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FRAMEWORK FOR INFORM ATION EXCHANGE IN LO CAL DEVELOPMENT (FIELD ) 

Introduction  

Setting the context: the drive for "evidence-based" policy 

There is a view in some quarters that the information base to support local actors in the design of local 

economic and employment development policies suffers from insufficient depth, detail, continuity and 

methodological rigour
1
. If true, this would appear to be a serious problem since the greater complexity of 

local circumstances places particularly high demands on the information needed to measure the 

effectiveness of policy interventions. Not all of this is necessarily a matter for the local players, however. 

As we shall go on to show, most local actors find themselves having to depend for key information on data 

drawn down from the standard data series provided by national statistical offices. But since the focus of 

these central agencies is more generally to serve the needs of national governments, tailoring information 

to the needs of local development policy often tends to be of secondary importance.  

Paradoxically, however, most of the information central governments collect and process is in reality 

sourced locally ï from citizens in censuses of various kinds; from specific data series on firms, from 

benefit claimants, from taxpayers, from surveys and so on. These are then drawn up into higher level 

central datasets, used for the purposes decreed by the central agencies and, where local data series are 

provided, fed down again to be used by players at this level. Part of the problem for local players is not so 

much of sourcing better information locally. More often it is one of having access to right kind of quality 

data under whatever system of governance and information management is in place to service their needs.  

Under these conditions much of the economic and employment information that local policymakers 

have at their disposal tends to take a particular form. Information comes from the top downwards and is 

normally based on estimates drawn from national datasets. These are arrived at by performing operations 

on higher order data to derive information series for lower order spatial units. In many cases the national 

data is itself built up using controlled sampling procedures, deriving estimates with accepted standard 

errors.  

Where these estimates are used at the national scale the error term is under control but as the level of 

spatial disaggregation falls the user can be presented with information that can be misleading without 

careful qualification. Where trend data is involved this can also interact with issues about timeliness that 

can compound the challenge of finding good and consistent economic indicator data for local areas. In the 

realm of social information (poverty, social deprivation etc), while these same problems also exist, there is 

more of a tendency to collect dedicated data from bottom up sources but here too estimates from national 

series are widely used to assemble indicators at local level.  

Since local policymakers (local authorities and agencies) normally have to deal with a wide spectrum 

of economic and social life in their areas in strategy making and policy delivery, they inevitably find 

themselves having to deal with highly complex data landscapes. We see this as fundamental in taking a 

more realistic view of issues about the depth, detail and rigour of the evidence base for local development 

policy that we alluded to earlier. Trying to establish a more evidence-based approach for local policy-

making runs headlong into a morass of technical, methodological and resource issues.
2
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So far as we can tell, most professionals who work in the field are readily persuaded of the need to be 

more rigorous in measuring the effectiveness and impact of their interventions. But wishing does not make 

it so. What we can demonstrate for the six case study areas that formed the empirical platform for this 

report is that all have grappled seriously with the demand for rigour and have tried to make the best of the 

information resources available to them. All have dedicated units of professionals in place to assist them in 

data handling. The ambition for all has been to make the best they can of both the information handed 

down to them and what they can collect themselves within the limitations of available resources.   

These introductory observations hint at how difficult it is for some of those concerned with the design, 

implementation and evaluation of actions for local employment and economic development to get the 

evidence they need. What makes this more critical is that we have now had around two decades of 

enthusiastically applied local policy across the EU and from the very outset; there has been a demand from 

sceptics for what they call hard evidence to demonstrate the real value-added of the local approach. The 

anecdotal evidence for value-added has been generally positive and almost everyone, it seems, has had a 

good story to tell. But as we shall go on to show, other forms of more quantitative evidence with the 

necessary consistency and rigour have ï often with good reason - been much harder to come by. It is not 

just a matter of a general sloppiness in approach or even, as sceptics might suggest, that there is some real 

problem in the effectiveness of local action that "lack of hard measurement" can be used to hide. The point 

we shall be making throughout this report is that there are real and highly challenging issues ï theoretical 

and technical ï that make it genuinely hard to bring quantitative rigour to measuring the value of local 

action. We believe that there is a case to be made for anecdote as a means to recover critically important 

tacit knowledge. Indeed, combined with the structured sharing of good practice through discursive methods 

of description, debate and mutual learning, anecdote may well be more satisfactory than lending too much 

uncritical weight to "hard" data containing error that is hard to estimate.  

No shortage of data gathering activity on local economies 

There is, then, no reluctance to undertake evidence-gathering by policy-makers at local level. Indeed, 

quite the opposite seems to be the case. Local agencies ï including those examined for this project ï can be 

shown to gather vast amounts of information. There is certainly no shortage of general data about 

economic and social trends at local level and comprehensive sets of "high visibility" publications are 

normally available on demand. As we have said, these usually consist of local data drawn down from 

national series. Not surprisingly, most of what is presented in the public domain is designed to show the 

local area in the best possible light. "Place marketing" is an entirely rational and legitimate local 

development activity and the "marketing feel" of many of these publications has a strategic purpose. 

Nevertheless, the data they depend on is usually put together by statistically competent professionals with 

an interest in rigorous reporting.  

One important purpose for these kinds of publications is to assemble cross-sectional and trend data 

about the local area to help construct a shared local discourse about the nature of the place, its economy 

and society. Politically speaking, this can have real power when local politicians and administrators are 

armed with good information effectively to map needs and to set out alternative perspectives on "what is to 

be done". A second vital benefit of good and trusted data is to get the necessary "buy-in" to capture 

resources for a given strategy. An essential part of this is to use trusted data to influence a key "external" 

audience ï national politicians and government officials and the business community ï whose interest in 

and support for the local area is always critical.  

There is an important health warning to be introduced here, however. By virtue of being in control of 

the data management process those who manage the information about local areas can find themselves in a 

strong position to influence the policy agenda. For a given place, the determination of what local 

development problems are there to be dealt with is based more than a little on what information (hard and 
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soft) is available to those who make decisions
3
. This places an additional premium both on methodological 

rigour and on allowing for non-specialists to understand - and perhaps sometimes contest - what they see. 

At the level of general strategy the issue may be less about what evidence there is that particular remedies 

can be shown to work but more on getting the right evidence for the specification of the problems in the 

first place. 

This last is a more important issue for local development policy practice than might at first be 

recognised. The relationship between policy-makers and the environment to which they respond is a 

reflexive one. Good information is the window through which this takes place. Local actors operate on the 

environment they "see" and what they go on do serves to alter that environment. There are selective 

influences at work everywhere ï what is seen to be the problem and what is judged as requiring policy 

action; what action is taken against what objectives and indicators; what information is garnered about 

outputs, results and impacts. Regardless of other issues in this complex bundle of choices, what 

information is available to whom and for what, plays a powerful and often perhaps overlooked role. It is 

for this reason that a debate about data and indicators is important for the wider community of local 

development practitioners and for an ongoing process to review and share good practice. 

As part of this, most of the more technically challenging data series are open to special influence by 

what might be called "information gatekeepers". Their position in the system of governance may vary in 

important ways. Ideally, those charged with handling data and offering technical advice on interpretation 

should operate from a position of independence and openness to all. Empirical observation shows, 

however, that this may not always the case. The information function may, for example, have a particular 

departmental positioning ï influencing what data is collected and perhaps pulling the policy discourse in 

that direction. In some cases special technical requirements may lead to an externalisation of a key part of 

the data function perhaps to an academic institute or a private consultancy. There is a danger here for non-

specialists to be too ready to accept received wisdom that they are in no position properly to interrogate. 

Information, even for local development policy, brings with it a degree of power and on the basis of this it 

is important to accept in sharing good practice that there is a "politics" (small "p") as well as a technology 

to information handling. 

The growing importance of monitoring and evaluation data 

Another, publicly less visible but nevertheless highly intense, form of local data gathering going on 

virtually everywhere is the assembly of the information needed for monitoring and evaluating particular 

actions, programmes and strategies. This has become standard practice. Formal policy evaluation is 

currently very much in vogue and has become a recommended approach in government circles at all levels 

from the EU through the local authority to the local partnership body. Particularly where financial support 

has come from EU sources, a mandatory requirement to gather output/outcome and impact information has 

had the effect of significantly increasing data capture for the purposes of evaluation.  

Much of this information is, by definition, captured initially at local level for projects and 

programmes the existence of which is usually justified by some form of ex-ante appraisal that depends on 

the cross-sectional and trend data just discussed. Where this wealth of material can be linked in some way 

with this aggregate performance data, it can offer an important step forward in trying to provide an 

evidence base for local development. New Public Management approaches have given an even stronger 

push to this ï using pre-set target indicators drive align and drive policy delivery in those governance 

systems adopting them.  

Gathering enough information about local trends and capturing extensive monitoring data on the 

effectiveness of particular local policy interventions is not then the key problem in striving to get more 

hard evidence into local development practice. What we have seen throughout the current project are 
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excellent examples where the local agencies have tried earnestly to deal with the complexities information 

and evidence issue and harness the resultant material to service their own policy needs. While more and 

more information has clearly been collected and processed, this has been complicated by issues 

surrounding content, methodology, data organisation, timeliness and quality.  

In the face of this, our ambition in the project has been two-fold; i) to review the issue of finding the 

right kind of data to support local development policy in general and; ii) to introduce the issue of 

information landscapes and their complexity as a critical - and often overlooked - backdrop to the debate 

on evidence and rigour in the local development field. 

Information Supporting Local Policy Actions 

What kinds of information 

In light of what has been said above we can set some objectives for trying to take a realistic view of 

the information that is needed effectively to support local development policy. The following three 

requirements generally apply: 

 For information adequately and rigorously to specify the critical local development issues to be 

confronted and the problems likely to be encountered in meeting them (for example, labour 

productivity lower than the average but education system showing low attainment); 

 For information to demonstrate to relevant third parties (local politicians and business and central 

government officials and ministers) that by acting locally some additional leverage can be 

brought to bear on finding a solution and some extra value added delivered;  

 For information to show how particular local projects/programmes have been successful 

(effective, efficient and with positive outcomes) in having an impact on certain critical local 

development issues (for example, raising productivity by taking action with young people locally 

to raise their educational aspirations) 

As has been pointed out elsewhere
4
, however, part of the difficulty with all of this is to be able to 

deliver a clear view of what constitutes local employment and economic development policy ï "acting 

locally" - in the first place. Without this, the subject for study is destined to remain unbounded and will 

always be open to the charge that not only is it ill-defined but that being ill-defined it is inevitably 

unmeasured and potentially even unmeasurable. This was, indeed, the view of the Court of Auditors (2002) 

who saw local development policy as having "no specific definition" and lacking "specific details of the 

scope and application of the policy".  

This cannot be ignored and it is necessary - before we move on to look at the information needed to 

support the sound application of the local development policy ï briefly to attempt to unpack some of the 

issues that have caused this confusion. Let us begin by saying that we need to point up two different, but 

closely related, sorts of approaches and that that good local information is probably required for both of 

them. 

What constitutes local in policy terms? 

The local as a dimension of policy governance 

On the one hand, there is an approach to local development that might describe it as being simply 

about the application of good policy governance. That is, regardless of the policy instruments themselves, 
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it is the way the actions are constructed within the sphere of governance (power, resources and the 

allocation of tasks) that adds the true net value added. The specific "acting locally" component here is 

represented by local groups and players being able to demonstrate that in making a real impact on certain 

defined problems they are more efficient and effective than those operating at a geographical (and perhaps 

cultural) distance. 

It matters less whether the problems themselves are conceptualised as economic market failures or 

about issues of local empowerment than whether having the agency for action close to the effective action 

space works better than agencies acting at a distance. To put it more simply the question is; "what works 

better ï exclusive action by the distributed arms of a national agency or action by giving more 

responsibility to local players?" Clearly, the answer is largely contingent to the policy involved - some 

actions are likely to be better at national scale than local scale - so part of the defining criterion for local 

development is to find good evidence to determine which policy actions are best taken where across the 

different governance levels and which amongst these can be shown to be best done locally.  

Fortunately, there is now a history over more than two decades of local policy action and it is entirely 

possible to come up with answers to this sort of question local area by local area. As always, however, the 

difficulty with taking this forward into the creation of some sort of generic inventory of "good" local policy 

actions is the issue of contingency. Local policy actions ï good or bad - are very much set in their context 

and experience shows that inventory lists that de-contextualise what is done lose the very essence of their 

value added. 

The local as a particular economic and governance entity  

A second dimension of the general approach to local development ï connected to the first but looking 

for different sorts of answers is both a more theoretical and a more instrumental one. The key questions 

here for local authorities and partnerships might be of the following form: 

 What constitutes a local economy? 

 What makes that local economy work: 

 What drives it forward? 

 What barriers hold it back? 

 What sorts of specific interventions can be shown to improve the position? 

While we could spend a great deal of time exploring the first question it would serve to deflect us 

from the main purpose of the report. What we can offer, in the interests of simplicity rather than academic 

respectability is the following figure (Figure 1). It attempts to give some conceptual form to the elements 

that might need to be considered in viewing the local as a particular kind of economic entity. It was used 

throughout the project as a device to bring the case study respondents to participate in a discussion of their 

data handling activities through the lens of what makes their local economy work and what needs to be 

done to make it work better.  
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Figure 1.  A Simplified View of the Elements Driving a Local Economy 
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The second and third questions about what makes a local economy work are of central relevance. 

What these are looking for is some idea of the "growth factors" or "components of economic health" 

underlying the local economy and what the local authorities and partnerships involved might to do 

continuously to improve things. Part of the process of looking for solutions involves capturing some idea 

of the degree to which the local endowment of production factors and inherited assets can be mobilised 

most effectively in a competitive world. The authors of the indicator study for North East Ohio cited later 

capture the idea particularly well ï describing it as finding ways to turn local assets most effectively "into 

the winds" of powerful market forces(Eberts, Erickcek and Kleinhenz, 2005, p2).  

The information needed to achieve this is more closely aligned to the exploration of "growth factors" 

than of economic health. But although there is a subtle conceptual difference between measures for 

economic health and growth factors the truth is that indicator sets tend to be conditioned much more by 

what information is available to be used than by any nuanced views of what they might be used to 

measure. This is an issue with a very long history and it may be instructive at this juncture to introduce an 

observation made by the author 37 years ago: 

"What in theoretical terms should be a complex and fascinating problem of selecting the most 

appropriate criteria for the measurement of economic health from an almost unlimited range of variables 

is in practice a frustrating exercise in deriving surrogates from the limited information actually available. 

For the most part regional and sub-regional data useful to the study of spatial imbalances in economic 

health is restricted to a few crude indicators aggregated by restrictive and often meaningless sectoral and 

spatial units. Where comparative studies are attempted the problems are compounded" Lloyd and Dicken 

(1972, p186). 

From the perspective of the present project it is clear that policymakers in local authorities and 

partnerships are still confronting; "a frustrating exercise in deriving surrogates from the limited 
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information actually available" and although indicators are these days perhaps less crude the difficulties 

presented by "restrictive and often meaningless sectoral and spatial units" are still a substantial burden. 

Where we have moved forward not at all and where this project was seeking to make an impact was in 

trying to create some form of framework for comparative study. In strictly quantitative terms we have been 

unable to make much progress in the face of those same issues of finding cross-comparable data across 

very different information landscapes. 

What kinds of indicators? 

As we have already said, most local policy practitioners have a generally sound idea of the economic 

health of their local economies and how they "work" in broad terms. The policy aim is, of course, to make 

things work better by operating on the growth factors of a local area and as a result to improve economic 

health. But there is an ever-present requirement for this sort of tacit knowledge to be recovered and 

presented in systematic terms and, wherever possible, in hard indicator form. To achieve this, the 

requirement is to design sets of indicators that give quantitative legitimacy to the knowledge base. From 

the perspective of most respondents in the six case examples for the project, indicators of various kinds 

were applied and generally seen as being important but it has to be said that they were not at the centre of 

the policy discourse
5
. Most had assembled significant collections of indicators but what it was often 

difficult to find was whether or not those indicators had any strong relationship with some conceptual or 

theoretical notion of the way the underlying economy could be seen to work. 

The starting point for any policy intervention has to be some mapping of a need to be addressed by 

public policy. In the case of local economic development ï assuming the ambition is to improve the 

economic (and social) standing of a local area - the obvious starting point for designing indicators is to 

capture some idea of ñeconomic healthò. Most available indicator sets are designed to do this with varying 

degrees of sophistication though the term has perhaps fallen out of fashion. The challenges here arise from 

two sources: i) the limitless amount of information that might potentially be called into play; but more 

importantly ii) the severe limitations in practice on what robust data are available with reasonable resource 

limits.  

In purely conceptual terms it is possible to come up with a highly sophisticated and comprehensive 

schema for possible indicators (see Adamek 2006) but loading them with the data they need is a challenge 

in two senses. First, what can be practically captured is usually so partial that the conceptual logics break 

down. Second, even where there is a good supply of relevant data, methodological complexities can move 

interpretation into the hands of specialists and away from policymakers. The worst of all possibilities can 

arise where there is a tendency simply to collect data on everything that "looks interesting" ï with neither a 

conceptual logic to underpin it nor clarity of objectives about the relationship to the local economy.  

One approach to try to resolve the complexity issue is by applying multivariate statistical techniques 

such as Principal Components or Factor Analysis
6
. These closely related methods are used to crystallise 

wide arrays of variable data into a more simplified form to capture the "core elements" of economic health 

or the growth factors for regional or sub-regional economies. A contemporary application of this sort of 

method has recently been applied for North East Ohio. In this case multivariate analysis techniques are 

used to create a "Dashboard of Indicators for the North East Ohio Economy".  

What the analysis produces is a set of eight factors (see Table 1) that are statistically shown to be 

closely correlated with the drivers of the regional economy: regional employment, per capita income; 

output and productivity. Each of these is made up from a set of ñsub-componentsò that connect the factor 

back to those data elements that ñloadedò most closely onto it (were most closely correlated with it). This 

gives a statistically clear basis for interpreting what is meant by, for example, ñlegacy of placeò or 

ñbusiness dynamicsò. On this basis it is possible to see how different places across North East Ohio 
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ñperformò on the basis of the dashboard indicators. Significantly, however, the authors are at pains to point 

out that this does not produce a set of comparators for ranking performance but a common yardstick to see 

how places vary in what the dashboard shows using common ñinstrumentationò. 

Table 1. North East Ohio: The Dashboard Indicators 

North East Ohio: The Dashboard Indicators 

- Skilled workforce 
- Urban assimilation 
- Racial inclusion 
- Legacy of place 
- Urban/metro structure 
- Locational amenities 
- Business dynamics 
- Income equality 

Despite their sophistication, however, most quantified indicators can only give at best a partial 

reflection of what they seek to represent. Used sensitively in the local context they will at least be 

embedded in an environment of contextual knowledge that can provide a system of "checks and balances" 

and can offer an additional way to assign interpretive weight to what emerges from statistical models. It is 

when quantitative indicators become divorced from their contextual setting ï say as part of a system of 

league tables and national local performance rankings that there is a need for particular caution. Shorn of 

their context, indicators for local development can lose the whole essence of what it is that gives local 

action its merit. It is this that makes cross-comparison of indicators so challenging and also potentially 

misleading if more tacit forms of "qualifying" knowledge about the context are left behind. This has a 

critical importance for the evolving form of FIELD and we shall be returning to this issue later. 

Indicator systems across the case examples 

The project used a set of six case study examples to explore the contemporary situation with respect to 

the collection of the information needed for evidence-based policy on local development. As a reminder 

these were: 

 The Autonomous Province of Trento; 

 The City Region of Manchester; 

 The State of Brandenburg; 

 Agence de Développement et dôUrbanisme de Lille M®tropole; 

 SODERCAN, part of the Regional Development Agency of Cantabria; 

 The Employment Region of Copenhagen and Zealand, Denmark. 

All are by definition highly variable in size, function; mission and in their "landscapes of data 

availability". The companion report to this one explores this variety and its implications from the point of 

view of information systems and makes it clear that here too variety is the norm. The task for the next 

section of this report is to explore how each of these areas looks at their indicators for local development. 

Since a series of detailed summary reports is available for each local area example, the comments here will 

be in summary form. 
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The Autonomous Province of Trento 

The Province of Trento
7
 is an autonomous province of Italy and one of two provinces making up the 

wider region of Trentino-Alto Adige - Südtirol. The province is small with a total population only of 

around 500,000 but in governance terms it has very considerable admininstrative freedom across the 

health, education, welfare, physical infrastructure sectors and for physical and economic planning. From 

the point of view of the project, the ability of the Province; i) to see itself and to act as a discrete and 

coherent economic and administrative entity and; ii) to operate within a largely self-determined 

information landscape, provides a distinctive example of a unique ñclosureò for information and polcy 

action. As we shall go on to see when we look at other cases, this gives Trentino a considerable advantage 

by removing the need for its local information system to experience the diffficulties of dealing with multi-

layered governance and complex geographical spaces. 

The Trento example also brought us a particular example of an observatory-based approach to the 

collection, handling and dissemination of indicator data. In a number of local areas across Europe there has 

been a move to establish observatories to assemble comprehensive systems of indicators to be applied for 

multiple policy applications. The Permanent Observatory for the Economy, Jobs and the Assessment of 

Social Need (OPES) in Trento which part-hosted our visit, provided the project with an interesting example 

of this approach. The task of OPES is to examine the ñchanging structure and evolution of the economy 

and society in Trentino and to support the development of the Provincial Development Programmeò. 

Significantly in view of what has been said earlier about the importance of the "politics" of information 

handling, it represents an independent and open resource as a joint venture between the University and the 

Autonomous Province of Trento. 

OPES has at its disposal a highly comprehensive and wide ranging set of indicators ranging over a 

comprehensive span of topics (see Table 2). These are segmented into indicators for international and, 

separately, for national and EU use. The data are regularly updated and are used to support the Province of 

Trento and other key organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Industrial and Business 

Associations.  

Table 2. Trento Observatory Indicators for National and European Comparisons 

Activity Area Number of Indicator Elements 

Demographics 14 
Families  12 
Education and culture  11 
Employment  22 
Labour Policies  7 
Level of welfare  6 
Price levels  1 
Productive sectors value added 17 
Credit  4 
Internationalization  4 
Public administration  16 
European objectives 6 

What is evident from Table 2 is the sheer range of indicator material available from the observatory 

for interrogation by those interested in policies of all kinds. What OPES is also able to add to this is the 

research-driven opportunity to undertake dedicated data collection for policy and research purposes in the 

form of longitudinal and panel studies, RCT and counter-factual analyses. It also supports a comprehensive 

regional economic forecasting model. 

From the point of view of what we are looking for in the current project the Trento case study offers 

some interesting issues for consideration. Undoubtedly the special circumstances surrounding Trento as an 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autonomous_area
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provinces_of_Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regions_of_Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regions_of_Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regions_of_Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trentino-Alto_Adige/S%C3%BCdtirol
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autonomous region give it enormous advantages in the way it can organise the scope, purpose and 

administrative positioning of its policy information systems. This is not a circumstance likely to be 

reproducible in many other "local" areas across the EU but from a purely technical point of view it is a 

condition to be aspired to. On the basis of this autonomy what has been constructed is a high quality 

observatory with the potential to serve not only the Province but to be in a position, if it can identify its 

peer comparators across the EU, to engage in sophisticated data-informed benchmarking. At the present 

time its comparative data series are used, on the one hand to compare Trento with NE Italy and the EU15 

and on the other with Italy and the OECD countries.  

Another relevant observation is that the observatory approach to indicator design and management is 

one that, in general, tends be based on a service provider function. The observatory represents a source of 

essential material for those whose task it is to ask policy and research questions and to establish what sorts 

of specific interventions can be best applied by local policymakers. Undoubtedly, what an observatory can 

produce is what might be described as "beautiful data" ï and this is certainly the case for Trento. It is up to 

the policy community to ensure that the right questions are asked of that data. What we are also looking for 

in this project is how far data of whatever provenance is being used to ask the key questions for local 

development; what makes that local economy work; what drives it forward and what barriers hold it back.  

In the Trento case there was clear evidence that ï being set in an academic environment ï the quality 

of the questions being asked of the data was generally as good as the quality of the data itself. Indeed, the 

embedding of the observatory in the university sees Trentino in many ways being able to act as a European 

laboratory for the economics and sociology of local development. The presence of a regional macro-

economic model also showed how data was being utilised to feed a representation of how the local 

economy worked and there was good evidence that ï perhaps uniquely across the set of sample areas ï 

there was a parallel focus on the social as well as on the economic aspects.  

If there is a hint of concern about observatory approaches in general, however, it is that by virtue of 

their special data handling and research skills they can sometimes have the capacity (largely unwittingly 

one suspects) to influence the policy agenda in ways that non-specialists may have difficulty in taking on 

board. We return to the importance of governance and the control of the policy discourse in this respect. 

Since information is power, it is important consciously to position the data-handling function for any local 

area in a context where the balance of the information inventory is subject to checks and balances and 

where the questions to which the data portfolio responds are the right ones to meet the objectives of the 

wider community. From the perspective of the current project, the observatory approach is of particular 

interest because it enables us to make a distinction between those cases indicator data is assembled for a 

broad spectrum of purposes and those where dedicated indicator data is constructed from a prior 

conceptualisation of how the local economy works. There are strong elements of the latter in the 

Manchester case to which we now turn. 

The City Region of Manchester 

Our hosts for the visit to Manchester were a group of sub-regional bodies led by; Greater Manchester 

Enterprises Ltd. Greater Manchester as an entity covers 10 Local Authorities in the North West Region of 

England. While it has no formal political status under the English system of governance, the City Region 

spans an extended urban agglomeration with a population of around 2.6 millions. Since de facto Greater 

Manchester is a coherent economic and social entity, the Local Authorities and other partners have come 

together to create a number of óover-archingô partnership bodies, each with particular area of policy focus. 

Recently they have collaborated to produce the Greater Manchester Strategic Plan served by seven 

"Strategic Commissions" with responsibility for key topics. A sector-driven Greater Manchester 

Forecasting Model (GMFM) has also been in place since 2005. 
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From the perspective of indicators for local development, Greater Manchester brought to the project a 

very particular approach set within the sphere of New Public Management
8
. In this case, the context for 

creating indicators is not just to map trends, needs and policy outcomes; (though these do come as a part of 

the package) but to set performance indicators against which semi-contractual agreements can be struck 

between the Local Authorities (singly and in combination) and their super-ordinates in the Regional and 

Central authorities. The indicators are used to monitor compliance as well as to judge the success of local 

policies. The formal underpinning for the current Greater Manchester indicator system is the Multi Area 

Agreement (MAA). These agreements (LAAs for single authorities and MAAs for combinations) form the 

basis on which English central government devolves some powers and a degree of control over funding to 

multi-area entities like Greater Manchester.  

A multi-area agreement is described by government as being "a cross-boundary local area agreement 

that brings together key players in flexible ways to tackle issues that are best addressed in partnership". It 

can be set at a regional and sub-regional level. The government department responsible for MAAs 

describes them as follows: 

"..a purely voluntary initiative, these agreements are the result of a new-style conversation between 

central and local government. They signal the drive within sub-regions to take collective responsibility to 

improve prosperity, tackle pockets of deprivation, and create places where people want to live, work and 

play". 

Significantly, the areas involved are required to select a sub-set of indicators from the approved 

National Indicator Set and it is on the basis of impact measured against these indicators that local 

performance is judged. The National Indicator Set comprises 198 centrally selected indicators that are 

declared to be: "the only measures on which central Government will performance manage outcomes 

delivered by local government working alone or in partnership" 

Greater Manchester was invited to select a more limited sub-set of up to 35 indicators for its sub-

region from the national list of 198. Prior to this, however, the sub-regional partnership had already drawn 

up its own system of overarching key performance indicators (KPIs) and these were merged to meet the 

needs of the MAA (see Table 3).  

Table 3. Greater Manchester: Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 

Greater Manchester: Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 

- Total annual real Gross Value Added (GVA) output (£) 
- GVA per hour worked (£) 
- Total employment (numbers of employees); 
- Overall employment rate (% working age population); 
- Working age people on out of work benefits in worst performing neighbourhoods (% working age population) 
- Proportion of adults qualified to Level 2 or higher (% of adult population) 
- Proportion of adults qualified to Level 4 or higher (% of adult population) 
- Stock of VAT registered companies (numbers of firms) 
- Percentage of non-car morning peak journeys to the regional centre (% of total) 
- Net additional home provided (units) 

Interestingly, from the point of view of the current project, Greater Manchester formally sets out its 

own key principles for indicator design as follows:  

 The methodologies underpinning the data must be widely recognised as sound. The indicators 

must be sufficiently precise and robust to be useful and illustrative over a three-year period.  
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 The data series must optimally show developments over time across the sub-region as a single 

entity. The indicators are not designed for comparison with other spatial areas, or to highlight 

differences between component parts of the sub-region.  

 The indicators are focused on elements that a successful MAA will specifically bring added value 

to, over and above what other levels of governance will anyway be likely to achieve. Whilst it is 

not entirely possible, in particular with the KPIs, the intention is to screen out outputs where the 

determinant levers lie predominantly at the local, regional or national level".
9
 

There could hardly be a greater contrast between the approach adopted in Manchester and that for 

Trentino. What we have in the Manchester case is a system that, while it has strong home-built ingredients 

is also required to form part of an externally supplied national system of indicators designed for the 

purposes of aligning public actions at local authority levels with the overall objectives of central 

government. There is little of the absolute autonomy to design and implement data and information 

systems that we found in Trentino. 

What this produces is an inevitable tension between what we earlier called the levels of governance 

approach ï where central government seeks to segment general policies for delivery respectively at 

national, regional or local levels ï and the local as a óparticular entityô approach ï where the local 

authority or partnership is significantly empowered to set its own policy agenda. Trying to create an 

amalgam of both approaches - top-down and bottom up simultaneously - is a dilemma that Greater 

Manchester has had to be particularly ingenious to try to resolve. From the perspective of indicator 

systems, the list set out above has the substantial merit of simplicity and "understandability" in this very 

complex governance setting.  

Another interesting feature of the Greater Manchester approach, however, is that (again by contrast 

with the more observatory-based approach shown for Trento) there has been an attempt to construct the 

whole information and indicator system on the basis of a clear conceptualisation of how the local economy 

works and how individual policy actions (national and local) fit into it. Figure 2 shows how, in the 

Manchester case, there is a genuine attempt to connect together all the elements of what makes the sub-

regional economy work ï from projects and programmes right through to the drivers that underpin the 

growth of GVA.  

Once again, this produces a picture of extreme complexity but it represents a heroic attempt to keep in 

view the connections between particular policy interventions, broad strategic policy themes and economic 

drivers. Trying to load such a conceptual framework with all the data it needs is, however, not just a 

mammoth task but one that, given what we know about the discontinuities in data landscapes, is probably 

unachievable. In this respect, it is hard not to be struck by the sharp contrast between the simplicity and 

clarity of the 10 KPIs alongside the Byzantine complexity of Figure 2. Perhaps this serves to remind us 

both that the concept of indicators is a highly elastic one and that maybe pure pragmatism against whatever 

complexity defines the context is probably the best that can be hoped for. As we turn to the next case ï 

Brandenburg ï we move to yet another very different format for the application of indicators. 
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Figure 2. GVA Growth Framework 

 


