The current landscape for improvement and eﬃciency in local government
The Localism Act 2011 acknowledges that local authorities have autonomy for their own
eﬃciency and improvement. The LGA supports local authorities with sector-led
improvement following the abolition of the Audit Commission and the National
Performance Framework.
“For too long, central government has hoarded and concentrated power. Trying to improve
people’s lives by imposing decisions, setting targets and demanding inspections from
Whitehall simply doesn’t work. It creates bureaucracy. It leaves no room for adaptation to
reflect local circumstances or innovation to deliver services more eﬀectively and at lower
cost. And it leaves people feeling ‘done to’ and imposed upon - the very opposite of the
sense of participation and involvement on which a healthy democracy thrives.”
Rt Hon Greg Clark MP, Minister of State for Decentralisation
Foreword to ‘A plain English guide to the Localism Act’ 2011

“Parliament has clearly laid out its intention to give councils the freedom to be creative and
entrepreneurial, acting directly in the interest of their communities and in their own financial
interest.“
The Local Government Association
‘An Introduction to the Localism Act’

The introduction of sector-led improvement
Sector-led improvement is based on the underlying principles that local authorities are:
•
•
•
•

responsible for their own performance
accountable locally, not nationally
there is a sense of collective responsibility for the performance of the sector as a whole
the role of the LGA is to provide tools and support

How peer challenges support this
Peer challenge is a proven tool for improvement. It is a process commissioned by a
council and involves a small team of local government oﬃcers and councillors spending
time at the council as peers to provide challenge and share learning.
Since 2011
• More than 1000 peer challenges delivered.
• Two independent evaluations endorsed the value of peer challenge, in 2013 and 2016
• 19 stories from councils were commissioned in 2018 about how sector-led
improvement has resulted in tangible change and improvement in councils

Expanding peer reviews to service specific areas and disciplines
Peer Challenges have developed over recent years to focus on specific service areas and
professional disciplines. On 15th November 2019 Alex Coley, led a workshop session at
LocalGovCamp to discover the appetite for digital peer challenges.
What do digital and ICT teams get from the autonomy and self-evaluation of Sector Led
Improvement in local government. And what do we want?
The workshop had eight participants. In exercise 1 they were were asked what they
thought should be considered in a digital peer challenge and place it in the YES column.
They were then asked what they thought should not be considered and place it in the NO
column. Each participant was given eight votes to distribute between all of the responses
how ever they wished.
In exercise 2, participants were asked how they thought a digital peer challenge or review
should operate. The responses were gathered and then opened up to a group discussion.

Detailed responses from the workshop
The response was broadly positive but revealed anxieties about reputational risk and a
strong focus on clarity and openness.
Participants discussed the importance of the user not being lost or forgotten in a digital
peer challenge. The emphasis should be on what users need, rather than what councils
want to do. There was also a strong feeling that it was important to be transparent and
open about what has been achieved and what needs improvement, by making the
recommendations public.
Participants felt that the Local Digital Declaration should be the framework for evaluation
as it was created for all councils to embrace best practice. They saw the GDS Service
Standard as a good methodology for creating services so good that users prefer to use
them, improving channel shift. There was dissatisfaction with measuring digital success
by automated evaluation and the focus on accessibility over usability.
The planning for the challenge should be collaborative between the council and the peer
team and clearly defined in its scope. There was an emphasis that the peer challenge is
inclusive, specific to each council, and not an inspection. Participants felt extremely
strongly about this. They did not want to see a digital peer challenge to be used for
league tables or star ratings, or to see councils have their reputations damaged.
Lastly, there was some blue sky thinking on how far one might ultimately take the peer
challenge. This included what scope there might be for the peers doing the challenging
working with the host council on solutions. We concluded with practical thoughts about
the capability needed to perform the work and the need for skilled experts with
experience of local government.

Recommended team size - 5 people
x2 Cllrs, x1 Chief Digital Oﬃcer (or equivalent), x1 Communications Director, x1 Head of
Operational Service
Recommended duration - 2 days
Potential Components
Digital Comms, Service Delivery, Infrastructure and Contract Management, Customer
Contact/Channel Shift, Cyber Security.
Shape of the 10 key recommendations
TBD

