Boyne, 1997, 2002; Spicker,
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2004). The general warning is that all forms of evaluative assessment need to
be handled with care. The lazy interpretation of this is that all that is needed is
guarded end use. A more rigorous approach however, might be to review the
content and coverage of the assessment: that is, to pay greater attention to
what is lost in the process of selection and reduction (where applicable) and
undertaking it more self-consciously and according to desired ends. Given a
concern for ends however, it also makes sense to be aware of the potential
unintended consequences of certain configurations of selectivity and
reductionism and means by which they occur. This is the purpose of the next
section, which also introduces some possible ways forward to move beyond

the critique.

2.2.2 Unintended consequences and the inability to effect desired change
As suggested in the initial discussion, the intended consequences of evaluative

assessment are improvements to services and outcomes via the instigation of
change processes based on enhanced information. However, the above
analysis hints at a number of places in the assessment process where this
course of events can be perverted, inhibited and perhaps even prevented. The
following analysis examines this in a more focused way, looking at the way
various dysfunctional scenarios contrary to the pattern envisaged might be
related to particular combinations of selectivity and unsustainable
conclusions, propositions or judgements. In turn, it outlines the approaches

typically suggested in the literature to resolve such problems.

2.2.2a Unintended consequences: dysfunctional behaviour on the part of the
assessed
Perhaps the most obvious starting point in investigating how the ideal

improvement trajectory may be disrupted is to consider the responses to the
assessment situation of those being assessed. Most work here is associated
with the dysfunctional effects of performance indicators and associated
inspection regimes. Nonetheless, its observations can forseeably apply in
some degree to evaluations that select particular aspects of projects or

programmes as their focus, or which rely on indicator-related monitoring data.
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The classic dysfunction noted is that of distortion, whereby outputs
highlighted by indicators, inspections or evaluations are focused upon due to
the implication that they “tell” people what they should be doing, what is and
what is not valued. In turn may encourage neglect of other areas of work,
perhaps even detrimentally affecting other work in the perverse incentives
created or loss of incentives to work on more cross-cutting agendas (see e.g.
Lipsky, 1980; Smith, 1993; Davis et al, 2001; Barrett, 2004). Selectivity here
is seen in failing to account for other activities of value, perhaps on different
timescales; it would also seem to reflect the unsustainable proposition that
improvement in individual activities will bring about overall improvement,
and in so doing. failing to account for tradeoffs and so on. Indeed, various
authors note that it is indicators or indicator ranges that are excessively
superficial and simplistic that are the main culprits here (Davies, 1999; Bohte
& Meier, 2000; Kelly & Swindell, 2002). Equally though, a range of
indicators that incorporate those more likely to be used as headlines as well as
more developmental ones may likewise distort incentives (Cutler & Waine,

2001).

Another danger that is reported is the discouragement of innovation or
responsiveness (e.g. Smith, 1993; Davis et al, 2001; Schofield & Sausman,
2004). This is usually seen to result from over-specification of results or
activity that leaves little room for imagination and flexibility. As Greene
(1999:169) notes, pre-conceived indicators or other judgement criteria make it
difficult to challenge higher-level policy aims and their underlying
assumptions, that may for instance, not suit local circumstances (see also
Biott & Cook, 2000; Nutley & Davies, 2000). In doing so they also may
embody the assumption that improvement is based on doing the same thing,
(extrapolating forward in a linear manner). Instead, improvement may
actually involve a trajectory that is punctuated with experimentation, taking
activity in different directions; with a certain amount of failure (see e.g.
Bartlett & Dibben, 2002; Corry & Stoker, 2002). Thus, divergence through
innovation may bring feared censure, (see Smith, 1993) and associated
selectivity may fail to acknowledge alternative ways of producing value, or

alternative forms of value. On the other hand, the inhibition of innovation

29



Chapter 2
Review of the Literature I: evaluative assessment of local authority [regeneration] initiative

may relate to the setting of targets that fail to challenge: a situation that may
again reflect a lack of understanding of the capacity for change, perhaps by
alternative means. Indeed, it is also suggested that a system that centralises
performance management, implying mistrust of local agents, may inhibit
learning by decoupling performance from local ownership and responsibility

(Greene, 1999; Sanderson, 2001; Corry & Stoker, 2002).

Another type of dysfunctional behaviour may be the misreporting of figures
or manipulation of their presentation (e.g. their categorisation or aggregation)
so that they bear little resemblance to what is actually going on and hence
have the potential to distort resulting decision-making (Smith. 1993:
Humphrey, 2001; Corry & Stoker, 2002; Fitz-Gibbon, 2002; Behn, 2003).
This may involve the creation of favourable smokescreens to disguise
problems, or reporting performance and setting targets in such a way that little
challenge occurs (Weiss, 1998; Davies, 1999; Martin, 1999; Newman,
2001b). Yet, a reasonable supposition may be that such manipulation is seen
to be necessary due to the fear of unsustainable, unfair and reductionist
conclusions being drawn from the data (see e.g. McKevitt & Lawton, 1996;
Fitz-Gibbon 2002). For instance, conclusions or judgements derived from
such data, perhaps relative to targets, may fail to take account of factors
beyond agencies’ control that make ‘good’ performance more difficult (e.g.
Midwinter, 1994; Humphrey, 2001; Andrews et al, 2002, 2003; Boyne, 2002;
Hill & Hupe, 2002). Others indicate that there may be competing demands on
local authority resources, including more locally determined priorities, which
again might affect performance as externally determined even though it may
be regarded as superior locally (e.g. Ball et al, 2002; Corry & Stoker, 2002).
Various authors also point out the contradictions embodied in higher-level
agendas for local government: for instance, that local authorities are required
to pursue performance improvements without extra funding to enable them
(e.g. Benington, 2000: Ball et al, 2002; Davis & Martin, 2002; Cutler &
Waine, 2003). It may also be the case that indicators or assessment have failed
to keep up with changes in objectives and consequent impacts on outputs
(Mintzberg, 1996; Newman, 2001a; Gudmundsson, 2003). Alternatively, as

the Audit Commission (2003a) notes, poor timing of measurement may
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encourage manipulation of figures by failing to allow time in-between
measurements for requisite innovation and improvements to occur.
Nonetheless, as noted above, a certain amount of manipulation may be
inevitable due to the selectivity involved which simplifies overlapping
circumstances and so on. Therefore the resulting aggregation or categorisation

may always be contestable, and arguably distort decision-making.

Lastly, a less deliberate or subversive dysfunctional behaviour noted is that
the work and cost involved in collecting and collating the data required can
divert resources from actual productive work (see e.g. Cutler & Waine, 2001;
Davis et al, 2001, 2004). In this case, the problem seems to be partly
selectivity and partly due to an unsustainable proposition. Selectivity
apparently entails a failure to account for the work involved in compliance
with evaluative assessment regimes, and likewise a failure to recognise that
such work is likely to be prioritised due to the fear of non-compliance even if
it is not seen to be particularly valuable. The unsustainable proposition
implied by such actions is that the processes of evaluative assessment are
inherently worthwhile and do not involve tradeoffs but are directly related to
an improvement. Along these lines Bartik & Bingham (1997) note the issue
of the costs relative to the benefits of evaluations, whilst Davies et al. (2000a)
question whether evidence-based policy (which evaluations may feed into) is

universally appropriate.

2.2.2b Over-claiming success, deflection of blame and dissociation from
responsibility: dysfunctionality amidst multi-agency governance
The second area where the ideal improvement trajectory might be disrupted is

through the behaviour of those that control its reporting and design. This is
less well documented, but can be pieced together from various observations,
and is rooted in the notion that information is an instrumental force within

power relations (see Geva-May & Pal, 1999).

Such observations note for example that many outcomes, and even outputs,
may be the work of multiple agencies involved in complex interactions, rather
than individuals or single organisations, linking into discussions of the

realities of multi-agency ‘governance’ and multi-level government (see most
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recently, Sullivan, 2003; Exworthy & Powell, 2004; Hemphill et al, 2004;
Armstrong & Wells, 2006). Yet, performance indicators and inspection in
particular generally individualise responsibility, (Mintzberg, 1996) reflecting
perhaps the difficulty of capturing, or controlling for, complex interactions
(see also Sullivan, 2003). This, as Cutler and Waine (2001) suggest at the
micro-level, fails to acknowledge the value of teamwork, or as Sullivan
(2003) describes it, collective responsibility. In turn this could be seen to
disincentivise it, and where it is significant in the creation of particular
outputs or outcomes may forseeably impact on them negatively. Indeed, as
Fontaine & Warin (2001) note in relation to the use of evaluations, there may
often be an attempt to claim success by one organisation, even if many have
been involved in its production. Where this succeeds in unduly rewarding or
legitimating the action of one agency, this might be expected to impact on the

morale of others, which may disincentivise further co-operation.

Conversely, following Guba & Lincoln (1989:32) individualising
responsibility may result in the failure to acknowledge behaviour on the part
of one agency or one section of an agency that impedes the production of
certain favourable outcomes. Indeed, this may also be the case where
responsibility is excessively collectivised (Sullivan, 2003). Blame can thus be
deflected, responsibility dissociated from. Many critical reviews note that
problems are created by (the requirements of) central government
departments, government agencies or higher tiers of government (see e.g.
Benington, 2000; Diamond, 2001; Humphrey, 2001; Exworthy & Powell,
2004). Yet, it seems that through the predominant orientation of evaluative
assessment and publicity, there is most pressure on local government to bear
the burden of this. Andrews et al (2002:10) note, for example, that an
alternative interpretation of so-called ‘coasting’ authorities is that they are
*drowning in a sea of bureaucracy’ imposed from above, but this is not
acknowledged in top-down assessments. Similarly, McKevitt & Lawton
(1996) describe how middle managers in their study felt under pressure to
take responsibility for inadequate resourcing, even though it was not
necessarily their fault. Such unfair blaming and untoward pressure would

seem likely to impact on morale, as well as side-stepping potential
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improvements based on the rectification of this situation by the responsible
actor. Once again we see the problems of selectivity-as-simplification and
unsustainable propositions/conclusions at play, this time highlighting the
significance of uneven power relations that such ‘knowledge” can be deployed

to reinforce, and the continued significance of hierarchy amidst heterarchy.

A variation on this stance may be the deployment of ‘narratives of success’
that distract from other less favourable results. This has already been
discussed in relation to manipulation by those being assessed. However, it
may also be used to legitimate or justify the continuation of a particular
programme, policy or way of working via selective assessment. or selective
reporting (see e.g. Chambers, 1997; Townley & Wilks-Heeg, 1999; Newman,
2001b; Sanderson et al, 2001). Again, whilst useful for this purpose, the net
result of the use of such a limited picture may be that problem areas of
activity or of a project etc may not be attended to, or other activities may be
compared less favourably than they might be (Guba & Lincoln, 1989;
Newman, 2001a). This re-emphasises the limitations imported by selectivity
whereby it is deployable so as to favour over-simplified conclusions. It
likewise highlights the significance of uneven power relations (i.e. uneven

control over data design and dissemination) in the process.

2.2.2¢ The inability to effect desired change: irrelevance
The next type of problem relates to the lack of practical usefulness of

evaluative assessment at the local authority level. The problem here is that it
is not used or cannot be used in some of the ways expected in order to bring

about improvements.

Firstly, there is the scenario where reporting becomes an end in itself, rather
than as a means to reflect on issues relevant to local decision-making or to
review activity locally (see e.g. Biott & Cook, 2000; Davis et al, 2001; Julnes
& Holzer, 2001; Ho, 2003). This scenario would seem to be particularly likely
where all monitoring and reporting is fed upwards for others to aggregate and
analyse, and where it is designed accordingly, its selectivity being oriented to

one type of end user (although it may also be affected by the limits to
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knowledge). Thus whilst non-use may reflect a lack of ‘learning culture’
within the organisation, and lack of ‘ownership® of responsibility due to
upward reporting, or other contextual factors, (Greene, 1999; Sanderson,
2000, 2001; Lang, 2001; Ball et al, 2002) it also seems plausible that the root
problem may lie elsewhere. That is, what is being measured or examined
might not be seen to be relevant to the type of decisions made locally, whether
due to timing or content (see e.g. Smith, 1981; Biott & Cook, 2000; Van
Helden & Ter Bogt, 2001; Bate & Robert, 2002).

In the case of content, as was discussed above, the information needed for
central or higher-level government decision-making or control purposes may
incur selection and hence be lacking on several counts. This may be the case
both with the information collected locally, and the way it is finally presented
and fed back down in reports and recommendations. The information may for
instance be insufficiently detailed or inclusive of different (value)
perspectives and activities for appropriate conclusions to be drawn in relation
to how to solve problems or enhance or maintain existing value contributions
(see e.g. Ho, 1999, 2003; Biott & Cook, 2000; Stame, 2004; Hansen, 2005;
Armstrong & Wells, 2006). Instead, all that might be gained is an idea of how
to ‘please’ higher-tiers of government or inspection agents which may be &
odds with or ignore locally-defined priorities/contexts, ‘performance beyond
the plan’, unintended consequences or professional discretion (cf. e.g. Henkel,
1991; Stewart, 1996; Biott & Cook, 2000; MacKinnon, 2000; Audit
Commission, 2003a). Thus once again we return to the problem of selectivity
and the need to handle it carefully in the design of evaluation or designation

of its appropriate audience.

Lastly, it has also been observed that the usefulness of performance
measurement and communication in promoting trust in government is
questionable: at the very least the relationship is under-researched and
apparently not simple (Boyne et al. 2002; Van Ryzin et al, 2004; Yang &
Holzer, 2006). For instance, it has been suggested that there is a lack of public
interest in reports and indicators, which makes it difficult to build up a

relationship through them, whether in terms of trust or as an accountability
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