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Chapter 1 

Public Value in Britain: A ‘Post-New Public 

Management’ Environment? 

 

John Connolly and Arno van der Zwet 

 

Introduction 

 

As the introduction to this book highlighted, the study of public administration has seen a 

conceptual shift from new public management (NPM) to more of a focus on public value, 

including the leadership and management strategies to achieve and demonstrate value 

(sometimes referred to as ‘public value management’). The public value lens has yet to be 

applied to any significant extent to governance reform within the British context.  This book 

seeks to make in-roads in this respect (see Coats and Passmore 2008).  It is important to note, 

however, that public value is not just about how government programmes are implemented or 

only a meso or micro-level concern for implementing initiatives, policies, and interventions (as 

important as that it is). Rather, public value is also about governance approaches to 

manoeuvring within policy systems, or the ‘craft’ of, government. It is about the leadership 

strategies and approaches for building capacity for multiple actors to be able to generate value 

(Morse 2010; Liddle 2018; Hartley et al. 2019; also see Morphet’s chapter in the current 

volume).  Public value recalibrates  traditional public administration perspectives regarding 



lines of accountability which is that public managers are accountable to their political masters 

to that the accountability of public managers is more aligned to the private sector imperative 

of customer-focused ‘shareholder value’ (Pyper 2015, p. 30).  Stoker (2006) notes that, in the 

context of modern governance, an essential aspect of public value ‘involves networks of 

deliberation and delivery’. Public value, therefore, could be regarded as an approach that 

promotes the widening of a stakeholder net emphasising collaboration. In this vein, there is a 

notion of governance complexities and multi-directional accountabilities invoked by public 

value interpretations.  

The subsequent chapter in this volume, by Robert Pyper, considers public sector reform in the 

context of the developments in British public administration.  To frontload further debates 

within the book the present chapter addresses key themes and issues relating to public value, 

governance and reform in the British context. It starts by considering NPM in the context of 

British governance and then focuses on major themes associated with public value, including 

complexity, networks, outcomes, evaluation, co-production and trust.  The chapter ends by 

discussing key issues with regards to measuring and establishing public value.  Overall, the 

chapter calls for analyses of governance reform to avoid over-claiming that NPM is over, rather 

change is incrementalism, but not uni-directional, and that cumulative changes over time 

provide expand our understanding of NPM ideas, rather than replace them.   

 

The British governance context  

The impact of NPM on the British civil service in the 1980s through to the 1990s has been very 

well documented, particularly in terms of the impact of agencification (or ‘quangoization’), a 

consumerist-approach to public service provision, outsourcing previously state-provided 

services, competitive tendering, corporate management approaches in the public sector, and 



the rise of public sector performance measurement and management systems (for example, 

Politt 1989; Dunleavy and Hood 1994; Rhodes 2000; Politt and Dan 2013). The rise of 

monetarism and the New Right ideology, associated with the US Presidencies of Thatcher and 

Reagan | in the US, introduced private sector and market-based mechanisms into the operation 

of the public sector as opposed to more Weberian bureaucratic approaches e.g. tighter 

command and control within a hierarchical structures. These developments are linked with 

governance debates about how and whether the British state being ‘hollowed out’, 

decentralised and essentially becoming a ‘differentiated polity’ (Rhodes 1997; Bevir and 

Rhodes 2003) as a result of the territorial patterns of devolution for Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland post-1999. The added dimension, of course, is the (pre-Brexit) policy context 

of the widening and deepening of European integration (given Britain’s membership of the 

European Union) – described, for short, as ‘Europeanisation’ or ‘multi-level governance’ 

(Bache et al. 2004; Bulmer and Burch 2005). The ‘hollowed out’ state thesis has, however, 

been questioned by Marsh et al. (2003) who argue that this argument is overstretched and that 

the core UK executive remains the most powerful actor in the policy process.  It is claimed that 

the British political traditions of the dominance of the ‘Westminster model’ (i.e. the 

concentration of power to key political institutions) have remained dominant within the UK 

political system (see Judge 1993; 2005).  

 

It is possible to point to two major examples in contemporary British politics that supports such 

an argument. First, the decision to leave the European Union (known widely as ‘Brexit’) as a 

result of the referendum result on 23rd June 2016 (result: 51.9% to leave; 48.1% to remain) has 

dominated British politics in recent years.  The political machinations since the referendum 

have highlighted the acute uncertainties about what a ‘post-Brexit Britain’ will mean for 

multiple policy areas - including the economy, immigration, agriculture, fisheries, citizenship 



status (to name but some).  The narrative of ‘taking back control’ of the UK’s sovereignty 

(language used persistently by ‘leave’ (the EU) campaigners) was a direct plea to reassert the 

role of British political institutions - and thus serves to challenge the supranational governance 

contribution to the ‘hollowing out of the state’ argument (see Rhodes 1994; Jessop 2004).   

 

A further example is the election of the Scottish National Party (SNP) as the party of 

government in Scotland in 2007 following two successive Labour and Liberal Democrat 

coalition administrations (1999-2002 and 2003-2007) in post-devolution Scotland in 1999. 

Given that the political raison d’être for the SNP is independence for Scotland the Scottish 

Government embarked on an incremental campaign to have an independence referendum 

(known as ‘indy ref’). The independence referendum 18th September 2014 produced a ‘no’ vote 

(55.3% compared to 44.7% who voted yes to independence). The Brexit vote gave more 

momentum towards to the SNP’s aims given that a breakdown of the Brexit referendum results 

showed that 62% of Scottish voters sought to stay in the EU (resulting in the SNP claiming that 

Scotland was being dragged out of the EU against its will). There is, however, a lack evidence 

of any ‘Brexit bounce’ in Scottish public opinion in support of another independence 

referendum in Scotland (Montagu, 2019, p 45-46).   The twin developments of Brexit and the 

result of the 2017 General Election has reaffirmed the dominance of the state at the UK level 

and has served to reinforce Marsh et al’s (2003) argument that the Westminster model is 

dominant in British politics. The overall point here is that the constitutional and political 

context matters to how we understand the patterns of British governance. This also matters in 

terms of the forms and architectures of how governance systems are led, organised and 

operationalised (see Flinders and Huggins in the present volume). Moreover, debates about 

developments in public sector reform that address notions of public value should identify what 



the sub-concepts or themes are that might be considered as different from NPM and how these 

matter for how we understand British governance.    

 

Public value: An emphasis on evaluation and complexity  

Public value emphasises complexity to a far greater extent than NPM and this warrants the 

need for adaptive leadership and the ability to navigate multiple accountabilities (Benington 

and Turbit 2007). Talbot (2009, p.169) reflects on the fact that ‘public value seems to have the 

advantage of looking simultaneously forward and backward’. For example, in the UK, 

performance management targets and the ‘3Es’ (economy, efficiency and effectiveness), which 

are associated with NPM from the late Thatcher era (with continued focus under John Major’s 

government up until 1997) remain relevant for public value perspectives. At the same, time, 

public value perspectives exhibit more ambition about having in place responsive and resilient, 

or in Stoker’s (2005) terms, ‘agile’ public services. There is less emphasis in public value on 

the ‘consumerist’ and the private sector orientations of understandings of NPM and, instead, 

public value elevates the importance of the citizen as a service-user as a partner in the 

development and implementation of services. In this respect, co-production and participatory 

governance places in the design of public sector programmes are given more emphasis based 

on the logic that if the end-user is involved in the design process then it will reduce the risk of 

policy or programmatic failures (Bovaird 2007; McConnell 2015).  

A major consideration for adopting a co-productive approach to public services is that the 

approach can offset long-standing and ever-present the post-implementation evaluation 

findings that programmes, policies and interventions were not ‘fit for purpose’ in the first place 

(i.e. programmes and services were not set up to achieve the right things (Mayne 2013)). The 

issue of evaluation, therefore, is important because public value takes conceptual thinking 



about the design of services in the public sector away from outputs (i.e. the direct result of 

policy activities). For instance, in August 2017 the Office for National Statistics reported that 

employment in the UK was 32.1 million (77.1% of the population) and this is the highest since 

modern records began in 1971 (ONS 2017). At an output level this might be a policy success 

but what this does not elucidate is the value or outcomes of such change in the rate of 

employment e.g. what type of employment? Is this secure employment? Are people happier in 

their jobs? What about the ‘working poor’ and the rise of inequalities as a result of austerity? 

These are evaluative questions that takes thinking on such an issue to a different level and 

moves us further towards public value-based thinking.  

 

Public value and accountability  

Accountability structures need to be shaped in order to support the creation of public value 

(Kelly et al. 2002; see also Massey’s chapter in this volume). The democratic nuance of public 

value, according to Stoker (2006), is to give more relative weighting to democratic participation 

compared to NPM perspectives, with the latter giving more relative weight to efficiency. The 

politics-administration dichotomy (i.e. Woodrow Wilson’s separation of the two spheres) and 

clearer lines of accountability (in a Weberian sense) are subject to challenge in contemporary 

public administration or, as Svara (2001) considers, can be described as ‘mythological’. The 

traditional tension between politicians and public managers comes from the fact that politicians 

seek to maintain electoral victory whereby a public manager’s intention, in principle at least, 

to main professional integrity and to deliver services to the public efficiently and effectively.  

However, the ‘fading legacy of Woodrow Wilson’ (Martin, 1988) emerges from the 

advancement of bureaucratic/administrative leadership that can ultimately shape policy 

agendas and creak open increasing lines of accountability of the bureaucracy towards 



democratic channels (e.g. senior officials giving evidence to politicians via parliamentary 

committees, which are in turn televised as covered by the media). Overt and influential 

bureaucratic leadership is not something that is visible at all times and across all policy sectors. 

As Peters and Pierre (2001) note, there is a continuum ranging from a clear separation between 

politicians and officials to an intense interactive set of relations whereby the ‘bureaucratic 

government’ is powerful in shaping policy preferences. This is particularly the case when 

officials have technocratic expertise, which politicians do not always have, and having 

knowledge puts officials in powerful positions (Peters and Pierre 2008).   

 

In a modern era area of digital governance and evidence-based policy-making, and the need to 

legislate on matters of scientific or technical public policy (for example, climate change, 

poverty, inequalities, migration, disease control) means that there are opportunities for 

technocratic actors to haves authoritative positions within policy domains (Zito 2015). The 

uncertainties that come from the forces of globalisation, which is often the driver for modern 

wicked problems, require a network-based approach to public sector governance and this, 

moreover, necessitates public managers to do less managing and more leading as they negotiate 

power struggles and with politicians. That is not to say that officials themselves do not enter 

into conflict with each other given that inter- and intra-bureaucratic conflict is a feature of 

governmental life - especially in times of uncertainty and crisis (Connolly, 2016a, p. 19-20). 

Yet, if we reflect further on Kelly et al’s (2002) view that accountability structures are shaped 

to structure the creation of public value, then this invokes a sense of institutional 

entrepreneurialism with regards to enhancing citizen engagement and co-productive practices 

in the making of public policy. This means that public managers become ‘democratic 

facilitators’ (Stoker 2003). The politics of this, however, is that this aids and abets a form of 

statecraft which produces an empowerment-heavy approach to (akin to the ‘enabling state’) 



According to Rhodes and Wanna (2007), this risks there being little or no public intervention 

resulting in blame-shifting. The darker side of public value is further argued by Bryson et al 

(2014, p.451), which is when public value could be a rhetorical strategy to advance the interests 

of bureaucrats.  In other words, a public value focus on the bureaucracy risks accumulation of 

power and control falling into the hands of non-elected, rather than elected, leaders.  

 

The importance of leaders within policy systems 

Williams and Shearer (2011, p. 14) single out the work of Alford and Hughes (2008) and Gains 

and Stoker (2009) to discuss the balance and distribution of responsibility for value-creation. 

Key agents for promoting and enabling public value within decentralised environments are 

those who operate at a meso-levels within policy systems, rather than at the top. These actors 

can be described as ‘catalytic’ leaders (Luke 1998) given they are change agents who, or at 

least attempt to, galvanise silos and lead across boundaries. Williams (2012, p.103) maintains 

that such individuals are responsible for multilateral brokerage, coordination and integration 

who ‘manage within interorganizational theatres’. In many senses this reflects the complexities 

of modern governance whereby a multitude of factors and circumstantial drivers shape 

organisational imperatives and behaviours within the public sector, necessitating public policy 

and administration analysts to respect the contextual influences that have implications for the 

marshalling and execution of public value processes in network-based environments.   

 

‘Contextualization’ (Politt, 2002), therefore, is an important idea that has been recognised by 

scholars in that different state contexts will bring their own nuances for approaching public 

sector reform (see Pyper, 2015, p. 24-28). This is in no small part due to the need to adapt as a 

result of the particular external challenges of globalisation, austerity, crises (for example the 



legacy of the 2008 global financial crisis), and the implications of changes in global governance 

(Brexit, for example) coupled with internal dynamics of the structures and sub-structures of the 

political system. One of the most significant areas that falls more within a public value 

interpretation of role of the modern public manager is the need to understand the outcomes or 

‘value-added’ of public sector reform and initiatives. It is often those leaders embedded within 

policy systems that have partnership bridging functions that are crucial for achieving public 

value.   With this in mind, Williams and Shearer (2011, p.14) suggest that there needs to be 

more ‘research into, and evaluation of, the applicability of public value to the local strategic 

management level’. The value of meso-level leaders themselves does indeed merit more 

research given that there are clearly barriers for such actors to lead for public value. The pursuit 

of public value requires the system itself to have a culture of innovation, political masters that 

are supportive of risk-taking, and an uncluttered stakeholder landscape (where such leaders 

know what they have direct control over and what they can indirectly influence) but this is by 

no means guaranteed (Rhodes and Wanna, 2007; Connolly and Pyper, 2020).  

 

Public value also requires ethical leadership. There are negative consequences for the 

effectiveness of governance if this is absent. As a case in point, in January 2019 the Committee 

on Standards in Public Life (an independent advisory non-departmental public body that 

advises the Prime Minister on ethical standards across the whole of public life in the UK) 

published a report based on evaluations of corporate failure within local government. There 

were investigations into Tower Hamlets (failures in financial; prudence and management), 

Doncaster (culture of bullying - individual councillor behaviours at Doncaster were 

‘venomous, vicious, and vindictive’), and Northamptonshire (breakdown in the scrutiny 

processes and the structures of accountability and objectivity). This led the report to conclude 

that identified failures in ethical and leadership cultures were the source of problems 



(Committee on the Standards in Public Life 2019).  The point here is that if ethical matters are 

not attended to with due care in public governance then this have negative consequences for 

the accrual of public value (of which trust is vitally important). Furthermore, and as noted 

earlier in this section of the chapter, leadership cultures that promote trust-building are 

fundamental to achieving value. A shift towards outcomes, at its best, is a way to lead agendas 

and engage with stakeholders in order to pursue shared goals.  

 

 

Public value: A shift to outcomes 

One of the most significant drivers to promote public value across British Government emerged 

in 2017 via Sir Michael Barber’s report - Delivering better outcomes for citizens: Practical 

steps for unlocking public value.  The Barber report was commissioned by the UK Treasury to 

understand how the Treasury (and wider government departments) can organise themselves to 

deliver public value.  The report introduces a ‘Public Value Framework’ (PVF) which promotes 

Mark Moore’s work to encourage public managers to manage resources to produce better 

outcomes (Barber 2017, p. 24). The PVF, according to the report, promotes two main agendas.  

First, the goal was for the PVF to ‘form the basis for the ongoing dialogue across the public 

sector on public value, thereby creating a common language on how to improve it’ (Barber 

2017, p. 25).   This is based on the idea disseminating best practice, sharing learning and 

producing ‘new dialogues’ across government departments.   Second, the intention of the PVF 

was for it to stimulate ‘the agenda for periodic Public Value Reviews through which the 

Treasury, in collaboration with departments’ (Barber 2017: 25-26) (see also Pyper’s chapter in 

this volume for more details on the establishment of the Barber Review).  What this highlights, 

therefore, is a call for more of an evaluative culture focused on the achievement of outcomes 



and continuous improvement, which are grouped in the report around ‘Four Pillars’ as noted in 

Table 1 below:  

 

Table 1: Public Value Framework  

Four Pillars 16 areas to consider   

Pursuing Goals • Understanding goals and indicators 

• Degree of ambition 

• Progress towards indicators and goals 

Managing Inputs  • Processes to manage resources 

• Quality of data and forecasts 

• Benchmarking and cost control 

• Cost shifting 

Engaging Users and Citizens  • Public and taxpayer legitimacy 

• User/client experience and participation 

• Key stakeholder engagement  

Developing Systems Capacity  • Capacity to innovate and learn from innovation 

• Capacity to plan and deliver 

• Capacity to engage with the delivery chain 

• Capacity to work across organisational 

boundaries 

• Capacity of the workforce  

• Capacity to review performance data and 

evaluate impact  

Source: Barber (2017) 

 

Two years after the publication of the Barber review a 2019 report by the House of Commons 

Public Accounts Committee (PAC), which reflected on the goals of the Barber report, 

investigated the work of the Treasury in the context of improved government planning and 

spending.  This was essentially a progress report about the UK government’s approach to 

adopting the public value-based.  The PAC report found that:  

 



…we remain concerned that planning and spending are treated as disparate. 

We found compelling evidence that departments are not incentivised to plan 

for the longer-term, and they are repeatedly over-optimistic when planning 

for what they can deliver, by when and for how much. Unless action is taken 

to correct these issues, the government’s long-standing problems of short-

term thinking, sticking plaster funding and cost-shunting will persist, 

resulting in poorer quality, less sustainable and joined-up services. 

Ultimately, this means that the needs of the public, who rely on and fund 

these vital services, can fall through the cracks. 

(Public Accounts Committee Report 2019 p. 3) 

 

For public value to be successful there needs to be a long-term perspective on the changes that 

need to be made (avoiding short-termism), implementation of programmes needs to be 

evidence-based (i.e. realistic and not overoptimistic), and there needs to be a breaking down of 

silo-working (to enable joined up collaborative governance approaches) – with all of this being 

on the basis that planning and evaluation need to be dovetailed, rather than being separate 

functions (see also Connolly 2016b). There will be more analysis of the Barber review in later 

chapters but a key aspect of learning from both reports (the Barber Review and the PAC) is the 

importance of understanding what the public value literature tells us about ‘how to do’ public 

value and what public managers need to think about when managing programmes, the 

functions, and departments.   

 

 ‘Outcomes’ is becoming ever more part of the lexicon of public management and 

administration as a consequence of questions such as ‘what is the difference this policy and 



programme has made?’, ‘what is the change?’, how do we know?’. Although performance 

measurement has been a key tenet of NPM this provides an output-focused account of what is 

being delivered, rather than the outcome(s) accrued from such activities. Theories of change 

modelling and outcome frameworks help decision-makers and service managers to inform 

planning and to evaluate the value or contribution that programmes are making within complex 

contexts (Craig 2013; Garth et al. 2017; Connolly et al. 2018). There is also the argument that 

visions of outcomes for public services are out of sync with what is achievable at meso or micro 

levels in that it is the latter levels that have to actually do the heavy lifting. Another way to 

consider this is that modern governance calls into question whether or not the change agents 

are those who occupy elite-level positions in the central offices of government or whether they 

are situated within partnership contexts at lower levels within the policy system.  

 

Regrettably the public value and evaluation literatures do not talk to each other to a sufficient 

extent. The ways in which the public management literature considers outcomes-focused 

approaches include, but are not limited to, results-based management (Mayne 2007; Try and 

Radnor 2007); theory-based evaluation (Weiss 1997; Douthwait et al. 2017); programme 

evaluation (Calder 2013; Newcomer et al. 2015); and contribution analysis (Bannister and 

O’Sullivan 2013; Befani and Mayne 2015; Connolly 2016b). These are all branches of the same 

tree for understanding value either. Outcomes-focused approaches are not particularly new. 

Logic modelling, as an approach for mapping outcomes,  have been a feature of strategic and 

programme planning within the public sector for many decades (at least since the 1970s). 

Knowlton and Phillips (2012, p.6) note that the US Agency for International Development’s 

1971 logical framework approach and Claude Bennett’s 1976 hierarchy of programme 

effectiveness were amongst the earliest uses of such a tool which visually represented 

programmes of work. The academic world then saw the advancement and promotion of logic 



models in the seminal academic writings (by Carol Weiss (1995), for example). The change 

towards more attention being given to impact and outcomes means that tools, such as logic 

models, are commonly used as part of the armoury of contemporary public managers.  

 

In Britain, the value for money (VFM) and  Best Value (Boyne 2000; Audit Scotland 2017) 

agendas, promoted the idea that service-level reforms should be more sustained, not just short-

term reform, and levels of sustainability should be monitored and evaluated . This was a step-

change towards an outcomes-focused approach to reform in the public sector emphasising:  

 

• Evaluative organisational cultures (Benington 2011; Mayne 2017); 

• Evidence utilisation (Patton 2008; Oliver et al. 2014) 

• Knowledge brokerage (Ward et al. 2009; Reid et al. 2017) 

• Collaborative and partnership working (Huxham and Vangen 2013; O’Leary 20151).  

• Organisational learning and improvement (Rashman et al. 2009; Hartley et al. 2013) 

• Dovetailing between planning and evaluation (Connolly 2016b; Vedung, 2017) 

• Participatory approaches to planning and evaluation (Abelson et al. 2013; Lovan et al. 

2017) 

• Public leadership and advocacy (Wallis and Gregory 2009; Morse 2010; Ospina 2017) 

• Monitoring and impact evaluation (Bozeman and Sarewitz 2011; Vedung 2017) 

• Public sector as a  complex system2 (Agranoff 2007; Geyer and Cairney 2015) 

                                                            
1 O’Leary (2015, p. 87-88) highlights that studies of collaboration and partnerships suffer from a lack of 

definitional commonality to describe collaborative public management, with studies using various units of 

analyses with regards to who is the lead agent of collaboration and whether collaborations happen by chance, are 

formal or informal. 
2 This is based on public managers needed a rounded view of the policy sector and context by undertaking a 

stakeholder analysis and to undertake multi-level evaluations at macro (national), meso (agency or partnership 

level) and micro levels (ultimate point of implementation). 



Policy narratives, supported by the post-1997 Labour Government, signified a shift towards 

the language of outcomes and Kelly et al. (2002) note that this was directly linked to the pursuit 

of public value on the basis of having a ‘whole of government’ approach to public 

administration, underpinned by modernisation processes. Also referred to as ‘joined-up 

government’ there is a strong sense of utopianism when advocating joined-up approaches. This 

is not unlike Hogwood and Gunn’s argument regarding the unreachable objective of achieving 

perfect implementation (Hogwood and Gunn 1984). Yet, policy-makers know that there are 

systemic problems when it comes to not joining-up. Bureau-political conflict (Rosenthal et al. 

1991), a lack of clarity of ownership over tackling problems that transcend policy sectors 

(Wilkins 2002), minimal stimuli to foster innovation - both in an intra- and inter organisational 

sense (Clarke and Stewart 1997) – are likely to be left wanting. The outcome of ‘too much’ 

joined-up government, or being instructed to do so by those in political authority, might lead 

to resentment due to forced collaboration. This would dampen of the possibilities for creativity 

which can be borne out of a moderately conflictual and competitive environment. That being 

said, Ling (2002) notes that aspects of joined-up government entail shifts in governing 

arrangements which include new accountabilities and incentives (e.g. shared outcome targets); 

new ways of working across organisational boundaries (including shared leadership and 

budgeting processes); new ways of delivering services (e.g. joint delivery across sectors and 

greater scope for consultation with the end-user); and new types of organisation (e.g. 

information-sharing, shared cultures and capacity building).  

 

Co-producing public value: Features politics and trust 

Adopting an outcomes approach to public sector reform interlinks with notions of democratic 

engagement in policy design processes and the need for policy-makers to reach those who are 



ultimately affected by decisions (see also McMillan’s chapter in this volume which addresses 

co-production in the context of public value leadership).  According to the New Economics 

Foundation (2008, p.12-13) co-production can be described as follows:   

 

• Providing opportunities for personal growth and development to people, so that they 

are treated as assets, not burdens on an overstretched system. 

• Investing in strategies that develop the emotional intelligence and capacity of local 

communities. 

• Using peer support networks instead of just professionals as the best means of 

transferring knowledge and capabilities. 

• Reducing or blurring the distinction between producers and consumers of services, by 

reconfiguring the ways in which services are developed and delivered. 

• Allowing public service agencies to become catalysts and facilitators rather than simply 

providers. 

• Devolving real responsibility, leadership and authority to ‘users’, and encourage self-

organisation rather than direction from above. 

• Offering participants a range of incentives which help to embed the key elements of 

reciprocity and mutuality. 

These are challenging principles for policy-makers and bureaucratic actors to live by and there 

is the danger that the language of co-production is used as a symbolic mechanism to convey 

the impression that users are fundamental for policy creation.  Flinders et al. (2006) discuss the 

‘hidden politics’ of co-production and argue that it can be consuming in terms of time and 

emotion, ethically complex, suffers from inconsistencies, and is vulnerable to changes wider 

political circumstances.  Co-production, as noble in intention as it might be, will be subject to 



false starts by the fundamental prevalence of acute inequalities, i.e. not all citizens will feel like 

they are candidates for co-production (Mackenzie et al. 2013). That is not to say that co-

production cannot be an ‘intrinsic good’ or that it does not have the potential to support 

wellbeing (Needham and Carr 2009), nor that it cannot be a preventative approach to getting a 

grip on or diagnosing societal problems before they require policy interventions (Needham and 

Carr 2009; Slay and Stephens 2013). 

 

 In the spirit of deliberative democracy, there are mutual benefits of citizens being part of 

decision-making processes. Decision-makers can understand what ‘value’ means to the user of 

services and enable the decision-makers to access the experiential learning of citizens. At the 

same time, there is the potential for co-production to foster more cohesive communities, which 

serves to inter alia create social capital (Griffiths and Foley 2009). That being said, there is no 

getting away from the fact that co-production is an example of another ‘woolly-word’ in public 

policy (Osbourne et al. 2016, p. 640) and there is scare evidence of the value (be in terms of 

cost implications or efficiencies accrued) of being co-productive as a service designer 

(Voorberg et al. 2014).  The politics of co-production is also about the intended and unintended 

manoeuvring of the use of the term. Bovaird et al. (2017, p. 363) argue that much of the rhetoric 

and practice about co-production privileges the citizen’s voice into public policies and services 

‘rather than getting them to do things for themselves and for each other’.  In other words, as 

the New Economics Foundation notes, there are those in policy circles who use co-production 

as a term to mean no more than consultation (New Economics Foundation, 2008, p. 15). 

Accusations of the empty co-production is also not helped by the inability to demonstrate the 

value of co-production beyond specific and often localised sectors, which are contexts that are 

naturally riper for co-productive practice.  As Osborne et al. (2016, p. 643):  



 

Services such as residential care and education are clearly instances where co-

production and value co-creation are high, with almost constant, direct face-

to-face contact between the service user and the service provider. By contrast, 

they are rather lower for electronic financial services, such as tax returns, 

because production and consumption occur through the medium of an 

electronic interface that does not have the interpersonal immediacy of face-to-

face contact–in this case, the co-production of a financial service is essentially 

passive (the inputting of financial data for their tax return by a citizen or 

choosing from a list of preset options, for example), mediated through a virtual 

interface. 

 

This points to the fact that the evaluative qualities of co-production, if we accept that co-

productive practice is a cornerstone of public value, is of little value.  If the modern public 

sector is occupied within complex governance landscapes that might be ‘morass-like’ (Pugh 

and Connolly 2016) then perhaps the question should be less about the scalability of co-

production but more about having a culture that allows for co-production to the sustained, even 

if the locus of evaluation is more localised. The cultural dimension is important here, however, 

in that the culture requires public sector leaders and managers to allow those engineering co-

production to ‘intelligently fail’ and to be experimental, which is obviously not without its risks 

in the context of public sector accountability with the ever-present risk of blame games and 

electioneering. This is especially the case if intelligent failure/experimentation leads to 

maladministration, which can, moreover, lead to the tightening of bureaucratisation.  As 

Bovaird and Loeffler (2012, original emphasis) suggest, on the topic of resource capacities, 



‘co-production may be ‘value for money’, but it usually cannot produce value without money’. 

Farazmand (2009: 1016) also notes that ‘nothing gets done without administrative capacity’ 

and that capacity is the ‘core of government’. In public administration terms, capacities are the 

institutional energy which, if managed properly, play a necessary part avoiding policy failure 

(Howlett 2012; Wu et al. 2015; Dunlop 2017). In this respect, studies of public value need to 

do more to focus on the capacities to enable meaningful co-production in the first place.  

 

Reciprocity and trust have been cited as key to producing public value (Kelly et al. 2004; Talbot 

2008). If public value includes the presence of competitiveness (e.g. choice and relative 

quality), collaboration (e.g. co-production and partnership working), control (e.g. resilience, 

standard-setting, efficacies), and creativity (e.g. transparency accountability and innovation), 

then, according to Talbot (2008, p. 19) all of these ambitions of public value will be undermined 

in the absence of trust and legitimacy. The chapters of this book address these issues in different 

ways but there is a lack of equivocal evidence to suggest that co-production leads to increased 

trust between citizens and public services (Bovaird and Loeffler 2012; Fledderus et al. 2015).  

Trust can be measured, according to Talbot (2008, p. 19), by stakeholder, user and public 

surveys, analyses of audits and inspections, and levels of complaints. Yet measuring public 

value is by no means straightforward.  This is where the chapter will now turn.   

 

Making judgements about the presence public value  

As noted in the introduction of this book, establishing public value is a close friend (or, in 

McConnell’s (2010, p. 15) terms, a ‘surrogate’) for understanding policy success in public 

policy and administration.  Researchers have been wrestling for some time with how to evaluate 

success (and failure), including how to plausibly make claims about the value that has been 



accrued as a result of the implementation of a set of programmes and initiatives within complex 

political environments.  McConnell (2010, p. 16-17) notes how public value and debates about 

how establishing success has similar challenges and complexities to consider in that they are 

both slippery and ambiguous, neither is devoid of internal conflicts (e.g. part of a system or 

process might be of value whereas others might be less so), and the importance of cultural and 

policy context dependence (e.g.  value accrued in one geo-political environment might not be 

suitable to translate into others).  

 

Furthermore, similarities emerge when it comes to cutting through contested perspectives about 

‘what’ and ‘how’ to measure value.  This is no easy task if we consider that, as Stoker (2006, 

p.42) noted, ‘the judgment of what is public value is collectively built through deliberation 

involving elected and appointed government officials and key stakeholders’. Reaching 

collective agreements, and having in place the right deliberative forums that address the self-

interests of actors, and the inevitable power dynamics and imbalances, is not quite utopian but, 

in practice, very difficult if, for instance, ‘other stakeholders’ also includes citizens.  The public 

manager’s role, according to Bryman et al (2004, p. 447), is to play an ‘active role in helping 

create and guide networks of deliberation and delivery and help maintain and enhance the 

overall effectiveness, accountability, and capacity of the system’.  This also includes evaluating 

the impact of change processes that are aimed at creating public value.  Bryman et al. (2004, 

p. 450) cites Meynhardt (2009, p. 212) who argues that this happens at two levels.  First, 

evaluation is about ‘how the basic needs of the individuals, groups, and the society as a whole 

are influenced in relationships involving the public’ and ‘public value is also about value from 

the public’ when it is ‘drawn from the experience of the public’. This points to the need for the 

co-production of public value evaluations.   



 

If NPM management focused more on the strategies for implementing performance 

improvement regimes, then the process of managing public value is about organising policy 

and organisational strategies so that there are capacities to enable the monitoring and evaluation 

of implementation processes in the long-term.  Blaug et al. (2006, p. 5) go as far to say that 

there can be measurement strategies in the public sector, and across policy systems, which can 

end up ‘destroying’ public value and the risks of this are associated with standardisation 

practices of reducing performance down to input and output-based measures (such as hospital 

waiting times and exam results). Even if we consider non-political systems-based contexts, 

such as research on the performance value engineering systems (which might be generally 

associated within monitoring-based measures), there is a recognition of the need to understand 

alterative contextual and often qualitative measures to assess the resilience-levels of 

engineering systems (see Cimellaro et al. 2016).  However, no matter the sector (public or 

private) measuring public value requires leadership and the bureaucratic capacities in order to 

allow public value to be realisable and evaluable.  The PAC report’s major criticisms of the 

Treasury’s (and Whitehall’s) progress towards delivering a sustainable approach to public 

value addressed the issue of capacity directly, which has not been helped by high turnover rates 

and the need to recruitment more talent from outside Whitehall.   It notes that:  

 

Given the instrumental role they play [civil servants] in advising ministers, 

stewarding submissions for new spending and challenging the realism of 

departments’ plans, Treasury spending teams need to be highly-skilled and 

effective, as well as having very specific expertise to particular departments. 

The Treasury is, by its own admission, a ‘young department’ with high staff 



turnover … As a result, we see poor forecasting, planning and understanding 

of the long term. The Cabinet Office reports that it is helping departments to 

plan better, for example by getting departments to self-assess their planning 

maturity. To better inform ministerial decisions the Cabinet Office and the 

Treasury say that they are building functional capability and experience back 

into the civil service, but it will take time. It is vital that the right skills and 

experience are in place to achieve a culture of challenging objectives, plans 

and progress. 

             (PAC Report 2019, p. 5) 

 

The often cited landmark in a change to how to approach public administration within 

government came as a result of the 1999 Modernising Government White Paper which focused 

on addressing aspects of quality in public services with an emphasis on joined-up government 

(Cabinet Office 1999). Bryson et al. (2014, p. 452), in discussing the New Labour 

government’s approach to public value under Tony Blair, argues that at that time public value 

was used more in a way of thinking about performance, outcomes, legitimacy and trust. Blair 

himself, on reflecting on his time in office, particularly the last six years of his premiership 

(2001-2007), highlighted how the government sought to adopt ‘a balanced perspective’ by 

making use of external advisers as well as drawing on the expertise within the civil service 

whilst recognising the distinct limitations of the bureaucracy:  

 

 I say this to governments around the world, you should always treat the 

bureaucracy with respect, you should recognise what it can do but if you 



become a prisoner of it then, believe me, you will achieve nothing, you will 

just go around in circles.   

 

     (BBC Radio 4; Reflections with Peter Hennessey, Tony Blair: 10th August 2017) 

 

Tony Blair was quoted in the introductory chapter to this book from the same interview and he 

went on to say that the ‘reinventing government’ agenda has went off the radar in British 

government since 2010. The post-2008 global financial crisis austerity agenda, coupled with 

Brexit (see Morphet’s chapter in this volume), are major macro-political distractions away 

from political considerations around the art of governing and learning.  Perhaps the lack of a 

broader priority afforded by the UK government to such matters explains the findings of the 

2019 PAC report. In essence, the governance capacities are the lifeblood for enabling 

monitoring, evaluation and innovation to happen in the first place, let alone for it to be 

sustained. In contemporary Britain, the post-2010 welfare reform agenda challenges not just 

for health and social inequalities and the fabric of communities but it has impacts on what can 

be considered to be, in common parlance, as the organisational ‘nice to dos’ - these include 

training and evaluation budgets. There are risks in times of austerity that the impact side of 

evaluation (in terms of assessing outcomes) become deprioritised over performance 

measurement and monitoring, which is more in the domain of process rather than impact 

evaluation. In such a context the logic follows that less can be said about the value-added of 

service delivery in such a context.  That being said, public managers and leaders are encouraged 

by Blaug et al. (2006, p. 52), who draw on the work of the Australian Government Productivity 

Commission (2005), to consider the following aspects for evaluating public value: 

 



• Effectiveness indicators to reflect how well the outputs of a service achieve the stated 

objectives of that service.  

• Efficiency indicators to reflect how well services use their resources to produce outputs 

and achieve outcomes.  

• Output indicators of service delivery. Output indicators can be grouped according to 

the desired characteristics of a service - for example accessibility, appropriateness or 

quality - which may differ across services. 

• Outcome indicators to provide information on the impact of a service on the status of 

an individual or a group, and on the success of the service area in achieving its 

objectives. 

• Quality indicators to reflect the extent to which a service is suited to its purpose and 

conforms to specifications. Information about quality is particularly important for 

performance assessment when there is a strong emphasis on increasing efficiency.  

• Access indicators to reflect how easily a community can obtain a delivered service, for 

example access to school education. Access has two main dimensions: timeliness and 

affordability. Timeliness indicators include waiting times (for example in hospitals). 

Affordability indicators relate to the proportion of income spent on particular services 

(for example out-of-pocket expenses towards the provision of childcare). 

• Appropriateness indicators to measure how well services meet the needs of citizens. 

This allows for services to develop measurable standards of service need against which 

current levels of service can be assessed and levels of over- or under-servicing 

identified. 

• Equity indicators are needed. These have horizontal and vertical dimensions. In the 

context of performance measurement for service delivery, horizontal equity is exhibited 

when everyone is allowed to access the service. Service delivery exhibits vertical equity 



when it accounts for the special needs of certain groups in the community and adjusts 

aspects of service delivery to suit these needs. This approach may be needed where 

geographic, cultural or other reasons might mean that some members of the community 

have difficulty accessing the service.  

These are helpful ways of developing evaluative thinking for public sector governance but 

assessing the contribution of a service or programme, in terms of understanding the value that 

they offer society, can be resource intensive so, in austere times, public managers tend to 

remain in a ‘performance measurement’ mode of thinking.  Performance measurement data, 

alongside softer data (often of a qualitative nature), can be used to tell a trustworthy story of 

impact.  In fact governance is often about storytelling as a way of constructing realities to help 

navigate through having too much or inconclusive information, which warrant the need for 

interpretations to generate policy narratives (Shanahan et al. 2011; Jones et al. 2014; 

Oppermann and Spencer 2016). Bevir (2011) makes the case that storytelling in public 

administration should be defended and Stark and Head (2018) maintain that storytelling is a 

way of dealing with institutional amnesia or memory loss. Jones and Crow (2017) also make 

the case that scientific research needs to take storytelling literally in that communicating policy 

solutions requires a narrative-based structure whereby there is a ‘plot’ with a moral to the story 

which unearths a plausible ‘solution’ to a problem that is frontloaded by ‘scene-setting’ and 

‘character development’.  

 

What this indicates that this there might be ‘hard data’ collected routinely about the impact of 

a service or programme but the use of the data to make sense of value might be lost when those 

who need to know the value of a policy, programme, intervention, service do not recognise the 

ways in which the information is collected or packaged. Stevens (2011) reported on an 



observational study of British civil servants and concluded that that although officials showed 

a commitment to using evidence, the complexity of evidence, and its volume, necessitated the 

formulation of persuasive policy stories. To be fair to policy-makers, academics are not always 

equipped with the experience or skills to support policy-makers in answering the questions that 

they want to know, despite the increasing importance of the impact agenda in academia.  That 

being said, there is now more research on how academic research can influence policy in 

recognition of the fact that there is far from a good marriage between research evidence and 

policy-making (see Oliver and Cairney 2019). Yet, it is important for policy-makers to value 

evidence, not least because it helps to legitimise policy decision-making (see the chapter by 

Kathryn Oliver and Alec Fraser in the current volume).  If that is all that evidence does, 

however, then that underplays its role in the context of public value. There is now more of a 

policy audience available now than ever in the British context when it comes to sharing 

evidence with policy-makers (Cairney et al. 2016).  The increased role of parliamentary select 

committees in recent decades, which hear evidence and conduct their own investigations, is an 

example in this context.  Parliamentary committees are now regarded as alternative career path 

for parliamentarians who can create a name for themselves, normally as committee chairs.  For 

example, in the Westminster Parliament the chairs of select committees are elected by fellow 

MPs, rather than party whips, which enhances their credibility and independence.  The profile 

of committees has also been raised by taking evidence from public figures.  For example, in 

2016 Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) Committee and Work & Pensions Committee heard 

evidence from Arcadia Group’s Chairman, Philip Green, as part of their inquiries relating to 

the British Home Store’s (BHS) pension fund deficit, which included heated exchanges 

between MPs and Philip Green.  Committees have also been a route for those in the public eye 

to share their experiences. The comedian Russell Brand sharing his experiential learning with 

as part of a drugs policy inquiry with the Home Affairs Select Committee in 2012 (BBC 2012) 



and even the late (and great!) Lemmy Kilmister from Motörhead gave a talk at the Welsh 

Assembly calling for the decriminalisation of heroin (BBC 2005).  These might be examples 

of exceptional high profile ways in which select committees engage with matters relevant to 

public policy but what often goes under the radar is the everyday workings of committees in 

taking evidence from academics and representatives from civil society as part of a range of 

investigations. This is not to say that select committees are always effective nor are those that 

are called to give evidence always representative of society given they can reply on key 

witnesses (Geddes 2017), but parliamentary opportunities for evidence to be heard at the UK-

level, and in the devolved contexts, have seen a positive shift forwards in recent decades.   

 

This talks to a broader point that the widespread dissemination of evidence is now 

commonplace and is an important function of democratic processes.  McConnell (2010, p. 181) 

highlights that governments are less likely to fear critical evaluations of performance over those 

evaluations that might be accused of being interfered with or blocked by government (or being 

seen as a ‘whitewash’).  Indeed, the word politics in the phrase ‘politics of evaluation’ is more 

often than not due the risks of evaluations being subject to control by powerful actors e.g. 

funders controlling the terms and remit of evaluations and with regards to how they are 

disseminated (Weiss 1993; Datta 2011).  An even broader point, but an important one, is that 

for evaluations of public value to have a realistic opportunity of being able to research and 

report on value-based questions there is a need for investment in the capacities to institutionally 

embed evaluation to allow leaders and managers within public services to have the space to 

organise their work to underpin programmes with evaluation. Embedding meaningful 

evaluation, culturally and operationally, is crucial in efforts to achieve public value. 

 



Conclusions 

A public value perspective on the public sector makes up for the shortcomings of new public 

management.  Kelly (2002, p. 9-10) identify that ‘the practice of the new public management 

often emphasised narrow concepts of cost-efficiency over other considerations (i.e. the focus 

was on technical rather than allocative efficiency)’. Massey (2007, p. 20) captures the essence 

of the need to avoid a narrow perspective on public administration by arguing that ‘in the 

modern, post-NPM world of public administration, there is no Stalinist one-size-fits-all, 

context is everything’. This means that a grand theory of public value and how it is to be applied 

is not something that is particularly realistic or useful. Pyper (2015, p. 31) notes that ‘public 

value itself certainly adds to our understanding of the complexities and challenges of modern 

public administration. It is not a successor paradigm in its own right’. What public value does 

provide is a way to help analysts of public administration to recalibrate conceptual positions 

towards one that accounts more for how institutional and policy relationships are shaped by 

social, political, economic and technological contexts.   

 

This chapter has highlighted key conceptual themes that will be of importance for the 

remainder of the book but has done so by calling for students of public value to dovetail this 

area of research with the evaluation literature. The more one delves into the public value 

literature the less important a single definition (or even a set of definitions) seems to become 

in that the ‘value of public value’ is to understand what it is associated with (for example - 

networks, innovation, leadership, advocacy, evidence, collaboration, learning, improvement, 

evaluation, participation, impact and complexity).  If claims were made that there was even a 

fairly strong degree of conceptual clarity associated with public value  then authors would be 

accused of being unrealistic and not taking into account the complexities of the public sector.  



It is plausible to suggest a combination of being cautious to not overinflate what is new in 

public administration, given that institutional change is inherently conservative, yet there are 

dangers of being overly conservative about the propensity for public administration to not 

change and innovate. As Streeck and Thelen (2005, p. 8) note, ‘we must avoid being caught in 

a conceptual schema that provides only for either incremental change … or disruptive change’. 

With this in mind, one way to conceive of public value is that it is the result of cumulative 

change from a phase of NPM, rather than it emerging and supplanting as a paradigmatic force 

in its own right.  Such debates are explored in some detail throughout the book by pursuing a 

number of themes related to governance in the context of leading and managing public value 

processes. The next chapter, by Robert Pyper, considers such debates in the context of 

contemporary public sector reform in the UK.   
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