

Performance and governance arrangements in community planning

Introduction

1. This report sets out the findings of a consultancy project commissioned by the City of Edinburgh Council to strengthen performance management arrangements in Community Planning strategic partnerships.  The project also considered wider issues of governance covering other aspects of the community planning arrangements in Edinburgh. 

2. The primary focus of the project was to work with volunteer strategic partnerships to help them diagnose where they could make improvements.  It is inevitable, therefore, that the focus of this report is on factors that are more problematic and where improvements can be made. The project did not set out to identify the successes of community planning in Edinburgh and these are not therefore reported.

Background

3. A successful bid to the Local Government Improvement Service was made in April 2006 to provide consultancy support for improving performance management arrangements in the City’s strategic partnerships. Two partnerships (the Edinburgh Community Learning and Development partnership and the Community Care Partnership Steering Group) made a bid for support, and work has been done with both.  Similar issues were identified in both cases.

4. Visits were also made to five other councils (Aberdeen, Dumfries and Galloway, Stirling, South Lanarkshire, and Fife) to look at the community planning governance arrangements there. 

Details of the project work undertaken

5. The majority of the work has been undertaken with the Edinburgh Community Learning and Development partnership. The ECLDP recognised that it was no longer clear what its purpose was (following publication of the CLD Strategy) and that it was difficult to identify practical results or added value. A workshop was held to identify the reasons for the situation, and a small sub-group met to review options.  The views of CLD managers were also sought on the role of the ECLDP. The consultancy project has now finished and the ECLDP is taking the work forward.

6. Work with the CCPSG has been more limited, consisting of discussions with officers on the partnership steering group rather than with the group as a whole. A diagnosis has been provided to the CCPSG.

Health Warning

7. A number of common factors have emerged that help to explain some of the difficulties that are being experienced in managing performance and delivering added value. These are set out below.  However, this report is based upon work with two of the strategic partnerships within the community planning structure in Edinburgh. Knowledge of the other strategic partnerships has been provided through discussion with support officers. Whilst the findings are generalised in this report, each specific partnership will exhibit some, all, or none, of the characteristics that are described. The purpose of the report is to provide a general diagnostic framework and suggest ways in which partnership performance can be strengthened. It does not purport to provide an action plan that is applicable to all partnerships.    

Diagnostic framework 

8. In order to evaluate the performance management arrangements within a partnership, a diagnostic framework is required. For the purpose of this project, it was assumed that the following conditions must be met:

· The partnership must have a clear remit, 

· With strategies and objectives to deliver the remit.

· These must be turned into actions,

· With related measures,

· That are integrated into partners’ operational plans so that they can be delivered.

· The actions must be resourced and performance managed through normal management processes,

· With proper independent scrutiny of performance for accountability purposes. 

9. There are additional important features required for successful partnerships (eg those dealing with the culture of a partnership, leadership, membership, communications, etc).  Partnership working (of any sort) requires specific development. People from different agencies usually have different mindsets and ways of working. It takes time and specific effort to establish shared approaches and agendas. This project has focused primarily on the factors set out in paragraph 4, but it does appear that little capacity building work has been undertaken within the strategic partnerships.
General overview of performance reporting arrangements

10. Work has been ongoing by officers in the Council to develop a structured performance reporting framework for the City Community Plan. This work revealed that there were many gaps in the current performance management arrangements:

· often, what was described as an ‘objective’ was in fact an action, or sometimes a target. There was no common usage of terms.

· it was rare to find any explicit linkage between objectives, actions and targets – this meant that there was no way of assessing whether there were credible proposals for achieving an objective

· conversely, there were often actions included that were not related to any outcome or objective – it was difficult then to identify the purpose of the activity

· many objectives and actions had no measures attached

· targets often did not appear to be based upon analysis 

· sometimes a measure was specified for collection and reporting that did not relate to any strategic objectives

11. Significant work has been undertaken to plug these gaps and progress has been made.

Factors hindering performance management and the delivery of added value by strategic partnerships 

Clarity of purpose

a) Not all of the strategic partnerships have clear written remits. Where a partnership does not have a clear agreed remit, it is more difficult for it have a clear sense of what its task is. Many of the strategic partnerships pre-date community planning and consequently have other agendas that they feel responsible for. It is not always clear that all partners have a shared view of the partnership’s purpose. The two partnerships involved in the project had responsibility for producing statutory plans (the Community Learning and Development Strategy, and the Community Care Plan) but were not clear what operational role, if any, they had consequently. 

b) The partnership strategies that were looked at in the project often confused what the partnership should do (and be accountable for) and what its partners should be doing (and be accountable for). This is partly the result of using an inappropriate top-down planning model and of confusing strategic and operational partnerships. These two factors combine to produce an assumption that the strategic partnership can produce a plan that sets out operational objectives and then be held accountable for delivery. However, in the two cases considered, the strategic partnership does not control the resources required for implementation and there are no systematic processes in place to ensure that partnership objectives are integrated into partner’s operational plans. Some partnerships have avoided this problem by producing plans that simply aggregate activity that partners are carrying out anyway. However, the result is that nothing new is created and there is therefore no added value (there may in fact be negative value because of the extra workload).  

Governance arrangements for strategic partnerships 

c) Strategic partnerships will usually have to work through operational partnerships (is those where there is direct delegated control over relevant resources), networks and organisations to achieve a result because they do not, themselves, control directly the necessary resources. However, it is rare to find any explicit action plan that sets out how this will be done.  

d) Where there is confusion over remit, there is also uncertainty about who should be on the strategic partnership.  Membership of a strategic partnership requires a commitment to progress the objectives of the partnership. Many members regard the partnership more as a network where they go to exchange information rather than pursue a common vision developed by the strategic partnership.

e) Typically, there is little attention paid to formal governance arrangements (e.g. written protocols) for partnerships, meaning that there is insufficient clarity about how the partnership should work. Insufficient attention is paid to the creation and management of sub-groups or to programme management. 

f)    There appears to have been little, if any, training or development given to the members of strategic partnerships or to partner organisations on how added value or collaborative gain can be achieved. There has been little specific capacity building for partnership working. Given that working across organisational boundaries is significantly different from (and harder than) working within one organisation, this is a potential handicap. 

g) Creating added value through partnership working will usually require changes in behaviour within the partner organisations. However, there is usually little attention paid to change management processes within the partners.

h) Much of the work of a strategic partnership occurs outside of the formal meetings. However, this requires dedicated staff support.  The level and nature of support varies between strategic partnerships and it is not always clear what basis has been used to determine the level.  

i)    It is not clear that a robust business case is developed prior the creation of a strategic partnership or its sub groups.  

j)   There is no common governance arrangement for the strategic partnerships. Some are chaired by elected members, some are chaired by CEC officers; the seniority of officers varies considerably as does the level of dedicated support. These factors impact upon the operation of the partnerships. 

k) Some partnerships have a number of sub-groups. It is not always clear how these are managed or how they advance the work of the strategic partnership. 

l)   There is insufficient accountability or scrutiny of operational and strategic partnership performance. Strategic partnerships are not currently being asked to report systematically to the Board on their performance.  It is not clear what the Board’s responsibility is in relation to the performance and remit of a strategic partnership, and there are no agreed protocols to deal with under-performance.

Performance management

m) There is no common assessment framework in use across the community planning structure for developing and evaluating effective partnership working. There is no common vocabulary or managed knowledge sharing and learning between partnerships. Few partnerships have reviewed their own performance and taken steps to improve it.

n) There is insufficient attention paid to devising performance measures and collecting data that can be used to performance manage the action plans of strategic partnerships. Most strategic partnerships have very limited performance reporting, and there is lack of clarity about where responsibility for delivery rests (ie with the strategic partnership or with a partner).

o) There are few, if any, proper business processes mapped out by partnerships to ensure that they could deliver their remit (even if it was clarified). Well-designed processes are fundamental to delivering a remit. Similarly, project and programme management disciplines are not usually used explicitly within partnerships.

Improvement actions at partnership level

12. The diagnosis set out above is based upon a limited sample, and further work would be required to ensure that the analysis was robust. However, with that caveat, there are a number of actions that would be likely to help strategic partnerships deliver added value.  

a. Refocus community planning on purpose (ie achieving outcomes and added value) rather than on structure (ie partnerships) or process (ie partnership working).

b. Collaborative working should be promoted as a normal approach to the delivery of public services rather than something specific to community planning.

c. Require a business case before establishing any new strategic partnership. 

d. Develop clear remits and governance protocols for all strategic partnerships.

e. Clarify the relationships and remits of all parts of the community planning structure.

f.    Review membership in line with the remit.

g. Design and implement specific collaborative planning processes and processes for integrating strategic partnership objectives into partner’s business and service plans. Design business processes to deliver the remit and ensure that process measures are used to manage delivery rather than simply reporting activity.

h. Adopt a generic self-assessment framework to support the development of partnerships and provide central support for its application.

i.    Provide training and support for collaborative and partnership working.

j.    Identify where change management skills are needed within partner organisations in order to deliver the strategic partnership’s agenda. 

k. Support the development of performance management for strategic partnerships

l.    Strengthen reporting, scrutiny, and accountability arrangements. 

The Wider Community Planning structure and process  

13. The work with the two strategic partnerships mentioned highlighted a number of issues that were to do with the wider arrangements for community planning in Edinburgh. As a result, some comparative analysis was undertaken with 5 other councils to see to what extent similar issue were being experienced there. A number of useful learning points relevant to the situation in Edinburgh were extracted that are now presented.   

Clarity of purpose

a) All of the other councils had found that their community planning arrangements, strategies and plans had grown in complexity, had become confusing, and were absorbing a lot of effort just to ‘feed the machine’. There was little added value for much of the effort.  All have now drastically reduced the number of themes and priorities, cutting out those where there was no ownership or clear objectives, or where there was limited progress or added value. One council has decided that where a single agency dominates a service area, it is unlikely that a partnership is needed. Instead, the agency should use networks and working groups to make progress. 

b) Some councils have now focused community planning only on those issues where a collective response is required to advance the interests of the whole area.  This approach has helped to focus attention on a small number of critical ‘levers’ for developing the area. For example, Fife has focused its community planning on 4 ‘levers for change’ where collaborative working is seen as essential. Other priority areas (the typical themes of most plans, such as young people, older people, the economy, etc) are left as the concern of existing agencies.

c) Some have aligned each theme or priority with a single strategic partnership. This has strengthened focus and accountability. 

d) It is common for strategic drift to happen once an objective has been achieved or if it proves too difficult. The strategic partnership looks for other things to do (that it might not be equipped to do or may not have been asked to do). Proper accountability is seen as the way to prevent this.

e) No CCP had produced a business case for all its partnerships. Some are now retrospectively doing this as part of a strategy of rationalising community planning arrangements, strategies and plans.  The objective is to simplify, regain focus, and add value.

f) Additional or specific resources can help a strategic partnership to achieve results  but the downside is that this often becomes the main focus for the strategic partnership rather than the totality of mainstream funding and activity. 

Governance arrangements for strategic partnerships 

a) Three of the CCPs have developed a much stronger governance framework that takes the following general form:

· a Board, comprising CEOs of partner agencies, that oversees the strategies and commissions strategic partnerships to do things and holds them accountable

· an implementation group, comprising people of Director level, whose job is to make things happen  and report on progress

· working groups, tasks groups, problem solving groups, etc, whose job is to develop specific action plans at the request of the IG

· quarterly reporting of performance and progress

b) There is a recognition that a lot of collaborative gain (added value) is a managerial issue that needs to be addressed through senior managers devising strategies and action plans outside of the community planning framework. Things like added value in training and development, recruitment, communications, ICT, property, shared services etc are the focus of this work. Progress is usually made through task groups rather than through partnerships.

c) All recognise the need to align community planning strategies and implementation plans with service and operational plans within agencies. One has managed to ensure that all community planning objectives are replicated in the fully-resourced service plans of relevant partners.

d) The importance of a senior hands-on champion for promoting the achievement of collaborative gain was identified. This can be a leading member or a CEO. The champion actively supports the work of community planning support staff and deals with problems around collaboration. 

e) All have struggled with getting effective scrutiny and accountability. All are making changes to address this. All believe that more effective accountability is required to support performance management and delivery of results. Most have introduced quarterly reporting by strategic partnership to the Board.

f) All are still working out how local community planning will relate to council-wide community planning. There are different definitions of what local community planning is – some see it as developing an aspirational plan for the local area whilst others see it as developing a programme of projects to address specific problems. Some want local community planning bodies to take forward at a local level the themes identified at council level. Others are trying to find a way whereby local concerns are taken on board in the council-wide community plan. None has yet a finished system. The role of local community planning in relation to local services has not been developed yet.

Performance management

a) There is growing recognition that a lot of effort has not produced results. Many strategic partnerships have actually been operating more like networks and have not been taking forward an agenda set at a senior level by partners. Where strategic partnerships have been left to pursue their own path, there has been limited achievement.

b) The provision of CLD support for communities has an impact on the range of issues that have been identified in local community planning. A greater level of support has enabled communities to engage more effectively.

c) There is a growing recognition of the need to move to an outcome focus rather than processes, though this has not been fully developed anywhere yet. Most strategic partnership still do not have specific plans for how an outcome or objective will be achieved. This is seen as a pre-requisite by those councils making most progress. In Fife, a review has recommended a ‘task and finish’ approach be adopted by Task Groups.

d) All have had challenges in getting performance measures that are relevant to the themes. Most are still reporting what is available rather than what is needed but are developing new data and measures. 

e) Three have carried out a review of their community planning or of a specific part of the community planning structure recently that has led to plans for change to improve effectiveness (ie delivery) 

f) Some are introducing a single line of accountability to the Board for performance. One council is ensuring that each community planning target is owned by a single strategic partnership and that it has a delivery plan for making a difference. The Implementation Group has to ensure that operational plans and resources incorporate the target.  Objectives that have little resource support (people, cash or capacity) have little chance of success. Some councils are moving towards incorporating outcome agreements into their community plan.

g) Increasingly, the councils are recognising that the community planning structure has to be managed as a single system.  Simply adding new structures without changing the underlying culture and business processes does not make much difference. Often, in fact, the added complexity absorbs a lot of time and effort and produces negative value.

h) There is a growing awareness that more thought needs to be given to how, when and why communities and the voluntary sector are involved in community planning. Often, the approach simply mirrors that applied to agencies and it is increasingly recognised that this is not appropriate.

i) All of the councils recognise that plans and planning processes need to be rationalised rather than simply adding additional plans (eg community plans, strategic partnership plans, local community plans, etc) onto the existing ones. 

j) An interesting point made by one council was that although community planning ‘themes’ were invented to try to encourage cross-cutting working, it is easy for the themes to become the new silos, and for strategic partnerships to fail to work together.  A strong lead is required from the Board to maintain a sense of collective responsibility and promote collaborative working to achieve agreed outcomes.

k) In general, ‘operational partnerships’ (those formed to address specific problems with members who actually control relevant resources) are more successful than strategic partnerships. Operational partnerships are often most effective when dealing with issues in specific localities and may therefore may be particularly relevant within local community planning. 

Summary and conclusions

14. This report has provided a diagnosis of some of the factors that hinder performance within strategic partnerships and the overall community planning arrangements. It is based upon a limited sample of strategic partnerships and visits to 5 CCPs in Scotland. Whilst further work would be required to develop the analysis and to determine to what extent the factors applied in other strategic partnership than those studied, it is suggested that it does provide a basis for developing an improvement plan.

15. One of the core underlying problems within community planning has been the growth in complexity, leading to confusion and negative value. A very simple framework has been suggested covering clarity of purpose, governance arrangements and managing performance. This framework would be sufficient to make positive changes to arrangements in Edinburgh.

16. However, it should also be recognised that there are other factors that impinge on how successful partnerships are that have not been covered in this report. These cover issues such as trust, motivation, and the soft skills required for collaborative working.
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