Public services: what would it take to make them effective?

Public services are currently paralysed due to a combination of factors:

· Risk aversion, leading to lack of choices and freedoms

· Blame culture which victimises those least able to defend themselves

· Fear of losing employment through being blamed or publicly exposed

· Over regulation and inspection based on rigid centralised standards and  targets

· Lack of trust between people and organisations. Team spirit is sacrificed in order to produce an illusion of accountability which is frequently no more than a way of ensuring that blame is shifted to those who cannot defend themselves 

· Fear: the majority of people who are in a position to alter the shape of public services are afraid to do so

These arise from three main sources:

· The press

· The desperation of politicians to pursue courses of action that they believe will be popular with the electorate

· Public expectation which arises from the sources above

It is a moot point as to whether the press merely reflects the expecations of the people which arise from politicians’ desire for popularity, or whether the press drives expectation which in turn informs government policy. However the three factors affect each other, the result is clearly damaging: it produces a system which is geared to the prevention of perceived risk through the limitation of ideas and choice. Paradoxically, this in turn generates greater risk that the most vulnerable in society will not receive the support that they require.

In difficult times, more of the same will not produce the changes necessary to deliver good services to those who need them. There is a need to find new ways of tackling existing problems by encouraging a new entrpreneurial spirit amonst public servants. To achive this, the following are required:

· Bold leadership backed by principle

· A re-negotiation of the balance of risk between Government and the individual which acknowledges that choice cannot be delivered without risk

· Willingness to shift monitoring to a broad outcome framework within which  organisations have the freedom to set their own objectives

· A new deal with the press and public which celebrates success and minimises disproportionate concentration on failure.
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