BV9 - page 1

ITEM BV9 

[image: image1.png]08

Oxfordshire: Modernising Libraries

‘One member of the team talked about the review as his road to Damascus.’

Making the change: Oxfordshire County Council
has restructured its library service under a new
strategic and functional management structure.
The new structure, combined with some re-
prioritised budgeting, has allowed a thorough
modernisation of the service to make it more
focused on customers and more responsive to
the Council’s corporate objectives.

Why the need for change: The library service in
Oxfordshire was split over three library districts and
43 static and seven mobile libraries. Somewhat
lacking in strategic management and with budgets
squeezed by higher political priorities, atthough
there were pockets of good practice and
innovation, the service lacked the capacity to
realise the same high standards across the county.
While there was an annual user survey, its findings
reflected a sample of regular and largely satisfied
library users. With few robust measures of
performance, officers recognised that before the
review, they had never really conducted an
objective appraisal of the service. With central
government publications — Libraries for Al and
Comprehensive, Efficient and Modem Public
Libraries — setting high standards this was the time
for just such an appraisal. Best Value Performance
Indicators (BVPIs) and Department of Culture,

Media and Sport (DCMS) indicators suggested that

while performance was declining nationally, it was
falling even faster in Oxfordshire. The review
identified that having failed to keep pace with
greater cultural changes Oxfordshire’s libraries had
‘lost their central place in people’s lives’.

Reviewing the service: Oxfordshire conducted
an extensive review of both the strategy and
operations of its library service between April
2001 to May 2002. To ensure the necessary
challenge of its operations, the core review team

“included service and non-service officers, an

elected member, an officer from another council
and an independent consultant acting as a
critical friend. The key challenge was to ensure a
corporately managed, customer focused service
capable of delivering real improvements across
the whole county. Together with a survey of

the council’s citizen panel, the review team
consulted active library users, lapsed users and
non-users through nine focus groups facilitated
by external consultants. The team compared
Oxfordshire’s performance against a number of
benchmarks including DCMS Public Library
Standards and a batch of top quartile
performers. The Audit Commission considered it
‘very brave' to attempt such a ‘root and branch’
whole service review. The inspectors visited the
council in July 2002 but finding the service in the
midst of managerial transition they returned in
October 2002. Their report published in
November 2002 declared the service fair, with
promising prospects of improvement.
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What do these episodes of change tell us? First, both in terms of change and performance

it is worth repeating our health warning: this is improvement, than we first judged.

only the mid-point of the study. We will look at
many more reviews and we will further track the
implementation of these changes. It remains
possible that some of the reform programmes
we have described may stall, or that they will not
live up to their early promise. Other programmes
may emerge over time as being more significant,
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[image: image5.png]Although our case study authorities were
selected to be broadly representative, it would
be unwise to extrapolate from our sample to the
wider population. Our case study authorities
were keen to draw our attention to their
successes rather than their failures and so there
is likely to be a bias towards successful reviews
in our sample. Although the overall figures need
to be treated with caution, we have no reason to
doubt the association between the quality of
reviews and scale of change.

As the table makes clear, good reviews are not
always associated with significant or radical
change nor are poor reviews always associated
with incrementalism. The Audit Commission
rated Huntingdonshire’s review of waste
management service as unlikely to improve but,
as our case study describes, the council has
embarked on ambitious plans to improve its
record on recycling and waste minimisation.
Huntingdonshire’s review, while weak in its
consideration of the four Cs, was nonetheless a
key driver of change. Conversely we were unable
to detect significant change proposals in one
review rated by Audit Commission as having
excellent prospects for improvement. It may be
that for this service, improvement is best
advanced through relatively subtle changes in
structure and process.

2. Inspection empowers the Best Value
fegime. Part of the explanation of why poor
reviews can still be drivers of change might lie in
the effect of inspection: our cases suggest that
inspection builds commitment for change.

It does this by adding weight to improvement
plans and raising the stakes of inaction.
Something of Best Value's capacity to prompt
change is tied up with external interest provided
by inspection. Without the prospect or possibility
of inspection, Best Value reviews have a lower
profile and correspondingly less weight in the
internal politics of organisational change.

In a number of our cases, officers won support
from senior officers and members because of
the prospect, or conseguence, of an inspection.
The inspection effect is magnified by
reinspection. Bristol's reform of its local tax
operation was catalysed by the return of the
inspectors a year after their first visit.

3. Reform isn't rocket science. The ‘type of
change’ column in table 2 identifies four main
types of change to emerge from our sample
reviews: partnership, service redefinition, process
re-engineering, centralisation and
decentralisation to neighbourhood delivery. Of

‘course, in reality, most reforms draw on a mix of

change strategies, so a partnership type reform
might contain elements of process re-
engineering and so on. But the main options for
reform are not as boundless as some lengthy
and unstructured reviews would suggest.

Partnership type reforms describe new types of
relationship with external groups or
organisations. Both Devon and Vale Royal have
sought to modernise their procurement functions
by entering into partnership arrangements.
Derbyshire is in the process of establishing a
new partnership with older people in the county.
Westminster is also seeking more partnership
working, firstly between service users and the
council to improve individual and group
advocacy, and secondly between outsourced
contractors to realise service integration.

Two of our authorities have sought improvement
through change in, or redefinition of, the service
they are providing. In Huntingdonshire this
means moving away from weekly to fortnightly
waste collections. In Manchester service change
has meant an attempt to refocus its sports
development activity away from traditional
venues and activities to previously excluded
groups and places.

Oxfordshire has restructured the management of




[image: image6.png]its library service from district to functional lines
in a bid to focus on changing customer

requirements. By contrast Knowsley and Derby
City have sought to increase responsiveness

and integration through decentralisation to
neighbourhood delivery. Finally, Bristol's local tax
operation has changed the way that it is
providing the service through process re-
engineering. A series of changes focused on the
introduction of new technology and new patterns
of work are designed to reduce costs and
improve performance.

4. Much of the impetus for change comes
from challenge, comparison and
consultation rather than competition. All of
the reviews described involved a hefty degree of
comparison as officers sought to find out how
other organisations solved problems or provided
services. Competition was an important part of
the story in four of the cases. This finding is
consistent with the survey findings of the long-

“term evaluation which has suggested a lack of
- enthusiasm for the use of competition (Martin et

al 2003). Competition’s relatively low profile also
reflects the fact that whereas consultation,
comparison and challenge are research
functions, competition in the fullest sense of the
word suggests the implementation of a reform
programme. Devon'’s property review for
example, only properly fulfilled its test of
competitiveness when it advertised its contracts
through the OJEC procedure whereas
Westminster has maintained its commitment to
outsourced disability services.

Consultation, while a prominent feature of nearly
all of the cases does not always appear to lend
itself to the generation of radical reform
proposals. Consultees may have only a fleeting
awareness of the issues surrounding
organisational change and perhaps even an
instinctive desire to preserve the status quo.
While services should talk to key stakeholders,

it is not clear that managers can rely on

consultation to provide either the ideas or
impetus for organisational change.

5. Best Value works best in alliance with
other drivers of change. Best Value was a key
driver of change in all of our ten case studies. In
every case, officers maintained that reforms
would not have happened, or they wouldn’t have
happened in anything like the same way without
the presence of the Best Value regime. That is
not to say however that Best Value is the only
driver of change. Each review has its own
context in terms of other programmes and

- initiatives which are important.

Derbyshire’s review of older people in the
community was driven as much by the Better
Government for Older People Programme as it
was by the 1999 Local Government Act.
Similarly the establishment of Vale Royal's
procurement partnership is as much a story
about e-government and purchasing consortia
as it is about Best Value. Rather than being the
only driver of change, Best Value seems to work
best as a catalyst providing a framework for
deliberation. For both Derbyshire and Vale Royal,
other programmes and change agendas
provided the context and impetus to search for
step change in the Best Value review. It follows
that it is difficult to generate change proposals
when reviews genuinely start with a blank sheet
of paper. In the absence of an agenda for
change the four Cs are likely to produce a soup
of conflicting imperatives. Change management
IS less about the inspiration of coming up with an
idea than the perspiration of selling the idea to
other stakeholders, and adjusting practicalities to
make it fit the circumstances.

6. Change takes time and money. The
introduction of change takes a lot of time and
resources. The cases described in this report are
long stories sometimes dating back to reviews





[image: image7.png]conducted two or more years ago. The Bristol
case study provides the clearest evidence of
performance improvement, although its Best
Value review was conducted before the
introduction of the statutory regime when the
council was a Best Value pilot. |

Delays are often explained by a cautious
approach to the introduction of change. A
number of the authorities have introduced
reforms only on a pilot basis in the first instance.
Although frustrating, some of the other reviews
we have tracked indicate that rushed reforms
can lead to the deterioration of performance. The
production of an improvement plan is just the
start. Organisational change needs proper

" project management embracing risk
assessment, leadership and control. Best Value
reviews should then be succeeded by
implementation teams which take the ideas
developed in the review and make them a reality.

7. Leadership counts. Review leadership
seems a particularly important determinant of
change. In a number of our authorities, senior
project leaders emerged who had a reputation
for doing Best Value well and driving change.
These individuals were often, although not
always, independent of the service in question
and they chose either formally or informally to
work with a small group of other officers.

- Irrespective of the official membership of the
review team, the real work of identifying and then
- selling change proposals was performed by
relatively small groups of officers who were
committed to a change agenda. By contrast,
poor reviews, which have not led to tangible
proposals for change, suffered from weak
leadership, a lack of ownership and no
galvanising change agenda. In these
circumstances reviews were often perceived as
exercises in bureaucratic compliance.

8. Best Value needs realistic member
involvement. Very few of the reviews we have
considered as part of this evaluation have been
conducted quickly or easily. Aimost all have
made great demands of those embroiled in
them. It is hardly surprising then that there is
evidence that members seem detached from the
Best Value regime and reluctant to get involved
in reviews (Ashworth et al 2003). Reviews
conducted without elected member ownership
often fail, however, to translate plans for
improvement into programmes of reform.

Some of the best reviews we have looked at

have emerged from processes which see the

review reported to key elected members at
critical points in its development. In such a way
members can maintain control and some
ownership of the process without having to
attend hours of apparently fruitless meetings.

9. Scoping matters. If review teams are going
to consider, let alone recommend, radical
proposals for change they must be supported in
this endeavour by chief officers and senior
members. All the reviews described in this report
were authorised to consider radical reforms. We
have heard, however, of review leaders being
told not to ask too many awkward questions,
and of cultures inimical to the very idea of a Best
Value review. One of the central expressions of

- the level of support for the regime is seen in the

scoping of reviews (Martin 2002). Narrowly
scoped reviews hemmed in by other reviews or
awaiting other decisions, are destined to make
only modest proposals for change. While
cross-cutting reviews can easily bite off more
than they can chew, broadly scoped reviews
have the potential to engage with senior officers
and members in a way that narrowly scoped
reviews are unlikely to.



[image: image8.png]10. A corporate approach is key. While the
last three success factors — post review project
management, member involvement and scoping
— can vary between reviews conducted in the
same authority, our tracking of reviews suggests
that some authorities are consistently better than
others at putting these ingredients together.
Some authorities are better at picking review
leaders, getting members involved, scoping their
reviews and turning paper proposais into reality.

Rather than being serially lucky, it would seem
that the authorities which are good at Best Value
have good corporate Best Value processes.

The reviews established in these authorities have
a flying start because they are scoped to search
for step change, have good mechanisms for
member involvement and the backing of senior

~ managers and members.

This corporate effect is palpable in authorities
like Vale Royal which, following early
disappointment with the regime,
comprehensively rethought their approach to
Best Value.
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