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REVIEW OF TARGET SETTING PROCESSES

Report of the Corporate Governance Scrutiny Committee
Executive Summary

1. The Review originated from a concern over an apparent lack of corporate processes or central challenge to, or monitoring of, the levels at which Directorates set their performance targets.  Indeed this concern had been raised previously in the Annual Audit & Inspection Letter of 2003, which stated that the Council “recognises that more attention is needed in setting realistic performance targets and in the production of accurate performance indicators (PIs)”.
2. The initial assumption at the lack of corporate processes or indeed a central role for monitoring targets has proved to be accurate.  It was anticipated that this might lead to a situation in which Directorates would not set challenging enough targets and would coast along achieving easy to reach targets.  However, the pattern found by the Review appears to be more about the setting of targets that turn out to be too aspirational, rather than too easy.  The general situation is best characterised as one in which the belief as to what performance can be expected from any given service or project is highest at the outset and then steadily declines over time until a much lower and more realistic level is reached.  The Review Group are concerned that this suggest a history of either over-ambition, under-performance or indeed poor planning.

3. The Review discovered an emerging and sincere commitment on behalf of Directors and many other senior officers and Councillors to the importance of target setting and the wider performance management framework of which it is a part.  However, the translation/ realisation of this belief into specific actions and practices across the Council is patchy.  Each Directorate has developed its approach in different ways with the result that some are better than others.  Moreover, the application of good practices around target setting within individual Directorates is patchy at present.  Some managers are very supportive of attempts to measure performance against specific targets, others are indifferent and some are passive-aggressive or even hostile.

4. Most witnesses recognised the need to see changes with some particularly anxious for improvement in this area, although there was no single, clearly articulated sense of what this would look like.  Most felt it would be desirable to have a more firmly embedded commitment to performance management and its related methodologies.  Ways to achieve this were more contested and a number of ideas emerged.  These seemingly varied views often share a unifying theme, namely a requirement for greater clarity.

5. The Review Group found that there is an apparent lack of clarity as to the role certain groupings should play.  CCMT, the Chief Executive personally, the Business Managers Group, the Planning & Performance Monitoring Working Group, the Performance and Review Team, the Best Value & Audit Committee, PSA Champions, and Scrutiny Committees were all cited as potential enforcers of a new culture but the relationship between them is unclear.  The Review Group feel that establishing the roles of each of these elements in the target setting processes jigsaw is a vital component in achieving improvement.

6. A clarity of expectation is also much needed.  This needs to come from the top and the Review Group very much hope that the opportunity to do this will be grasped by the newly arriving Chief Executive and the newly elected Council.  The incoming Chief Executive could set out a new organisational change strategy to address the ‘significant and sophisticated challenge’ presented by the need to embed a performance management culture, and the appropriate set of behaviours to support it, throughout the organisation.  Whilst it may not be entirely desirable to set a rigid corporate framework to which all Directorates must adhere, a certain set of standards need to be established that clearly set out the absolute minimum that is to be expected of any Directorate.  This still then leaves them free to choose the exact mechanisms for delivering against these standards that best suits their particular circumstances and arrangements.  The establishment of such a framework would give everyone concerned a clear sense of what they have to do, whilst at the same time leaving them free as to how to do it.

7. More clarity is also needed in other ways, for instance in terms of the prioritisation of targets that are most important to Oxfordshire.  At the moment the Council is trying to meet its 12 PSA targets, targets for it’s own 10+3 priorities, targets for approx 150 Best Value Performance Indicators, and a whole host of other Directorate-based targets (for example the 50 Performance Assessment Framework indicators in Social and Health Care).  Some clear sense of which matter most to this particular population is long overdue.

8. The Review Group also feel that it is currently very difficult to find out how the authority is performing against its stated targets.  It is not even clear who to ask.  At present, despite the introduction of a new computerised management information system, collection of data to show where we are against given targets is still cumbersome.  This needs to change so that an easy to use, prompt ‘performance barometer’ can be developed, perhaps based on the now often used traffic lights system.  The implementation of an improved monitoring system for the most important targets would be highly beneficial in this respect, especially if made readily available to all staff via the intranet, and perhaps even the outside world.  

9. Public services face a challenging improvement agenda to which they must respond if they are to provide the high-quality services that users demand.  The Prime Minister has made it clear that we must see changes in productivity and more effective user-focused service delivery.  Robust target setting process are vital in expressing and monitoring how well local authorities are doing in this regard.  It is less clear how to turn good intentions into the reality of performing to the best of our ability.  Tackling this issue will therefore be essential to delivering the transformational change that is at the heart of initiatives such as Modernising Government and Best Value.

10. The modernisation agenda means that improving services becomes the norm – standing still and maintaining the status quo is no longer good enough.  To do this, the authority needs to introduce robust systems for measuring and monitoring its success in achieving its targets.  Effective performance management requires good management systems so that it is easy to find out where one is against the targets in any given area.  Ownership of targets and accountability for delivering against them is equally important.  We need to develop a culture that puts performance at the heart of the authority to provide front line staff and managers with the environment in which to deliver performance improvements.

11. The County Council should set ambitious but achievable targets.  In particular, the political management needs to further stimulate the cultural change needed to make performance management successful, encouraging openness and transparency when things aren’t going well.  The senior management need to increase the realism of its performance targets, and evaluating the extent to which actions taken to improve performance actually result in the benefits expected.





RECOMMENDATIONS


On the basis of its conclusions the Review makes the following recommendations:





R1    The P&R Team must report directly to the new Chief Executive to support her in providing the leadership needed to embed a performance management culture throughout the organisation.





R2    The Executive needs as a matter of urgency to prioritise the existing targets in order to discriminate those of most importance to the people of Oxfordshire.





R3    All Directorates should draw up a ‘minimum data set’ (to include at least one local PI) which must be reviewed regularly (monthly where appropriate) to ensure reporting on a more focused set of information oriented on the Councils’ priorities and targets.  The appropriate interval needs to be determined for each target by Sep 2005.





R4    Management information systems must be made more user-friendly and effective so that they generate data more or less automatically thus freeing up officers’ time.





R5    The P&R team must make appropriate and timely performance information available to the Executive and CCMT, which should include analysis and commentary that clearly sets out options for corrective action.





R6    The Business Managers’ role must be clarified and consistently defined to encompass responsibility for driving the process of target setting and monitoring within their Directorates.  They must make sure regular (monthly where appropriate) performance information is available to operational management teams to facilitate effective discussion, and draw to the attention of Directors and Members where resource reallocation may be necessary.





R7    Target setting processes need to include the officer with responsibility for setting and achieving any given target to encourage greater ownership of them.





R8    The authority must give leadership by implementing a framework for managers that: 


articulates their role for driving the cultural change needed to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of all staff


identifies the key management skills required, a means to assess them, and a programme of training and support to develop these skills


develops the appraisal system so that organisational goals are sufficiently translated so as to be firmly connected to individual managers’ objectives, and thus prevent the uncritical acceptance of unrealistic targets





R9    The Council need to enhance the link between the priorities, plans and targets which the Council seeks to achieve and the budget setting process.  All targets should have resources attached to them.





R10  Software should be made available for Scrutiny Members to give Members the opportunity to explore data in a way that is intuitive to them.





R11  Directorates must ensure performance information is presented to all ‘internal customers’ in an accessible way, which avoids information overload and includes graphs that show trends and trajectories for their minimum data set.





R12  Outstanding issues for the Council are the roles of PSA Champions and backbencher involvement in general in the whole process of target setting and reviewing and ensuring that OCP targets are set and monitored to this Council’s satisfaction.  This is something that the incoming Chief Executive and new Council should seek to address.
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