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1 Achievements and outcomes 


What do we mean by achievements and outcomes? 

This element focuses on a council’s achievements 
and how it works with partners to improve the area 
and to deliver the outcomes that local people need. 
It focuses on the delivery of priorities highlighted 
in key overarching strategies such as the corporate 
plan, sustainable community strategy and local area 
agreement (LAA) targets. It also considers the impact 
the council and its partners are making to address the 
needs of disadvantaged communities. It presents an 
opportunity to examine how the council has improved 
over time. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – achievements and outcomes 

•	 The council is improving strongly. It can show 
that it is making good progress in meeting 
ambitions and targets in its corporate plan, 
against relevant national performance 
indicators (NIs) and that this is having a 
positive impact on the community. 

•	 Positive challenge for further improvement 
is a feature of the organisational culture. 
The council actively challenges itself to 
continually improve. It seeks out learning 
and is prepared to try new and innovative 
approaches to become even better. 

•	 Local priorities are being delivered. The 
council and key partners in the local strategic 
partnership (LSP) are successfully delivering 
against the priorities for the local area 
identified by the sustainable communities 
strategy and in LAA targets. There is a clear 
focus on improved outcomes. The council and 
its partners provide each other with challenge 
to help deliver these outcomes. 

•	 The quality of life of local citizens is 
improving. Not only are targets being met 
but the partnership can show how life is 
improving for local citizens, for example 
through improved access to appropriate 
services and improved life chances, such as 
better employment, health and recreational 
opportunities. 

•	 The council is contributing, as appropriate, 
to working at a sub-regional, regional and 
national level to deliver on quality of life 
outcomes for its residents. 

•	 The council and key partners know not only 
that quality of life is improving, but can show 
the added value the partnership is making 
to the area. 

•	 Service user and resident satisfaction with 
the council and the services it provides is high 
across all sections of the community. The 
council can demonstrate how it is improving 
residents’ perceptions. 

•	 Community cohesion is strong and local 
people have good opportunities to engage 
with and actively participate in decisions that 
affect their local area. 

•	 The council and its partners can show 
how they are delivering sustainable 
communities for future generations. 

•	 The council and its key partners are meeting 
the needs of all their diverse communities. 
They are committed to tackling inequalities 
and can evidence how they are improving 
outcomes for disadvantaged groups and 
communities, for example by narrowing 
health inequalities or lifting neighbourhoods 
out of deprivation. 

•	 The council is able to clearly demonstrate the 
improvements it has made as an organisation 
over time 
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2. Leadership and governance
 

2.1 Ambition for the community 

What do we mean by ambition for the community? 

The council has a vision of what it wants to achieve for 
its locality and communities and has translated this into 
a set of ambitions 

The council provides clear community leadership, 
working with partners to deliver unambiguous and 
challenging ambitions for the local area. This is based on 
a shared understanding of the interests of all sections of 
the community. The benchmark considers this element 
under three headings: 

•	Relevant and shared – ambitions reflect the vision 
for the area, the relevant issues and opportunities, and 
they are widely held. 

•	Integrated – ambitions are clearly reflected in both 
the council’s and partners’ plans and activities. 

•	Monitored and updated – the council knows 
whether ambitions are being achieved and updates 
them to reflect changing circumstances. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – ambition for the community 

•	 The council is recognised internally and 
externally as providing effective leadership 
and being willing to champion and address 
difficult issues. 

•	 The council works with partners and its 
communities to improve the well being, life 
chances and opportunities of all its residents, 
and to create prosperous, sustainable and 
cohesive communities. The council involves and 
engages with all sections of the community, 
to ensure that they are fully engaged in local 
decision-making. To do this, the council will 
address key local, regional, national and 
possibly international challenges. 

•	 Clear ambitions reflect the scale of the 
issues and opportunities while remaining 
achievable. Ambitions are widely understood 
and supported by all stakeholders. 

•	 The ambitions reflect the shared 
understanding the council and its partners 
have of the interests and needs of all sections 
of the community. This understanding is 
based on information, both national and 
local. It is gathered, analysed and shared 
in a coordinated way between the council 
and its partners, which takes into account the 
demographic changes and the socio-economic 
and environmental context within which the 
council and its partners are operating. 

2 Leadership and governance 
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What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – ambition for the community 

• Ambitions are clearly reflected in the 
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•	 The	council	and	its	partners	monitor both 
what is and what is not being delivered. 
Changes to, and progress against, the 
ambitions are communicated effectively 
to elected members, council staff, partner 
organisations, local people and other 
stakeholders. Monitoring is used to anticipate 
new trends and challenges. 

•	 Mechanisms are in place to identify 
changing circumstances locally, regionally, 
nationally, and to respond proactively to 
these. The council is practiced at making the 

council’s strategies and plans, both 
statutory and otherwise. The council’s officers 
are enthusiastic about achieving these 
ambitions. All councillors contribute to the 
development and review of ambitions and 
related strategies. 

• The council understands how its own services 
and activities, and those of its partners, can 
contribute to achieving ambitions. There is 
an open and mature approach to aligning, 
sharing and combining resources between 
partners. LAAs and multi-area agreements 
(MAAs) are being driven forward by the council 
to support the achievement of the ambitions, 
working across MAA areas and between 
the different tiers of local government as 
appropriate. 

•	 The sustainable community strategy is 
fully owned by the LSP, and reflects the 
ambitions, which are broken down into clear 
actions and SMART (specific, measurable, 
achievable, resourced and timed) targets 
deliverable in the short, medium and long 
term. 

•	 The council takes responsibility for ensuring 
that partnership arrangements are sound 
and deliver the priorities, which support the 
overarching community ambitions for the area. 

initiatives of others its own, and reflecting best 
practice in its activities. It seeks to influence 
thinking sub-regionally, regionally and 
nationally. 
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2.2 Focusing on what matters 

What do we mean by focusing on what matters? 

This means the ability to identify and stay focused on 
what is most important and to allocate resources and 
direct activities to reflect these priorities. The benchmark 
considers this element under three headings: 

•	 There is a holistic, cross-cutting approach 
to delivery of the priorities, with collaborative 
cross-boundary working both organisationally 
and geographically. Performance 
management mechanisms are in place 
that clarify the respective responsibilities the 
council and its partners have for delivering the 
priorities and ensure progress against them. 

2 Leadership and governance

•	Identifying priorities – the processes for ensuring 
priorities are real and shared. 

•	 Aligning resources – ensuring resources follow priorities. 

•	Staying focused – the ability to maintain political and 
managerial focus on priorities. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – focusing on what matters 

•	 There is a transparent process for prioritising 
council activity that reflects shared ambitions. 
The council’s leadership ensures support for the 
priorities among local communities, partners 
and other stakeholders. All council staff are 

Continuous monitoring of the context 
within which the council and its partners are 
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operating, along with regular community 
and stakeholder consultation, lead to the 
priorities being appropriately revised in order to 
ensure they remain relevant. 

•	 The council is able to make difficult decisions 
and stick to them. 

•	 The council has a visible commitment to 
equalities and human rights and is clear and 
confident about prioritising its use of resources 
to improve outcomes for groups experiencing 
inequality and disadvantage. This is a key part 
of the cohesion and equality agenda. 

aware of these. 
•	 Internally, the priorities sit at the heart of the 

•	 Priorities, in particular those articulated in the council’s performance management framework 
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LAA, reflect the community strategy and other 
key strategic documents. The efforts of the 
council and its partners are focused on the 
priorities, with agreed action plans capable of 
ensuring successful delivery. Such action plans 

at all levels and are the focus of coordinated 
financial and service planning. Councillors 
and officers understand the implications of 
the priorities for their activities. The resources 
of the council and partner organisations are 
allocated and managed in a way that reflects 
priorities, the council being willing and able 

contain clear targets for the short, medium 
and long term and are focused on outcomes 
delivering tangible benefits for all local people. to shift resources to match needs, thus 
The action plans reflect the contributions that demonstrating clarity over these priorities. 
all partners are able to make. 

•	 The council maintains its focus on its 
priorities to ensure the desired impact is 
achieved. Councillors and senior officers are 
not distracted from the priorities by minor 
operational matters or crises. Initiatives are only 
undertaken where there is a clear purpose that 
contributes to their delivery. 
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What do we mean by decision-making and 
scrutiny? 

The council has integrated and robust executive 
arrangements, which are clearly understood by 
councillors and officers across the council. These 
arrangements result in efficient, effective decision-
making with appropriate delegations and robust 
challenge to the executive from the overview and 
scrutiny function. Both components are strongly 
member-led. The benchmark considers this element 
under three headings: 

• Structure – an effective split and proper checks and 
balances between appropriately resourced executive 
and non-executive functions. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

•	 The respective and distinct roles of the 
executive and scrutiny are well defined 
and understood across the council by officers 
and councillors, and play out in practice 
through corporate and political management 
arrangements. 

•	 The executive arrangements are clear 
with a structure that works effectively so that 
decisions are made efficiently and effectively, 
whether by a cabinet and leader, mayoral or 
fourth option, with portfolios which reflect the 
council’s priorities and approach to delivery. 

•	 Arrangements for the overview and 
scrutiny function are clearly understood. 
There is a focus for the non-executive 
examination of policies and decisions – usually
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• Systems and processes – the transparency, efficiency 
and effectiveness of decision-related processes. an overarching, coordinating committee with 

scrutiny committees or panels, making use of 
task and finish ways of working, to undertake 

• Relationships – the nature and effectiveness of 
relationships between executive and scrutiny, officers 
and councillors, as well as the council and partners, 
and the public, in relation to making decisions. 

reviews in a flexible and resource-effective way, 
and involving cooptees where appropriate. 

•	 Both executive and scrutiny functions are 
member-led with councillors taking full 
responsibility for the brief they hold. In 
particular cabinet portfolio holders are 
fully engaged and working effectively with 
appropriate senior officers. The chairs of 
scrutiny committees/panels take a lead in 
shaping the scrutiny agenda and are accorded 
sufficient status to command respect, working 
with a lead member for scrutiny where 
appropriate. 
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•	 Decision-making arrangements are well 
publicised and understood by both councillors 
and officers across the council so that they 
are open and transparent. In particular, 
meetings of scrutiny committees are open to 
the public and their work is well publicised and 
accessible. 

•	 The council’s political management 
arrangements enable efficient and effective 
decision-making and feature effective 
checks and balances to ensure appropriate 
consideration of advice by councillors and 
consideration of a range of points of view 
and interests. There is an opportunity for 
all councillors to positively contribute to the 
decision-making process. 

•	 The scrutiny function is integrated effectively. 

appropriate stage of the corporate planning 
cycle for maximum corporate benefit. There 
is evidence of corporate support across the 
council, and the scrutiny function is not 
regarded as a marginal activity. 

•	 A clear system of delegations to cabinet 
portfolio holders and/or senior officers is in 
place. Both executive councillors and senior 
officers are clear as to how this works and 
operate it consistently and rigorously. 

•	 Both executive and scrutiny functions 
are properly resourced with sufficient 
professional officer support for a functional 
work programme, particularly the scrutiny 
function, which needs different skills for 
evidence-based enquiry. 

•	 Overview and scrutiny identifies opportunities 
for improved value for money (VFM). 
Internal review programmes target opportunities 
for better VFM alongside improved outcomes 
for individuals and the community. 

•	 Overview and scrutiny effectively monitors 
and follows up its recommendations to assess 
its impact on improved outcomes. 

•	 Good governance, decision-making and 
scrutiny is evidenced by constructive 
working relationships between the 
executive, scrutiny colleagues and key partners. 
Relationships reflect mutual respect for each 
function irrespective of party politics. There is 
an emphasis on, and a clear framework and 
culture to support, ethical governance. 

•	 Constructive working relationships may be 
formalised through protocols which set out 
how work programmes are coherent and 
document effective information flows so that 
scrutiny has access to corporate and partner 
management information as required. They 
also establish how the executive and partners 
respond to scrutiny reviews, requests for 
information, and recommendations. 

2 Leadership and governance 
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Good use of the council’s Forward Plan and an 
awareness of LAA and other priorities shared 

• There is evidence of the scrutiny function 
effectively providing a critical-friend challenge 
to the executive and key partners irrespective 
of political party loyalty. This is the result of an 
evidence based examination of an issue and 
a consensus around recommendations for 
future action. Debate and challenge transcend 
oppositional party politics. 

•	 The call-in process is operationally 
reasonable and understood by both 
councillors and officers. It is used where 
needed to call in a decision of the executive 
before implementation where there are serious 
grounds for doing so. This excludes political 
mischief making. 

•	 Overview and scrutiny takes relevant 
opportunities to work collaboratively across 
council boundaries, particularly in two-tier 
areas, to make best use of resources and 
enable joint scrutiny of strategic issues of 
common concern 

with local partners inform work programmes. 
Plans and budgets are examined at the 
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•	 Leadership	in	good	corporate	governance	 
reflects the community leadership responsibility 
of the council to ensure community wellbeing. 
There is effective public engagement in 
inclusive policy-making and decision-making. 
An effective executive works with and through 
the scrutiny function to achieve this and 
scrutiny committees demonstrate innovative 
and varied ways in which the views of the 
public are directly and indirectly sought as 
evidence for their reviews of policy and major 
decisions. 



3	 Engaging with 
customers, 
communities 
and partners 
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3. Engaging with customers, communities 

and partners
 

3.1 Customer focus What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

What do we mean by customer focus? An ideal authority – customer focus 

A council’s willingness and ability to understand 
• A customer access strategy outlines its 

vision, standards and delivery processes, 
the wishes and needs of users and engage them in linking to corporate objectives, the community
designing and delivering accessible services that best strategy and LAA priorities.
meet the needs of all members of the community 
including hard-to-reach groups. The council’s corporate • The council understands its duty to involve 

priorities include a commitment to customers, which and customer satisfaction drivers. It 

outline how they will deliver high-quality efficient uses customer insight to improve services 

services in different ways to meet the needs of the and extend its choice of services, such as 

local community. There are easily available and clearly segmentation analysis, where possible, to 

expressed standards of service that customers can develop customer groups. 

expect in order to address the duty to involve. The • Demographic analysis is used to identify 
benchmark considers this element under three headings: trends and anticipate changes in demand for 

• Responsive services – anticipating and services. Channel analysis is used to target 

understanding what users want and need, creating marketing and encourage increased take-up of 

opportunities to extend choice, including across a appropriate electronic channels. 

range of channels. • Contact volumes are recorded and used to 

Re
sp

on
siv

e 
Se

rv
ic

es
 

• Efficient and effective services – delivering adjust capacity and plan resources in both 

services in a cost-effective manner to meet these customer services and back office areas to 

needs, meeting the challenges of ‘reducing avoidable address the ambitions of ‘reducing avoidable 

contact’. contact’ to improve the customer experience 

• Accessible services – services can be accessed in 
and reduce the cost to the tax payer. 

ways and times that are convenient for all users, • Reasons for contacting the council are 

including across a range of channels. monitored and used to improve services, 
including measuring performance against NI14: 
reducing avoidable contact – the proportion 
of contacts in key service areas that are a poor 
use of customer and officer time. 

•	 Customer profiling is used to ensure 
appropriate responses to specific service 
user groups. A well-developed, publicised 
complaints procedure is accessible to all 
citizens. Issues raised are addressed to improve 
the customer experience. 

•	 Equality impact assessments are carried out 
systematically and equality training is available 
for staff. 
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•	 There are corporate and service specific 
standards and policies for responding 
to customers needs. These are developed 
in consultation with customers, staff and 

•	 There is a focus on customer outcomes 
and ensuring that improvements are visible 
to customers. All service processes are 
benchmarked to ensure efficient and effective 

partners, and cover contact through all 
channels. There are agreed response times, 
writing standards and hours of availability. 
Standards are embedded in a customer charter 
and displayed. 

• Specific training on customer services is 
available to all staff with a comprehensive 
programme in place for front-line staff. The 
council is a member of a customer services Ef

fic
ie

nt
 &

 E
ff

ec
tiv

e 
Se

rv
ic

es
 operation. 

• The front office/back office split is reviewed 
across services with a cross-cutting, whole 
system approach. The division of 
responsibilities is reviewed for customer 
access channels to standardise and streamline 
processes. 

• Different methods of service delivery are 
considered, such as joint teams and mobile

professional body or has a recognised 
accreditation system in place. 

working. Services are reviewed end-to-end 
to ensure optimum design. Joint working 

•	 Customers and key stakeholders are 
engaged in improving the council’s customer 
focus. Mystery shopping is used to improve the 
level of customer service. 

•	 The council has an understanding of how 
users want to access services, including 
information in different languages and 
formats, for example those accessible for 
people with disabilities. This is developed 
through consultation with users, analysis of 
usage and feedback. 

•	 Users are able to access services at their 
convenience. A range of methods improve 
customer access such as call centres and 
e-technology. Customer insight drives the 
strategy for face-to-face delivery channels. 

•	 Services are designed around customer needs, 
providing one-stop access for related services. 
Calls and information between partner 
organisations are monitored and trends form 
part of consultation with partners. 

agreements are explored both within and 
across councils and their partners. 
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3.2	 Community engagement and 
empowerment 

What do we mean by community engagement and 
empowerment? 

The council undertakes a range of activities to involve 
and consult with all communities. This informs 
development of a local vision, priorities, shaping and 
evaluating services. The benchmark considers this 
element under three headings: 

• Involving and engaging communities – providing 
a range of information and opportunities for local 
communities to be kept informed and actively 
involved. 

• Representation – acting as effective advocates 
for the interests of all sections of the community, 
including hard-to-reach groups. 

• Empowerment – encouraging all communities 
to engage in developing a local vision, priorities, 
influence decisions and delivering services. Empower 
all to participate in local governance arrangement and 
become active communities through dialogue and 
cohesion. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – community engagement and 
empowerment 

•	 The council has determined the role of 
community empowerment in relation to its 
overall priorities. 

•	 A locality-based comprehensive 
engagement strategy is developed by the 
council and its partners, which will take a 
strategic approach and lead to real choices 
about what to prioritise and ensure that all 
consultation and engagement is used well. The 
strategy includes arrangements to routinely 
inform all communities about services, 
performance and decision-making in accessible 
ways, actively managing its reputation. 

•	 Communication methods are evaluated and 
adapted in response to customer feedback. 

•	 A range of tools, including surveys and 
neighbourhood forums, are employed to 
ensure that all communities are able to 
participate. The council works with voluntary 
and community sector organisations to reach 
all communities such as faith, lesbian, gay 
and bisexual, black, Asian and minority ethnic 
(BAME), older and younger people, parents/ 
cares and users of mental health services. 

•	 Engagement activities are taken seriously 
before decisions are made and feedback is 
given to those consulted. 

•	 The council works with partners to combine 
engagement budgets to ensure that 
involvement activities are joined up, as 
outlined in their sustainable communities strategy 
and LAA priorities, and results are shared. 

•	 Investment is made in capacity building and 
community development. 

•	 The council has adopted and follows good 
practice in commissioning services, including 
advocacy from the voluntary and community 
sector. 
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•	 The council is committed to increasing its 
accountability to communities and has a 
strategy to increase electoral turnout, 
including measures to target under-represented 
groups. Residents know who their local 
councillors are, how they can contact them 
and that their best interests are the primary 
concern of representatives. 

•	 Councillors know their communities well 
and understand their priorities. They act as 
advocates for all communities, balancing 
local interests against wider community needs. 

•	 Councillors know the voluntary and community 
organisations that work in their area and 
are comfortable with overlapping roles with 
community representatives. 

•	 The council has a robust delivery plan for 
its sustainable communities strategy and 
those LAA performance indicators related to 
community empowerment. 

•	 The council recognises community diversity 
and requirements to enable participation and 
choice. 

•	 The council believes that community wellbeing 
and sustainability is enhanced by empowering 
the community participating in decision-
making processes. It provides opportunities for 
doing so as outlined in duty to involve. 

•	 The council develops a range of activities 
which allow communities to have a stronger 
say on spending decisions that affect them. 
Consideration is given to the transfer of 
management or ownership of assets to the 
community. 

• The council has developed robust mechanisms 
for the community to hold it to account 
through community involvement in the scrutiny 

Front-line councillors communicate the work of 
the council and its partners effectively. 

• The council is committed to developing the 
community leadership and engagement 
role of councillors and has systems to ensure 
that their representational role has impact. process, petitions and charters. 

•	 The council provides appropriate support to 
the voluntary and community sector to 
enable it to play its part within the community 
as advocates and representatives, service 
providers and contributors to the social 
cohesion of the area. 

•	 The council has area level arrangements in 
place to make a significant input to priority 
setting and to represent views from more local 
areas to the council or the LSP. In a county-
wide context, this would be expected to ensure 
involvement of district and local councils. 
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3.3 Delivering through partnerships 

What do we mean by delivering through 
partnerships? 

The council works effectively through partnerships 
at all levels. This includes both statutory partnerships 
and partnerships where there are communities of 
interest, including collaborative working, networks and 
partnerships at regional and sub-regional level. 

The council identifies partners with whom it can deliver 
and sustain added value in delivering shared outcomes. 
Defined outcomes are identified via consultation, 
analysis, and clarity of objectives. Programmes, projects 
and outcomes are visible and relevant to communities 
and partners. They excite interest, encourage innovation 
and stimulate fresh thinking. 

Partnership working is optimised to share learning and 
ensure knowledge transfer, up-skilling both partners 
in any interaction. Activities and tasks carried out in 
partnership are subject to the council’s performance 
management framework. They carry the same burden of 
accountability as activities carried out solely within the 
council. 

The benchmark considers this element under four 
headings. 

• Right partners in the right relationship – the 
council seeks committed partners, both those with 
a duty to cooperate and others, and audits the 
partnerships that it is involved in. The principles of 
partnership working are embedded into the council’s 
corporate strategy and policies. The council is able 
to demonstrate an understanding of partnership 
principles and governance structures and how 
partners can be brought together to deliver improved 
outcomes. 

• Deciding on priorities – there is a commitment 
to consultation, analysis and clarity of objectives 
through the building of a strong local evidence base. 
Objectives go beyond process and are focused on the 
delivery of outcomes. 

• Communication – the public, media and partners 
are regularly and professionally informed of what is 
happening, why and when. 

• Implementation – the council meets partners 
regularly to plan and report progress. There is good 
preparation and strong follow-through. Partners have 
a clear involvement in setting partnership priorities, 
in delivering and monitoring them and are clear 
on the added value of the partnership. Partnership 
projects include exit strategies and are preferably 
mainstreamed to ensure sustainability. 
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What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – delivering through partnerships 

•	 The council identifies and attracts partners 
who are committed to improvement. 

•	 The leadership of the council visits and signs 
up partners and nurtures relationships. 

•	 The LSP provides a single overarching local 
coordination framework within which other 
partnerships can operate. It operates as a 

•	 Councillors play an active, visible role 
in leading partnership activities, taking 
responsibility for creating and promoting a 
vision on behalf of the community. The council 
treats all partners, including the voluntary and 
community sector and business representatives, 
as equals and seeks proportionate commitment 
from them. 

•	 Relationships with the other partnerships 
covering the same geographical area and 
their plans have been explored, discussed and 
understood. The LSP has an overview of the 
big picture. 

•	 The council looks for opportunities to 
rationalise partnerships and activities that 
duplicate each other and acts upon its findings. 

•	 The LSP identifies issues which are priorities 
and on which it can make and sustain a 
measurable improvement. It does this by 
developing a shared evidence base, including 
consultation with citizens and users, analysis 
and commissioned research as necessary. These 
priorities are reflected in the LAA. 

•	 Ambitions, targets and timetable are 
stretching, but realistic, provided all 
commit. The partnership is undaunted by 
complex issues that cut across organisations. 
Objectives go beyond generalisations, are 
specific about what is to be achieved (SMART 
targets) and the contribution required by 
partnership members. 

•	 Choice of partnership priorities are based on 
a clear evidence base and motivate partnership 
working. Partners actively find out what has 
worked well elsewhere and apply that learning. 

•	 Partners are committed to equality both 
through the structure of the partnership and 
through its shared aspirations for all local people 

•	 Partnership members, and their staff know 
what is being done and why. There is 
clarity about roles, responsibilities and 
boundaries through robust governance, 
resource and performance management 
arrangements. Good information, listening 
and feedback produce a strong accountability 
culture. Partners understand the added value 
they bring to the partnership and their own 
organisation. 

•	 Consultation includes both geographical 
communities and communities of interest. 

•	 Public and media are informed about 
partnership work and what is happening. 
There is public awareness of work, but not 
necessarily partnership structures. Success 
is celebrated and shared. There is a mature 
attitude to dealing with failure. 

partnership of partnerships with a clear 
structure of partnerships across key thematic 
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•	 Partners meet regularly to plan and report 
progress against the sustainable community 
strategy. LAA delivery plans are in place, 
preparation for meetings is good, and papers 
of high quality are used to support effective 
decision-making. 

•	 The partnership commits resources and 
takes decisions when they are needed. 

•	 Partnership decisions shape and focus the 
activities of partner organizations. 

•	 Debate and challenge is encouraged, 
learning is continuous and implications for 
cultural change and fresh methods of working 
are identified, understood and acted upon. 

•	 The partnership sets and meets clear 
timescales for delivery but also adapts and 
changes over time as the context changes and 
priorities shift. There is successful delivery in 
key priority areas. 
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4 Resource and performance management
 

4.1 Performance management 

What do we mean by performance management? 

Performance management is taking action in response 
to actual performance to make outcomes better than 
they would otherwise be. This operates at individual, 
team, service, corporate and community levels. There 
are effective mechanisms for managing change 
programmes. The benchmark considers this element 
under four headings: 

• Performance culture – performance management 
is taken seriously at the top of the council and is 
an integral part of managers’ jobs and everyone’s 
objectives. High performance and improved outcomes 
are valued. 

• Effective processes – there is a clear ‘golden thread’ 
between community and corporate priorities on the 
one hand, and service and individual objectives on 
the other. Effective and timely processes are in place 
to ensure that activity corresponds to these priorities. 
The council looks for innovative ways to deliver 
performance information more efficiently, for example 
through technology. 

• Action oriented – the focus of performance 
management is in achieving results, that is, improved 
services and better value for money. 

• Change and project management – there is 
a strategic approach to change with effective 
mechanisms for managing change programmes 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – performance management 

•	 Senior leadership champions the use of 
performance management as one of the 
means for achieving improvement. Leading 
councillors and senior officers lead by example 
in proactively managing performance. They 
talk publicly about improving performance. 

•	 Councillors are actively interested in 
performance management and help drive 
improvements. There are clearly defined, 
effective and complementary roles in 
performance management for executive, 
scrutiny and full council. 

•	 Good performance is recognised and 
celebrated. The council effectively and 
systematically deals with poor performance 
at individual, team and service level, leading to 
action being taken to improve. 

•	 Performance management is seen as part 
of the day job, integral to the way in 
which officers and councillors operate. Staff 
are involved in managing and improving 
performance through target setting, regular 
feedback, and corporate performance 
information. 

•	 Managers and staff have the skills and 
abilities necessary to manage performance, 
including providing constructive feedback in 
the case of poor performance. 

•	 There is learning across the council, with 
partners and more widely, on how to improve 
performance. Time and opportunities for this 
have explicitly been made available. There is a 
willingness across the organisation and with 
partners, for example in the LSP, to learn from 
mistakes without fear or blame. 
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•	 There is an effective performance 
management framework which includes all 
elements of the plan-do-review-revise cycle. It is 
embedded at all levels of the organisation, and 
used when working in partnership with others. 

•	 There is an effective balance between 
central support and control, to ensure 
an effective system with flexibility to allow 
for differences across the organisation 

•	 The performance management process plays its 
role effectively in relation to other initiatives and 
activities such as community planning, LSPs, 
comprehensive performance assessment 
(CPA)/comprehensive area assessment 
(CAA), LAAs, MAAs and efficiency. 

•	 The council consults and involves users, 
clients, citizens and other stakeholders. It is 
used in developing indicators and targets, and 
in monitoring and managing performance. 

•	 There is effective performance 
management in partnership arrangements, 
with clarity over shared goals, and collective 
or individual agency responsibility. These 
arrangements help ensure effective delivery 
of LAA targets and broader priorities in the 
sustainable community strategy, improving 
outcomes for the area. 

•	 The council, the community and partners 
have a clear and accurate understanding 
of how the council is performing and how 
far it is meeting its objectives, making use of 
robust, balanced and timely information, both 
qualitative and quantitative. 

•	 Planning, data collection and analysis, 
reporting and action take full account of the 
needs of minority and other groups and 
geographic areas. 

•	 Action is taken which leads to improved 
performance or revisions to objectives. There 
is time allocated at all levels for monitoring, 
reviewing and managing performance. 

•	 Councils and partners, individually and 
collectively, review performance within a 
culture of open debate and constructive 
challenge with a view to improving real 
outcomes for local people. 

• Actual or likely difficulties with carrying 
out action plans are raised by partners at 
an early stage to avoid the escalation of 
problems. 

• The council and its partners invite external 
challenge and evaluation with a view to 
improving the delivery of their objectives. 

•	 There is regular review and improvement of 
performance management arrangements. The 
council understands its performance in relation 
to national and local indicators and takes 
action to ensure achievement of targets in line 
with corporate priorities. 

and encourage ownership of performance 
management. 

• The performance management framework 
is fully integrated into the management of 
finance, people, IT, information, and property, 
including the planning, reporting, action and 
re-allocation of these resources. 
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•	 There is a strategic approach to identifying 
the need for change. A culture of positive 
challenge and regular review is central to 
delivering change. 

•	 There is a formally adopted approach to 
project and programme management that 
is widely understood within the council and 
which provides effective checks and balances 
to ensure the successful delivery of council 
activities. 

•	 Appropriate risk-taking is supported and 
risk management is fully integrated into 
the council’s approach to managing change, 
projects and programmes. 

•	 The design and timing of change 
programmes takes into account their 
effectiveness, both in the interaction with 
other major initiatives, and recognising that 
there can be a trade-off in benefits, such as 
between change with short-term efficiency 
and stability. 

•	 Change processes are planned, supported 
and resourced. Project and programme 
management arrangements are in place to 
enable change to be successfully implemented 
and consolidated. 
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What do we mean by resource management? 

Resource management is about making the best use 
of resources, such as people, money, technology and 
assets, to deliver the council’s strategic objectives, 
including shared objectives agreed through LSPs. 
Resource management depends on sound financial 
management and is measured in terms of economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness, collectively known as value 
for money (VFM). Best value is about improving VFM. 
The efficiency agenda is about targeted programmes to 
release resources for redirection into front-line services. 
This benchmark considers this under six headings that 
incorporate the main Gershon focus areas and elements 
of the new use of resources assessment: 

• Resource management – the council makes best 
use of its resources: people, money, technology and 
assets. 

• Smarter procurement – strategic approach reduces 
time and cost and increases value from external 
spend, such as third party resources. 

• Business process improvement – redesign of 
services and processes increases productivity and 
reduces time and cost while maintaining or improving 
quality. 

• Strategic commissioning – strategic approach that Re
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• There is a prioritised, medium-term – three to 
six years – strategy and action plan. It is designed 
to meet or exceed the council’s efficiency 
targets and address cost and performance issues 
highlighted in Audit Commission VFM profiles 
and use of resources (UoR) judgments. The 

links the planning of public services, based on a robust 
and shared understanding of future demand for 
service, to resource allocation and procurement. 

• Asset management – the council makes best use of 
its land and property assets. 

• Use of natural resources – ensuring the effective use 
of natural resources. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – resource management 

•	 The council’s information systems support an 
integrated approach to resource management. 
Systems capture cost and activity data in a 
way that supports the analysis of patterns 
and trends and enables accurate unit costs 
to be derived for key services together 
with transaction costs for commissioning 
and procurement. This information is used 
effectively for benchmarking and to drive 
improvement and cost reduction. 

•	 Internal review programmes target 
opportunities for improved value for money, 
including in the efficiency focus areas. 

•	 Significant spending and disposal decisions 
are based on a rigorous option appraisal 
and a business case that establishes the 
benefits, costs and risks. Whole life costs 
and community benefits form the basis of 
decisions. 

strategy addresses improvement, better use of 
resources, sustainability and equality and 
diversity in an integrated way and ensures it is 
being delivered. It also provides appropriate local 
incentives. 

•	 There is a vision of the council as a business, 
that is, the organisation’s fitness for purpose, 
linked to the vision for the area and local 
public services. Better use of resources 
(UoR) and VFM are integral to the vision, 
which in turn forms part of the bigger picture 
of collaboration among LSP partners focused 
on better use of the totality of public 
resources in the area. 

•	 There is strong political and managerial 
leadership of the efficiency agenda and 
UoR, and corporate support to it, including 
internal communication. 
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•	 Getting value for money is everyone’s 
business and local taxpayers are satisfied the 
council and key partners are delivering this. 

•	 All the fundamentals of sound financial 
management, in relation to revenue and 
capital, are in place and working effectively. 
Proper arrangements have been made 
for financial forecasting, reporting and 
accountability, risk management and 
internal controls, ethical behaviour, including 

enables the council to make informed decisions 
about the best use of resources to deliver 
priorities and strategic objectives, including 
those in the LAA. It also supports business 
change. Investment is made in poorer services 
and external resources are leveraged effectively. 

•	 Third party spend is analysed and broken down 
by category including commodity categories. 
A sourcing strategy and management plan is 
implemented for each spend category with 
cost reduction and value improvement as 
the focus. 

•	 The full range of e-procurement tools is used 
to achieve reductions in price and transaction 
costs. 

• Partnering arrangements and longer-
term relationships with suppliers incentivise 
collaboration throughout the supply chain to 
achieve time and cost savings and to improve 
performance, including through participation 
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of fraud and corruption. 

• There is an integrated approach to business 
management, including service planning and 
financial management, people management, of small firms and voluntary and community 

organisations.property asset management, ICT strategy 
and commissioning and procurement (third 
party resourcing) at a strategic level and through 

• Optimal use is made of national and regional 
contracts and framework agreements, put in 

cyclical planning arrangements, such as service place by consortia and public sector agencies.
planning and performance management. This 

•	 The council collaborates locally, regionally and 
nationally to coordinate commissioning and 
procurement including, where appropriate, the 
aggregation of requirements into regional 
national contracts and framework agreements. 
This includes a focus on the opportunities that 
shared services provide for efficiency gains. 
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•	 The customer is the starting point for 
improvement to processes. The needs and 
preferences of customers are captured and 
effort is focused on processes that are a priority 
for improvement. There is proper engagement 
of customers, front-line staff and providers in 
service redesign and ongoing management. 

•	 Customer-facing processes (transactions) 
and non-customer facing processes 
(support services) are mapped, baselined and 
benchmarked on cost and quality. 

assessment and care management, and service 
delivery processes in adult social care and 
children’s services, including those that are 
carried out by partners. 

•	 The council seizes opportunities to improve 
the customer experience, quality and VFM 
through the redesign of services, including, 
simplification, standardisation and 
shrinking of business processes and invest­
to-save (technology and property) and, where 
there is a business case, through sharing 
(shared service centres), shifting (delivery 
out of lower-cost locations or improved asset 
utilisation) and sourcing (market testing and 
outsourcing). 

•	 Improvements increase productivity and 
reduce time and cost, while maintaining 
or improving quality and the customer 
experience. 

•	 There is a framework for strategic 
commissioning of services that spans 
LSP partners and thematic partnerships. It 
links strategic planning of public services – 
beginning with area-wide strategic needs 
assessment – to resource allocation, market 
engagement, procurement and performance 
management, including the LAA. 

•	 The LSP challenges existing commissioning 
arrangements among partners in terms of 
the outcomes delivered for individuals and 
communities and use of resources. 

• Demand for services is forecast. There are 
clear signals to the market about current and 
future requirements. The supply market is 
understood. There is regular dialogue with 
providers about potential solutions. The 
capacity of the supply base, including the 
voluntary and community sector, is developed 
to meet the council and partnership’s changing 
requirements. 

•	 Contracts with providers are outcome-
focused and procurement encourages 
innovation. The competitiveness of 
services is kept under review and, where 
necessary, action is taken to improve VFM. 
Self-supply, that is, in-house provision of 
services, and trading between public sector 
bodies is pursued appropriately. 

• Customer services, such as face-to-face, web 
and telephone channels, and support services, 
central, devolved and outsourced, are reviewed 
from a cross-cutting perspective, that is, across 
the whole organisation and, where practicable, 
across LSP partners. A whole system approach 
is adopted for the review of commissioning, 
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•	 There is a strategic approach to property 
asset management. This is supported by 
the capital strategy and medium-to-long 
term asset management plans, aligned to 
corporate and service objectives and the 

to the community. Retention of non-
operational property, including commercial 
and industrial holdings, is justified. 

•	 Rationalisation is pursued to improve 
customer service and productivity and to 
reduce accommodation costs, that is, rent 
and operating costs, including better space 
utilisation, flexible working, sharing (co-
location of staff), ‘sweating’ (extended hours 
of use) and relocation to lower-cost areas. 

•	 There is prioritisation of capital projects 
and systematic option appraisal, including 
financing options and the whole life costs 
and benefits of scheme options. Current and 
future funding is built into revenue planning. 

•	 There is collaboration on management of 
public sector assets across boundaries and 
among LSP partners. 

•	 The council understands the use it is 
making of natural resources and is able to 
accurately predict how this will be affected by 
changes in its own services, including those 
outsourced, and those of partners. 

medium-term financial strategy. This supports 

U
se

 o
f n

at
ur

al
 re

so
ur

ce
s 

A
ss

et
 M

an
ag

em
en

t 

• The council is seeking to reduce its impact 
on the environment, for example through 
a CO2 reduction strategy, and through its 
procurement and commissioning policy. 

• The council uses its community leadership role 
to encourage local residents and businesses 
to adopt sustainable approaches to the use of 
resources and reduce their impact on the local 
environment. 

wider objectives for business change 
and transformation, sustainability and 
equalities and diversity, especially disability 
discrimination. 

• The need for assets is challenged including 
through periodic property reviews which 
identify surplus land and buildings for 
disposal to generate receipts or transfer 

•	 There is effective partnership working across 
the LSP to manage environmental risks for 
the area. 
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5 Organisation and people
 

5.1	 Organisational context and 
development 

What do we mean by organisational context and 
development? 

This element focuses on a council’s ability to create and 
develop a healthy and effective organisation, with the 
workforce processes and culture needed to achieve 
its strategic objectives. The benchmark considers this 
element under four headings: 

• Organisational leadership – the council has 
the leadership required to create a fit for purpose 
sustainable organisation. 

• Workforce engagement – the council has effective 
ways of involving and informing the workforce to 
motivate them to achieve the council’s ambitions. 

• Workforce planning – the council works out where 
it needs to take action to develop the workforce 
required to achieve its strategic ambitions. 

• Workforce development – the council takes 
action to develop the workforce it needs, including 
redesigning jobs and working with partners, 
addressing shared skills issues together. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – organisational context and 
development 

•	 Leaders foster a customer-focused culture, 
creating a responsive and motivated 
workforce. The council understands the 
importance of its role as a local employer. 

•	 Leaders effectively encourage and support staff 
to embrace new ways of working that help 
to improve services and reduce costs. 

•	 Innovation is encouraged by leaders and 
managers, including appropriate and well 
managed risk taking. Leaders and managers 
encourage organisational learning from 
projects that are not successful, as well as 
those that are. 

•	 The council’s corporate workforce strategy 
supports, and is fully aligned, to the council’s 
strategic ambitions and objectives. It is 
supported by senior politicians and driven by 
senior managers. It sets out the council’s critical 
current and future workforce challenges, sets 
objectives and puts in place and monitors 
effective programmes of action to achieve 
these objectives. 

•	 The council works effectively with its partners, 
service providers and other authorities to 
address shared workforce challenges 
together. In upper-tier councils, the council has 
developed and is successfully implementing a 
joint children’s workforce strategy and a joint 
adult social care workforce strategy with its local 
partners. Districts are benefiting from economies 
of scale through addressing shared workforce 
challenges with neighbouring councils. 
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•	 Senior politicians and managers effectively 
promote the council’s vision and strategic 
objectives to the workforce. Staff understand 
and support these and are committed to 
playing their part in achieving them. 

•	 Effective internal communication processes 
facilitate two-way dialogue up, down and 
across the organisation. Staff and managers 
are well informed about their own and other 
council services. 

•	 Staff attitudes surveys highlight key 
workforce issues. Senior managers analyse 
these, pinpoint key issues, and take speedy and 

•	 Staff are proud to work for the council 
and those that are local residents act as 
ambassadors for the council and its services. 

•	 Staff contribute positively to service 
improvement. Staff and managers share, 
develop and promote good practice ideas from 
internal and external sources. Staff report that 
senior managers listen to and respond to both 
their ideas and their concerns. 

•	 The council takes a partnership approach with 
staff and union representatives. 

•	 The council has a straight forward and 
workable approach to workforce planning 
that highlights its critical future skills issues. 
Workforce planning informs the development 
of the council’s corporate and service 
workforce strategies and ensures that the 
council’s workforce development investment 
addresses the right issues. 

•	 Workforce planning is driven by service 
managers and is integrated into service 
planning. 

•	 The council systematically gathers and 
analyses workforce data, to highlight the 
key areas where action is required. It identifies 
its key future skills shortages and gaps and the 
areas where less staff will be needed in the 
future. It understands its future local labour 
market. 

• The council has a well-targeted approach to 
recruitment that is attracting people with the 
right attitudes and skills from all groups in the 

effective action to address them. The analysis 
of responses includes examining the attitudes 
of different groups of staff, such as younger 
staff, staff from minority ethnic groups, 
women, staff with disabilities, front-line staff, 
staff with caring responsibilities at home. Focus 
groups and other methods are used to deepen 
the understanding of workforce issue where 
necessary. The follow up actions taken, and 
their impact, are communicated back to staff. 

community. 

•	 The council has a positive image with 
potential recruits because it effectively 
promotes its jobs and careers in local schools, 
colleges and universities as well as through 
other communication channels such as its 
website. 

•	 Where appropriate, the council is successfully 
undertaking workforce planning, recruitment 
and promoting jobs and careers with partners 
and other authorities. 



•	 Job redesign and workforce remodelling 
is changing or creating new jobs, and new 
structures where required, to improve 
customer service, reduce costs and deal with 
potential skill shortages. 

•	 Sufficient apprenticeship and trainee 
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•	 The council encourages and supports its service 
providers in contributing to the development 
of the workforce of tomorrow. It takes action 
with partners and other authorities on 
shared skills issues, including sharing scarce 
skills. The council encourages and supports 
the LSP in running joint leadership and skills 
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development activities that help to underpin 
partnership working.

to address potential future skill shortages. 

• Well targeted and well run skill 
• The council is contributing to achieving 

the sustainable community strategy 
priorities and LAA objectives through its 
workforce development practices, for example 
by redesigning jobs to make them suitable for 
people with learning difficulties, by offering 
well supported opportunities to people ‘not in 
education, employment or training’ (NEETS), or 
the long term unemployed or to those leaving 
prison. 

development activities are systematically 
addressing key skills gaps. People working in 
jobs that will not be needed in the future are 
being supported in developing new skills. 

•	 Effective approaches to leadership and 
management development are generating 
political and managerial leaders with the 
necessary skills. This includes developing 
politicians, leaders and managers who reflect the 
diversity of the workforce and the community. 
It also includes initiatives, such as graduate 
schemes, to attract and develop people with 
the potential to be future senior managers. It 
includes joint activities with partners to give 
potential future leaders experience of working in 
other public sector agencies. 

•	 The council has signed the Employers’ Skills 
Pledge and is sensitively supporting staff with 
skills for life issues in developing their skills. 
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What do we mean by managing people and 
diversity? 

This element focuses on a council’s ability to manage, 
reward and retain a workforce that has the flexibility 
and capability to deliver improved service performance. 
Best practice in people management and diversity are at 
the heart of this element. The benchmark considers this 
element under three headings: 

• Workforce and Diversity – the workforce operates 
diversity best practice and the workforce profile is 
moving towards reflecting the workforce and local 
community. 

What are the key features of an ideal authority? 

An ideal authority – managing people and diversity 

•	 Political and managerial leaders 
demonstrate their commitment to diversity 
best practice through their priorities as well as 
through their everyday behaviour. 

•	 Staff and managers understand the importance 
of diversity best practice and demonstrate 
this understanding in they way they make 
decisions and provide services. 

•	 Political and managerial leaders are committed 
to developing a workforce that reflects 
the local community at all levels. Effective 

• Best Practice People Management – the council 
operates best practice people management practices 
and is successfully motivating its workforce. 

• Pay and Rewards – appropriate pay and rewards are 
helping to attract and retain the right staff, and pay 
issues are well managed. 

W
or

kf
or

ce
 a

nd
 D

iv
er

sit
y programmes of action are in place and 

progress is being made. 

• There is a workforce culture based on respect 
for difference. 

• Flexible working practices are supported, 
wherever possible. 

•	 The council is progressing up the levels of the 
Equality Framework for Local Government. 

•	 Human resources (HR) practices and major 
change programmes are subject to a rigorous 
equality impact assessment. 

•	 The council encourages and supports its 
service providers to operate diversity best 
practice in relation to workforce issues. 

•	 It works with its partners and other 
authorities to tackle shared diversity and 
workforce issues jointly. 
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•	 Leaders and managers understand and 
operate best practice people management 
practices. Staff feel valued, well managed and 
well supported. 

•	 Relevant and effective HR policies and support 
meet business needs and resolve HR issues. 

•	 Individual and team’s successes are recognised 
and celebrated formally and informally. 

•	 Sickness absence and accidents are minimal. 

•	 The council encourages its service providers 
and partners to operate good practice in 
people management. 

•	 The pay and reward system reflects 
the council’s strategic aims and ambitions 
and therefore helps to attract and retain 
appropriate staff and to foster a high 
performance culture. 

•	 The full benefits package offered by the 
council has been identified and the true worth 
of each element assessed so that it can be 
used as a recruitment tool and to show that 
the council values its current staff. 

•	 A local pay review has been conducted and 
implemented, and regular pay equality impact 
assessments are taking place. 

•	 Future pay pressures have been assessed 
and any potential issues are being effectively 
managed. 
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