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Abstract

Statistics-based performance measures have been creeping up on Britons for years but they mushroomed in their number and grew in importance after the 1997 election of a Labour government. We were flooded with all sorts of measures and did not know what to make of it. Now we can look back at that experience and see what was good and bad – there are plenty of examples of both – and look to the future.

This paper will look at the institutional, cultural and statistical changes that are required in the years ahead if the current arrangements are going to be materially improved. There are some signs of hope but until there is a fair and reasoned framework for the debate on targets and performance indicators, it is hard to be sure that society is benefiting and the right policies are being pursued. When the framework is good, the media coverage will improve and one of the foundation stones for increasing trust in the democratic and political process will be in place. 

Introduction

A debate about targets and related data is possible now in a way that was not so a decade ago - no society has ever been measured quite as much as ours at this time. We have never before had the computing power to allow us to collect and analyse these numbers. And the internet makes the figures readily available and generally they are free. Despite the adverse publicity that data often gets, Britain benefits from a rich supply of numbers - indeed it is probably only because so much data is available that the criticism is at the level it is - but of course it could be much better and presented more usefully. 
A good range of statistics has a vital role to play in helping to rescue politics and the democratic process from distrust and apathy. Poor data, politically manipulated will feed the scepticism of the press and public. We have a mixed bag in the UK at this time – partly statistical and partly political. The difficulties reflect a range of problems - a complicated cocktail of errors, revisions, biased or skilful presentation, spinning and leaking, stupid targets and benign neglect of data quality. Many problems could be resolved with the desire and some money but neither are in great supply.  

The public mistrust and poor use of figures by government is a shame as we were promised a big cleanup of data after the 1997 election following the pledge to introduce an independent statistical service.  But it is very slow in coming and its implementation is half-hearted.  While there are many success stories of new and better statistics, a few highlighted problems tarnish the good work and undermine confidence in the system, not only in the data but in the whole process of government.  We are yet to see political independence for official statistics. Indeed, the governing Labour Party’s own website contains one of the most perfect examples of statistical manipulation and sleight of hand, showing how close such dark skills are to the heart of power. (See annex for details) 

While many of the individual number crunchers in government are scrupulous in their attention to detail and impartiality, there are examples of figures that suggest that some statistical work in government departments falls short of the ideal. Statisticians working in the Office for National Statistics, the powerhouse of the British official statistical system, have day to day freedoms to do the best job possible, yet the organisation reports to the Chancellor and depends on his goodwill for funding. This link might distort the priorities of the senior statisticians and the work programme of the office. At least half of central government’s statisticians – and often those producing important data – work in other departments and more directly report to ministers. This has been likened to giving an alcoholic the keys to a pub.

Targets

Against this background, the measurement culture has become an increasingly important feature of public services over the last 10 or 15 years as more and more organisations began to have data that could be used as the basis for measurement. Targets were given a kick start and given increased political importance by the new Labour government in 1997 with its election pledges on jobs and hospital waiting lists and became especially important in 1998 following the first comprehensive spending review and the original publication of public service agreements. Both the 2004 Budget and spending review emphasised the government’s continued enthusiasm for them. 

Most people agree that performance indicators have managerial, democratic and research value. Organisations need to have a means of measuring their own performance internally (often between people or groups doing the same job) and in comparison (as an organisation) with others in order to learn and develop. Taxpayers and users of public services have a right to know how well their services are being delivered and who is accountable for them. And there is a genuine research role in discovering "what works".

Despite the general support for the government's use of targets many people have serious reservations about their operation in practice.  There are allegations of cheating, perverse consequences and distortions in pursuit of targets, along with unfair pressure on professionals.  League tables and ranking lists are often seen as untrustworthy and misleading. The increase in accountability and transparency which targets in theory bring, and should be invaluable, has been marred by insufficient heed being given to the risks of over interpretation in the presence of large, often inadequately reported uncertainty. 

As the Royal Statistical Society said, "Good performance monitoring is productive for all concerned but done badly, it can be very costly, ineffective, harmful and destructive." A subsequent report from the RSS offered practical solutions for resolving critical issues in target setting and in the design, analysis and reporting of performance indicators, against which current and future performance monitoring of the public services could be judged.  

The government set out its own aspirations for the targets.  It said they should be SMART - specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and timed. Laudable as these aims are, in many cases there has been a failure to connect between the politicians at the centre setting the targets and the employees on the front-line whose job it is to deliver them. 

Targets can be of different types and importance. The most important group are public service agreements made between the Treasury and government departments.  But beyond that there are targets announced by the Prime Minister, other ministers or heads of non departmental bodies, those included in white papers and other reports, those set by Labour in opposition or at party conferences or other political events.  The government said in March 1999 that it had set 350 policy targets and 175 efficiency targets.  Research by the Liberal Democrats found many more - 8600 - and that did not to include any set for the Scottish, Welsh or Northern Ireland offices, the regional development agency, and most of the Best Value targets set for local authorities.  The number of targets has since been cut.  

The Public Administration Committee made a number of recommendations in its 2003 report, including ensuring greater local autonomy to construct more meaningful and relevant targets, making sure they are as few as possible and focus on key outcomes, widening the targets consultation process to involve professionals and service users, and reforming the way in which targets are set to move away from the simplistic hit or miss approach.  The committee also called for common reporting standards on targets and an independent assessment by the National Audit Office of whether and how far targets have been met.  These hopes along with the committee's desire to see a more mature political debate about the measurement culture based on a better understanding of targets as tools to improve performance has yet to be fulfilled.

There are a number of failings:

1. A lack of clarity about what the government is trying to achieve and risks to equity

There is no guarantee that a reliance on national targets will promote greater equity. A national target can be met in more than one way and some of them promote greater equity that others.  For example, a 10% improvement in services can be achieved if all providers improve equally.  It can also be achieved if some units do disproportionately well while others fail.  If top performers improve most, the gap in the available service quality will widen between citizens in different parts of the country. 

2.  Failure to provide a clear sense of direction and a clear message to staff

Targets can never be substitutes for a proper and clearly expressed strategy and set of priorities - they can be good servants but are poor masters.  Targets should drop out of the business plan and not the other way round. Local people need to feel the centrally imposed targets reflect sensible aspirations if they are not to be counterproductive.  Professionals need to feel ownership of the targets  - they have often expressed concern that targets fail to take account of their special expertise and judgment.  Many have felt undermined by targets with the late 1990s obsession with cutting hospital waiting lists frequently cited, by doctors who say they distorted medical treatments, as the most damaging example.

Another problem is the tendency for central government sometimes to appear to pluck targets out of the air in support of the latest initiative.  Such targets tend not to command respect or credibility.  The aim to reduce school truancies by 10% by 2004 compared to 2002 is relevant and highly desirable but the target figure was seen as quite arbitrary - 5% or 20% would have had just as much rationale.

It is also usually inept to set extreme value targets, such is "no patient shall wait in accident and emergency for more than four hours" because as soon as one patient has waited more than four hours, the target is forgone and seen as irrelevant to staff.  Typically, avoiding extremes consumes disproportionate resources for an organisation.  It would have been far wiser to have the target as "95% of patients will wait in accident and emergency for under four hours" but it was presumably not deemed as politically desirable.

3.  Failure to focus on delivering results

Even if the government is achieving the majority of the PSA targets it has set itself that does not mean that results are also being delivered.  There are documented cases where the measurement ceases to be a means to an end and becomes the end in itself - more effort is being directed into ensuring that the figures produced have hit the targets than to improving services. There is evidence that targets for ambulance response time were jeopardising the effective delivery of services and with it clinical outcomes. The national targets for ambulances require them to respond to incidents defined as life threatening emergencies within a certain number of minutes.  There has been no uniform standard of measurement of ambulance response times within the many ambulance services. The clock starts at different times - the time the call was made, was answered, classified to a particular grade of emergency, dispatch of the ambulance, or the ambulance leaving - which may vary by several minutes.  Similarly the classification of what is a life threatening emergency differs between ambulance services and ranges from less than 10% of all emergencies to about 50%.  These differences in measurement of starting points and definition of a 'life threatening emergency' cast doubt on the usefulness of their targets.  

Another danger with the measurement culture is that excessive attention is given to what can easily be measured at the expense of what is difficult or impossible to measure quantitatively even though this may be fundamental to the service provided.  The quality of patient care or the time devoted by a teacher to a difficult child's needs is not easily measured.

Hospital consultants have explained that the waiting time targets for new outpatient appointments at their hospitals have been achieved by canceling and delaying follow up appointments for existing patients often with damaging consequences for those patients whose treatments had not been completed.

A more direct threat to the public service ethos is the deliberate falsification of information and failure to follow proper procedures, amounting at times to cheating.  Targets for accident and emergency maximum waiting times were being circumvented by imaginative fixes where trolleys either had their wheels removed or were redesignated as "beds on wheels" and corridors and treatment rooms were redesignated as "pre-admission units". Evidence of deliberate manipulation of figures has come to light in other parts of the NHS, perhaps most notoriously the case of hospital waiting lists - which comprise the people who have been referred by a GP to a hospital consultant and, having seen the consultant, are waiting for the start of the treatment. The figures for hospital waiting lists were vital for the government as the promise to reduce waiting lists by 100,000 was a key pledge of Labour in the 1997 election. 

4. Failures in reporting and monitoring

The NAO has noted the absence of either centrally accepted standards for reporting performance or of any general audit requirements for validation of results reported.  Many of the NAO's value for money reports have examined departments' performance measurement systems or validated performance data.  The NAO reported that in over 80% of such first-time validations, they found that the organisation had materially misstated their achievements or had failed to disclose potentially material weaknesses with their data.  In over 70% of validations there were material inaccuracies in performance data used to track progress against one or more key targets.  

According to the NAO the reason for these problems was a lack of attention to, or expertise in, performance measurement and reporting techniques.  But the absence of any routine external validation of the measures meant that there was no external discipline of reporting, and no routine independent review of the quality of information.  There has been little central guidance on how such reporting should be carried out but the situation jeopardises the credibility of the whole policy of government by measurement.

Difficulties in monitoring and reporting have also sometimes been the result of poorly thought out targets.  The Statistics Commission has pointed out that in some policy areas targets have been set without consideration of the practicalities of monitoring and what data do or do not already exist. Many people feel that performance targets need to be independently validated if they are to be credible.  At the moment, all such assessments are based on departments' own judgments of how well they have performed against their targets.  

Institutions can appear out of line with others in rank orderings based on performance indicators for various reasons other than their true performance, one of which is poor quality of data.  For example, in one piece of research based on official data, the university given the title "the worst university" in 1997 found itself in that position because of incorrect data.  It had accidentally included 267 students who had enrolled on a single year course as students on the traditional three year course. Naturally their progression rates to a second year course were very low - about 11% - compared to the national average of 77% for those on three year courses.  But the incorrect inclusion of these students in the aggregates caused the averages for that institution to plummet. 

5. Confused accountability 

A major cause of confusion over accountability is the fact that the centre does not have a strong enough sense of the importance of the structure of service delivery.  Although the Westminster system tries to centralise the responsibility for the performance of all public services, the delivery of services is dispersed and often devolved. Departments do not have their hands on the management of programs - they supervise policies for which ministers answer to Parliament, while others deliver them. 

A decade and more of structural reforms in public administration has increased the complexity of what is in effect multi-layered government.  At the top is a layer of Whitehall departments, in the middle are a set of institutions such as local authorities and health bodies supervising the delivery of public services, who are working with others, often contractors, who are organising the manpower and at the bottom are individuals who meet the public when they go to a school, the surgery or a library.  This complex geography has a profound effect on accountability and motivation and means there are fundamental problems with the accountability of any target that is set centrally without proper reference to those on the front line.  

As long as targets are being met, the centre and local providers can happily claim ownership and credit.  However, if the targets are missed this may well lead to acrimonious dispute about where the blame rests.  The setting of impossible targets is a recipe for the growth of blame culture.

6. The problems with presentation - league tables and other simplistic measures

There is also a danger that any achievement short of 100% success is classified as failure.  Simplistic approaches of this kind, with political and media charges about failure to meet fully the targets, can be profoundly demoralising to schools, teachers, police officers and hospital staff who have worked hard to achieve progress in the face of local difficulties.  Crude league tables and star ratings can be particularly misleading and demotivating, as they tend to make everybody except the "league champions" look and feel like failures.  

Crude ratings tend to take no account of the particular features of local communities which can go a long way in explaining the different performance of areas. For example, it might be expected that the school exam success in English for a London Borough such as Tower Hamlets, where two thirds of the population is Bangladeshi, might well be lower than the national average even if the efforts of the teachers and pupils are above average. Even so there have been press reports that ministers had seriously considered using such naive information to help decide on the fate of head teachers.  

League tables also usually fail to take account of uncertainties due to the quality and variability of the data. For many purely statistical reasons the performance of a hospital's surgeons or a school's pupils will fluctuate from year to year.  

League tables are best avoided if there is no measurements of ranking uncertainty included. Star ratings - essentially presenting a series of categories or leagues rather than a straight ranking in one league table - are generally deemed preferable but they also need to explain the uncertainty involved in the categorisation. The star ratings system for hospitals (first published in 2001, it graded each of the hospital trusts between zero and three starts) has suffered particular criticism. 

Many practitioners have advocated the use of so-called funnel plots, which can identify outliers, in preference to league tables.  If there are several or many performance indicators available for analysis, and amalgamation into a single summary figure can be avoided, information can be illustrated by means of a so-called "spider web", sometimes known as star plots.  The advantage of this presentation is that it precludes overemphasis and distortion often inherent in single measures.  

The measurement culture adapts

There is no doubt that the management culture has been adapting fast during the 1990s and is continuing to adapt.  The number of PSAs has been reduced since they were first introduced in 1998 and an increasing number of targets are now outcome or output related.  Some key targets have been changed (for example the switch between waiting list numbers to waiting times in health) or abandoned as unhelpful or unrealistic (examples are drugs and traffic congestion).  Some targets have become less rigid and more aspirational. There is also a greater emphasis from the centre on consultation. The publication of the pan-government FABRIC report in 2001 provides guidance to government departments on setting targets.  The report stressed the importance of reliable data and recommended the use of National Statistics where appropriate, on the grounds that these data are more likely to meet the expected standards in terms of transparency, quality and integrity – but NS are still only used for a minority of the targets.    

There has been a call for the provision of measures of progress that can give a more rounded and accurate picture of how schools, hospitals and other public services are performing - in direct contrast to the 1990's fashion for "naming and shaming". Such measures would be much closer to what most people want from public services.  

Access to data about targets used to be very hard to find.  But the latest figures relating to the major public service agreements can now be found on the Treasury web site.  

The required cultural change

If the practice of targeting is to improve then a few changes will be required – the first in the list are on the part of ministers and the others by statisticians. A growing acceptance of shortcomings by the centre will also need to be matched by an acceptance among professionals that government by measurement is here to stay.
Fairer presentation

Most politicians love quoting figures. It suggests they have grasped the detail of policy and they come over hard-nosed and unanswerable. Politicians naturally present existing data in the best possible light but they have to be a bit more even-handed in their presentation, perhaps reducing the extent of boasting. Politicians rarely lie but they are often economical with the truth.  We might well be told that personal tax rates have not risen under Labour - and indeed they have not.  But that does not mean that most people are not paying more personal tax or that the total tax burden on people has not risen - it has.  Britain is currently experiencing a period of historically very low inflation and long-term interest rates, but is due to the actions of the current government? Since the trend was established under the previous administration and is pretty much a worldwide phenomenon, it might be strange if our government were to take particular credit for the achievement.  In the public spending review of 1998, the Chancellor announced that spending on education, for example, would be rising by £19 billion.  Close examination of the figures showed that what he meant was that it would be rising by £3 billion in the coming year and by £6 billion and £10 billion in two years after. The sum of these three incremental increases being £19 billion. This unusual way of presenting public expenditure increases – which did not represent particularly high real terms increases going forward compared to the past – probably contributed to the setting of (too) high expectations that voters had of improvements in public service.

Leaking and spinning 

Government ministers and their senior officials have access to data up to three days prior to its release.  They say they need this pre-release access in order to be while briefed when the data are released so that they can respond to any questions they might be asked. Unfortunately some ministers and officials occasionally find the temptation to leak the data – usually in a very subtle form – irresistible. The Statistics Commission’s 2004 annual report listed a number of instances during the previous year when the data had been leaked and expressed its dissatisfaction with the practice.  Both the commission and the National Statistician would like to see an end to pre-release access but they are powerless to bring this about unless ministers agree.    

Try not to move targets 

In the late 1990s the government set hundreds of targets will variety of public services.  Although some of these targets have been met, many have been dropped and some redefined.  Where some form of redefinition has taken place, this can either be a rewording or recalibration of the target itself or a change to the data that is going to be used to measure against the original unchanged target.  The government set a target for a sharp reduction in childhood poverty.  Originally the definition of childhood poverty that was chosen was the number of children living in households where the income was less than 60% of the median. Initially including, and then excluding, housing costs as it would be an easier target to hit in a period of rising house prices.  

Ensure proper funding

When government wants to move rapidly it can. Regarding animals used in scientific tests, most people would like to know either how many animals die in the testing process or what their suffering is.  The current data - and only available data - show instead the number of animals in the latest year which have been used for animal experiments for the first time.  A review was announced in 2003 and yet by the end of 2004 there was still no response.  If there was a real desire within government to have proper data surely the recommendations would have been produced more quickly.  In contrast, where government decides it does want to move quickly it does so regardless of the pressures is government statisticians find themselves under.  Examples from the last couple of years would include the Treasury-led Allsopp Review, on the statistical needs associated with regional policy, and the Atkinson Review, on measuring productivity in the public sector.  Both these reviews were carried out very swiftly and the many and complex recommendations are being funded by the Treasury.

Get the right data 

Many questions that we would like answered remain unanswered because the right data do not exist.  There are no regular surveys, for example, of the number of illegal immigrants in the country, the scale of the black economy or most other illegal activities. If there is no data, there will be less substance to any debate on the associated issue.  Revisions and errors need to be minimised.

The problem of data from administrative systems

Most data come from surveys conducted by the government but in an increasing number of areas figures are being produced as a by-product of administrative systems. Statisticians ought to tell us when such figures are being distorted by changes in administration. 

The government is very keen to remind us at every opportunity that the New Deal for young people has effectively eradicated long-term youth unemployment.  But armed with a clearer understanding of what the New Deal actually requires of the young people and how long-term unemployment is defined, the value of these figures is thrown into doubt.  Participation in the New Deal is compulsory for all young people under 25 years of age once they have been in unemployment for six months. They are then required to engage in one of the New Deal options such as training or workplace experience for a period of some weeks.  At the end of the training period, a number of the young people will find work, while those that do not will return to claiming unemployment benefit, i.e. jobseeker's allowance. Those returning to benefit will count as newly unemployed even if immediately prior to that short period of training they had been unemployed for a period of six months.  The terms and conditions of the New Deal have been skilfully crafted in such a way that the scheme has effectively made it impossible for a person under 25 to be long-term unemployed - as long-term unemployment is defined as being unemployed for over six months.  The few thousand people currently in the statistics as long-term youth unemployed are either a small minority who have slipped through the net or will be people in the seventh or eighth month of unemployment awaiting the start of their New Deal option.  This is not to say, of course, that there are no young people who are effectively permanently unemployed. It is just that their long term of unemployment is punctuated by placements on New Deal options (or off benefit for another reason).  But so far as the record book shows, the Labour government has done away with the problem of long-term youth unemployment.

The act of counting makes things worse 

There are many cases of the statistics starting to show the rising trend there has been panic about something rather than before it.  Classic examples might be the reporting to police of racially inspired attacks (for example, the number of racist attacks reported to the Metropolitan Police increased fivefold in the year after the death of Stephen Lawrence) and the number of sex attacks on children (when more are reported after a wave of publicity). Again our statisticians ought to warn of these problems. 

Keep data changes to a minimum

It is inevitable that definitions will change over time.  Generally such changes are for the better as new, improved sources of information become available they will make the estimates of variables more accurate.  But these changes are not always advertised in advance, thoroughly signalled when they occur or properly explained at the time.  Sometimes there is a hint of political involvement driving the change.  

In the summer of 2004, after much political and public comment that the large injections of spending into the health service did not seem to be delivering extra outputs, the Office for National Statistics published largely out of the blue new figures for health service productivity. These had the effect of doubling the rise in health sector output over the previous six years. It seemed strange to many observers that there was so little forewarning about such a large change when normally much smaller changes are thoroughly publicised. Also in 2004, the ONS changed the methodology used to calculate the monthly inflation figures. They introduced the use of so-called “hedonics” to better measure quality change in some areas of the RPI. This had the happy consequence of reducing the inflation rate thereby saving the Treasury millions of pounds a year in payments (for index-linked benefits and savings products) and taxes (by up rating allowances by less). 

All of these issues which make our lives with statistics harder than they should be are compounded by some other unfortunate “facts of life” that statisticians should rally against. For example, data for the right geography (United Kingdom, Great Britain, England and Wales together and sometimes for England on its own) is not always available. And often data is almost impossible to find! Different government departments have different ways of presenting data. Some are free, others are not. Some are only in books, others are in databases. Most are on line but many are not. Some have customer service people to help while others positively discourage contact with users. 

Conclusion

It is unclear how much of the problem is due to conspiracy and how much to cock-up. We will probably never know. But our politicians and government statisticians have some way to go if they are to be trusted and inspiring useful public servants. 

The idea that counting things could abolish politics altogether and usher in a reign of facts wasn't true when pioneering statisticians thought it two centuries ago, and it isn't true now, but I am convinced that the quality of today’s political debate in parliament and the media would be higher – and the policies followed better – if we had stronger factual foundations. Britain does not even have a key indicators report as found in many other countries. It is a sensible target for the country to have robust, accessible, trusted and reliable figures on the key issues of the day within a decade.  

ANNEX - "Things can only get better" - a case study in data manipulation

This song was the theme tune for the Labour Party in the 1997 general election.  A kind interpretation of this choice of music would be that it simply reflected the Labour Party's enthusiasm to do a good job.  From a statistical point of view, however, the definition of "a good job" led to the presentation of an Orwellian database showing that the government had been successful in improving all aspects of the lives of everyone in Britain everywhere, all of the time.  

The evidence is drawn directly from the statistics on "What Labour's done in your constituency" made available on the Labour party web site.  (At the time of the 2001 election, the web site was www.labourparty.org. It is now www.labour.org.uk and the data can be found by clicking on "making life better" and then "in your area".) In essence, the methods that Labour adopted meant that a picture of general, but modest and variable, social improvement was transformed into a picture of universal improvement.  The web site contains thousands upon thousands of apparently relevant performance indicators, every one of which the party can claim illustrates the success of its policies.  In fact the database is the result of a certain amount of sleight of hand designed to provide a somewhat distorted picture of the local geography of Britain.  (Source: "A good place to bury bad news?  Hiding the detail in the geography on the Labour party's web site", Political quarterly 73, 2002)

In the months leading up to the 2001 general election the Labour Party's web site included certain statistical indicators for each of the 641 Parliamentary constituencies in England, Wales and Scotland.  The constituency profiles were designed to indicate how conditions have improved in each local area after four years of Labour.  If they had not improved, then the data being shown was changed, to make them improve.  The profiles of each constituency were arranged in several categories - for example, economic stability, families and children, pensioners, schools standards, crying and rebuilding the NHS - and each category contained a number of indicators, up to 28 in total.  For example, under the crime category, data included the increase in police force numbers and the percentage fall in crime since 1997.

It is extremely unlikely that the many thousands of indicators improved for all constituencies.  However, the Labour Party reported the figures in such a way as to make it appear that they did.  For example, if an indicator had not improved for one timescale than the timescale was changed for that constituency to one in which conditions had improved.  Indicators are also reported on different spatial scales - if conditions had not improved at the constituency level, for example, then a larger scale - such as the region - was deployed at which things has improved.  

In the case of crime figures, for example, one third of constituencies had indicators given in terms of averages for the whole of England and Wales, not by police force area, if those constituencies were in areas where crime had increased. Crime fell in England and Wales overall, but in only two thirds of police force areas. Thus, on this web site, crime had fallen under Labour everywhere and police numbers had similarly risen everywhere, even though to show this both the spatial and temporal scale had to be altered to ensure universal improvement.
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