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Using Information to drive efficiency and effectiveness

Introduction

1. On 20 January 2010 a group of people decided to start the year by focusing on the difficult issues of using information to drive efficiency and effectiveness. Delegates from a wide range of backgrounds, academic, local government, central government and private and voluntary sectors joined a PMPA/COA Solutions event to hear from expert speakers and debate the issues.

Simon Mahony, Audit Commission

2. The first speaker was Simon Mahony, Head of Studies at the Audit Commission, who gave an overview of what the Commission had found in its various studies about information. He used the acronym “RQP” to stress the importance of information that was Relevant, high Quality, and well Presented. Their analysis had also shown that councils needed to invest in culture, people and standards, to deliver good information use. Reporting on some of their findings, he said:

· The culture of information use was under-developed, with limited support in place for decision-makers;

· There was a lack of training and support for analysts

· Information resources were rarely used efficiently. For example, only 15% of information researchers’ time was estimated to be used in research and analysis, the rest was routine processing, or unrelated work.

3. However some councils had begun to tackle these issues. Lewisham, for example, had looked at all the issues to do with void housing properties, and by analyzing all the data in the end-to-end process, had speeded up the void-turnaround time from 43 days to 24 days, generating increased rent and better housing for those in need. Leeds had undertaken a shared analysis of crime hotspots with local partners in order to identify priorities for street-lighting renewal, contributing to a 20 per cent reduction in crime.

4. The challenge, Simon concluded, was to move from these examples of good practice, to a position where information use was embedded across the councils as a whole.

Kevin Moynihan, Southern Railway

5. The use of information across a whole organization was the focus for the second presentation, given by Kevin Moynihan, Information Systems Manager for Southern Railway. He described how the Railway was using a “Corporate Balanced Scorecard” to measure key performance indicators across the business as a whole, with daily updates available to business managers and monthly summaries presented to the Board.

6. Kevin described the journey to this position – which had not all been plain sailing. The original KPI process had been imposed by the Group Board, and had met with resistance from Southern managers as it was bureaucratic and did not meet their needs. However a new Managing Director had, on arrival, seen the power of the approach and developed a cross-business approach, clearly linked to the overall business objectives, and which provided timely data for managers as well as summaries for the Board. This had much greater ownership and was well-used. As Southern Railway took on a new franchise as part of a new consortium the approach was being adapted for the new business objectives – it was now embedded in the way the organization worked. 

Discussion 

7. In the discussion that followed, three main issues were debated, and a number of actions suggested:
a) How to encourage demand for good information from decision-makers. Key aspects of this were to link the information to the core business objectives of the organization, and to demonstrate the risks of not knowing the key information – which could be reputational risks or organizational failure. In addition there was a role for external challenge (as had been provided by the Group in the Southern Railway example). The role of Scrutiny in the local government environment could be an important lever. Developing Scrutiny Committees’ capacity to demand and challenge information by was a potential action to take forward.

b) How to improve the culture and people working on information issues. Under this heading there was a lot of discussion about the need to link “top-down” objectives with “bottom-up” experience. Otherwise data collection would always be seen as an overhead, rather than a core part of the business. There was also a need for training and development in some core skills, and for work to break down “silos” in organisations so that people from different business units were able to analyse and understand relevant data together. A potential action to take forward was work to reinforce the practice of performance management within local authorities – not just among performance management specialists. 

c) How to manage business-reporting in the “total place” world where organizations were increasingly working together  

This was an increasing challenge. It came in the form of managing reputation – where organizations were often trading off short-term issues to support their reputation and longer-term strategic objectives. It also came in the form of managing savings and funding streams, where investment in one organization might lead to savings in another. Unless you looked at the bigger picture you were not going to make sense of the whole. An action to develop options for cross-organisational savings was identified as key to making progress on this issue. 
8. Summing up, Janet Grauberg, Development Director of the PMPA, suggested that the debate had covered some new ground, with the role of Scrutiny and 
9. the challenge of cross-organisational working coming to the fore. However some familiar messages had also been  heard, such as the need for performance measures to be linked to business objectives, the role of strategic leadership in changing an organization, and the challenge of ensuring managers were skilled at demanding and analyzing good data, rather than just seeing numbers from a database. Janet thanked COA for their support for the event, the speakers for their stimulating presentations, and all the delegates for their contributions.

Janet Grauberg

PMPA Development Director

January 2010.
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