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Summary

Local authorities will have to work in new ways to achieve continual improvement
and to fulfil their new place shapingrole...

Councils are under increasing pressure to improve performance and engage in new,
complex ways of working.

Incremental change may not be sufficient to respond to the pressures; innovation is
often needed.

Improving efficiency, under internal and external pressure, is currently the strongest
driver of innovation.

Innovation is more often used to address poor performance than in service areas of
relative strength.

...and they are already innovating extensively.

Innovation can raise performance in any aspect of an authority’s activity.

Recent Comprehensive Performance Assessments identify innovation in three-
quarters of single tier authorities and fire authorities.

Nearly half of all authorities report that they are involved in ‘a great deal’ of innovation.
Innovation is not confined to strongly performing authorities.

Innovative projects have allowed authorities to improve value for money, the quality of
services and community engagement.

Authorities can organise themselves in ways that make innovation more likely...

Local authority staff are often the best source of creativity; partners also contribute
new ideas.

Pressure to innovate from members is experienced more in councils that innovate a lot
than in less innovative councils.

A culture that combines ambition and openness to new ideas encourages innovation.

Cross-cutting structures encourage innovation, as does devolving responsibility to
customer-facing staff.

Few authorities create opportunities away from day-to-day pressures for staff to think
creatively.
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...and need to use effective change management to implement innovative ideas
successfully.

¢ |nnovations often founder as a result of poor implementation or ineffective risk
management.

e Dedicated sources of money are not key to innovation; good ideas recognised by
managers usually secure funding.

e Authorities need to deploy adequate managerial capability and engage political
leaders, users and partners, but struggle to do so.

Innovations don’t spread as quickly or as widely as they might...
e | ocal government as a whole can benefit if authorities share innovative practice.

¢ Few authorities are able to access examples of successful innovation, while many
innovators lack mechanisms for sharing their experience.

¢ Face-to-face dissemination is the most widely used method for sharing ideas, and the
most popular for learning.

e Some of the dissemination methods used do not attract those who are seeking to
learn.

...and central agencies could do more to help overcome the barriers to sharing
innovative practice.

e Most authorities evaluate their innovations, but find it hard to assess how innovative
they are or whether there are potential benefits for others.

e Many are wary of publicising promising practice where benefits are not yet proven;
others are wary of highlighting the lessons learned from failures.

e Face-to-face dissemination methods that are popular with learners, such as hosted
visits, are burdensome for innovators.

e Support for dissemination, such as the Beacon scheme and the work of the
Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA), has been helpful.

e (Central agencies, including the Audit Commission, should play a greater role in
identifying and disseminating innovative practice.



Recommendations
Local authorities should:

R1 Identify areas where gaps between performance and aspiration are greatest as
potential areas for innovation. These may be where performance is poor or aspiration
high, or both.

R2 Consider routinely the role that innovation has to play in service improvement, and be
willing to countenance innovative approaches where incremental improvement may not
deliver the results required.

R3 Ensure they are in a position to assess and manage the potential costs and benefits of
innovating, against the costs and benefits of other improvement strategies.

R4 Undertake an assessment of the risks of innovating before proceeding with
innovation, bearing in mind that missing an opportunity is a business risk in itself.

R5 Ensure that elected members, local communities and stakeholders (including delivery
partners) are able to drive innovation by applying pressure to change, by contributing
good ideas, and by participating in the innovation process itself.

R6 Encourage staff across all service and support areas to consider innovative ways to
improve performance and, where appropriate, encourage innovation when
commissioning services from providers in the private and voluntary sectors.

R7 Establish mechanisms for scanning for good ideas elsewhere and forums for creative
discussions between staff, external stakeholders and users.

R8 Review organisational structures to ensure that departmental silos and hierarchies do
not inhibit the generation or spread of innovative ideas.

R9 Review their own organisational capacity to innovate and, in particular, the level of
senior management and member commitment and expertise in change management
and risk management.
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R10 Involve users in the design and development stages of innovations, wherever
possible.

R11 Involve members in innovative projects at an early stage to ensure their support for
the change associated with implementing innovation.

R12 Evaluate the costs and benefits of innovating, considering not only whether it has led
to performance improvement or increased value for money, but also whether there is
learning which is more widely transferable.

R13 Publicise the lessons learned from both successful and unsuccessful innovation
within the authority.

R14 Work with local government bodies and central government to disseminate the
lessons learned from innovative practice to help raise performance across the sector.

Authorities need to...

Identify opportunities

e Track national agendas
e (Gauge community needs
e Scan for innovations

elsewhere C

GENERATION IMPLEMENTATION DISSEMINATION

Embed creativity Take well-managed risks Share innovative practice
e Communicate ambition e Champion innovative e Evaluate innovation

e QOrganise for innovation projects e Assess transferability

e Empower staff and partners e Secure political support e Share success and failure
e Exploit the power of e |nvolve service users

information e Bring partners on board
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Local government bodies and central government
departments should:

R15 Provide better support to help authorities share innovative practice, looking beyond
authorities with high performance ratings in identifying innovative practice that can be
replicated throughout the sector. In particular they should:

e focus on enabling face-to-face dissemination; and

* help create a safe space for authorities to share the lessons from failed innovations.

The Audit Commission will:

R16 Conduct audit and inspection in line with its Public Audit Forum commitment to
encourage innovation.

R17 Identify innovative practice as part of its audit and inspection work and proactively
share this knowledge with other local authorities.



Checklist for chief executives

Drivers — does your authority feel the pressure to
innovate?

Where is your biggest performance challenge?

How would you meet an efficiency improvement target even more stretching than one
you currently face?

When was the last time pressure from members stimulated an innovative
development?

How do you encourage local people to set you challenges and help you find innovative
solutions?

Enablers — do your authority’s organisation and
culture encourage innovative ideas?

Which of your targets cannot be achieved by incremental improvement?
How can front line staff turn innovative ideas into reality?

Do staff have enough opportunities to think creatively away from day-to-day
pressures?

Who analyses information for insight which can give rise to innovation?

How do staff know that you encourage innovation? Who came up with the last idea
you supported?

How did you behave last time an innovative approach went wrong? What message
did that send about your approach to failure?

What mechanisms are in place to ensure that lessons and insights can be
communicated within your authority, and with others?

Seeing the light | Checklist for chief executives
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Implementation — can your authority manage
innovation effectively?
e Why was your last successful project a success (and your last failure a failure)?

¢ How would you assess and manage the risks associated with an innovative service
improvement idea”?

¢ \What innovative projects are your senior team sponsoring?

¢ How many managers do you have with the ability to manage an innovative change
programme? Are they doing so?

e How many of your top dozen operational managers are working on innovative
projects?

¢ What have you recently changed in response to a suggestion from an external
partner?

e How were users involved in the most recent changes you made to service delivery?

Dissemination — is your authority contributing to
the spread of innovative ideas?

¢ Where will your authority look for good ideas for service improvement in the next three
months?

¢ What were the costs and benefits of the last significant innovative change in your
authority?

¢ \What have you done to disseminate the success and lessons of the last innovative
development?

¢ How will you disseminate the next one”?

¢ \Who might be interested in it? How would you know?



Introduction
Background

1 English local authorities have a statutory duty to undertake continuous improvement. The
2006 White Paper Strong and Prosperous Communities reaffirmed this duty (Ref. 1). The
government called on local authorities to build on the progress they have made to date in
transforming the service provided to users and citizens as taxpayers:

‘...there remain significant challenges for all of us involved in public services as
society changes: citizens’ expectations are rising; stubborn policy challenges remain,
particularly in major cross-cutting areas; and the complexity of the modern world
means that new approaches to public policy are needed to have the greatest impact.’
(Ref. 2)

In the White Paper (and in the proposed legislation that followed it, the Local Government
and Public Involvement in Health Bill), further challenges were set out for those delivering
local public services. Specifically, local authorities will be place shapers, working in
partnership with other public bodies and the private and third sectors to shape the future
of their areas. At the same time, public expectations of authorities are growing, and will
continue to grow. The government’s recent Policy Review paper states that ‘people who
are accustomed to high standards of service in other aspects of their lives will not tolerate
lower levels in public services’ (Ref. 3) and sets out a continuing reform agenda based on
the principles of personalisation and equity. Recent research shows that public
satisfaction with local authorities has not grown in line with measured improvements in
their performance (Ref. 4).

It is also clear from government announcements on public spending that, in most areas of
their activity, local authorities will be expected to deliver against rising expectations within,
at most, slow-growing resources.

This combination of rising expectations and constrained resources mimics the
competitive pressure of the market in the private sector, which motivates organisations to
innovate.

Seeing the light | Introduction n
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5 Many authorities, like their counterparts in the private sector, have found that incremental
approaches to improvement — doing the same thing, but a bit better — are now yielding
smaller gains in performance and efficiency than they have in the past. These
improvement approaches are unlikely to be able to deliver against rising expectations.
Rather than doing the same thing better, authorities will have to do things differently.

6 Pressures for change can emerge in any area of authorities’ activity. Most authorities
report that they consider innovation as an option in all or most areas of their activity.
However, they are much more likely to consider innovation as an improvement strategy in
areas of perceived poor performance than in areas of relative strength. In some
authorities, innovation has been introduced to address declining service usage or delays
in processing information, or to plug an identified gap in the services offered by
authorities. In others, it is to guide an organisation out of a period of difficulty or crisis, or is
aresponse to more long-standing problems, such as barriers to engagement with local
communities.

Purpose of this report

7 Although public sector organisations have a history of innovating (Ref. 5), local authorities
have rarely been the focus of research in this area. As such, what constitutes innovation in
local government, why and how it should be undertaken and the conditions that support
it, is rarely explored. This lack of analysis presents a significant challenge for local
authorities looking to identify opportunities to innovate.

8 This report is intended to encourage local authorities to consider innovation as one way of
achieving sustained performance improvement. By providing practical advice and
support, based on authorities’ own experiences of innovating, it aims to assist in creating
the conditions in which innovation is fostered, developed and managed effectively.

9 It will be most valuable to senior managers, elected members and officers in local councils
and fire and rescue authorities, and will be of particular interest to those managing
strategic business processes or those involved in overview and scrutiny arrangements. It
also has relevance for other local public bodies, particularly those involved in local
strategic partnerships.
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Chapter 2 of the report provides a snapshot of the extent of innovation in local
authorities, the areas of activity in which innovation occurs, and the pressures that drive
innovation in the sector. Chapter 3 details some of the benefits that can be achieved
where innovation has been successfully implemented.

In this report, we make a distinction between the generation of an innovation and the
management of its implementation. Chapters 4 and 5 look at these stages in turn,
identifying the enablers of and barriers to successful innovation. Chapter 6 examines the
dissemination of learning from successful innovations in local authorities to other local
public bodies.

The experience of authorities attempting to innovate is rarely as straightforward as the
distinction between generation and implementation suggests. Instead, the innovative
process may involve piloting, re-scoping and long waits for approval. Potential
innovations may then be changed, mainstreamed or outsourced to others. Moreover, the
road to successful innovation will often involve many small failures and dead-ends, as well
as unexpected opportunities. Each of these will shape the proposed innovation such that
it may emerge at the end of the process looking quite different from what was envisaged,
or be used for purposes other than those originally intended.

Ten case studies of innovative practice in local authorities form part of this report
and are available on the Audit Commission website. These cover a range of activities
including: community engagement and planning; delivering shared services; e-enabled
service provision; and democratic renewal. In selecting fieldwork sites, we looked for
innovative ideas that had been successfully implemented and could demonstrate positive
benefits for users and citizens. We identified innovations that had proved to be
sustainable, rather than cutting edge practice still being implemented, to illustrate the
innovation process from formulation and development to delivery. Our fieldwork sites are
shown in Figure 1 (overleaf).
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Figure 1

Fieldwork sites of innovative practice in local authorities

Merseyside Fire and Rescue

A community strategy for fire prevention
based on home fire safety checks and
ethnic minority, deaf, and over-60s
advocates embedded in at-risk
communities.

Barnsley
Access to services provided by partners
across South Yorkshire through E@SY

public kiosks, mobile technology, the
internet and digital television.

Connects — an online hub available through

Middlesbrough
A portfolio of responses to community
safety and anti-social behaviour agenda,
including ‘alley-gating’ back alleys, the use
of injunctions and pioneering anti-social
behaviour measures.

J

Wolverhampton

A joined-up bereavement service, including
the co-location of benefits staff and the
electronic recording and notification of
bereavement across council departments.

~

J

Bristol

A cross-party councillor shadowing
scheme undertaken in partnership with
Operation Black Vote, where members of
the BME community shadow councillors
over an eight-month period.

p
Wiltshire

Community area partnerships and plans

based on local priorities (in 20 areas) whic!

feed into service planning and cabinet an

scrutiny structures and with explicit i

to partners.

J

Forest Heath and Breckland
The development, from 2000, of Anglia
Revenues Partnership, a shared service
centre for revenues and benefits, with
co-located staff processing claims through
a shared IT interface.

AN

J

P
Woking
A programme of climate change measures
from the mid-1990s, including energy

tions, carbon savings measures and
commercial ventures, to deliver energy
and environmental projects.

~

The use of tablet PCs for home visit
financial assessments and

e Community Group Treatment
programme for child witnesses of
domestic violence.

N
Sutton

Basingstoke and Deane
roactive, multi-agency approach to
tackling shortages of affordable housing,
eloped during the regeneration of

the Oakridge area and based on

New Forest and Test Valley

Jointly delivered services, including
buildings work, waste, recycling

and cleansing services, transport
management and grounds maintenance,
with structures varying from joint
management to a single delivered service.

Source: Audit Commission

engagement with local communities.
J
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Defining innovation

When people talk about innovation they generally mean one of two things. A new product
(for example, an energy-efficient light bulb) is described as an innovation. But innovation is
also the process by which organisations develop new products, services or ways of doing
things (Ref. 6). In this report we are concerned with the latter, in the context of local
government. By innovation, we mean an approach to improvement with three defining
features:

¢ Novelty —innovation introduces something new to the organisation, marking a break
from its established practice.

¢ Influence on change - innovation results in an identifiable step change in the
behaviour of the organisation.

¢ The goal of improvement — organisations innovate in order to deliver a performance
improvement or increased value for money.

The definition of novelty employed here recognises that innovation may involve adapting
others’ existing ideas to an individual authority’s own circumstances. This adaptation may
well require significant experimentation and step change and therefore represent an
innovation for the organisation in question (Figure 2, overleaf). Indeed, relatively few
authorities are involved in inventing entirely new practices. Innovation is therefore highly
context-specific, which means that it is not something that can be prescribed or
expressly mandated.

Authorities’ experience of innovation illustrates this. Many authorities have broken new
ground, either as the first to undertake a particular course of action or by reacting to an
emerging agenda before it became mainstream, thereby helping to shape its future
direction. However, some authorities have used established principles (for example the
one-stop shop) in a new way, or applied them to a new area of activity. Others have
adapted notable practice from outside their organisations, tailoring it to their individual
needs, and in the process making a significant departure from their established ways of
working. In all cases, however, the path that authorities have chosen goes well beyond
simply replicating the work of their peers.
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Innovation and risk

17 Whether authorities invent something new, or adapt others’ ideas to their particular
circumstances, innovation requires authorities to embark on something that they have not
done before. As such, risk is inherent in the innovation process (Figure 2). Innovation, like
any other improvement route, can fail to deliver its intended benefits.

Figure 2
Innovation involves greater risk than other improvement strategies

: ‘\\\ \\\ \\\ \\\‘ RERRRRNNRRRRY

Step change

Adopting
notable
practice

Change aspiration

Incremental change

Extent of novelty

Copying Adapting Experimenting

Source: Audit Commission

18 The principal risk in innovating lies not in generating or identifying new ideas, but in
implementing them. Both the decision to move forward to implementation or not, and the
management of risk in implementation, are therefore critical. Authorities with a culture of
proportionate risk taking, which does not stifle the experimentation that is inherent in
innovation and with the necessary skills and commitment for the effective management of
risk, will be in a strong position to deliver innovative projects.
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Assessing the costs and benefits of innovation can be difficult to do in advance of its
implementation. Authorities we visited found it easier to measure potential costs and
benefits where their objective was improving value for money than when the desired
outcome was service effectiveness or community engagement. Nevertheless, the costs
of innovating, as with any major change programme, can be significant, and it is no less
important that cost-benefit analysis informs an assessment of risk, and that costs and
benefits are evaluated on an ongoing basis. However, this assessment should bear in
mind that it may take some time for the benefits of innovating to become clear.

Encouraging innovation

The Audit Commission recognises the role that it can play in promoting innovation in local
government. The Commission’s guidance to auditors requires them to support
improvement in audited bodies and encourage worthwhile change and improvement by
adopting a constructive and positive approach wherever possible. It refers auditors to the
Public Audit Forum commitment to:

e adopt an open-minded and supportive approach to innovation (including the use of
techniques tried elsewhere), examining how the innovation has worked in practice and
the extent to which value for money has been achieved; and,

¢ inthe process, support well-thought-through risk taking and experimentation (Ref. 7).

The Local Government White Paper also signalled a new performance framework
including Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) at its heart. CAA will focus on
outcomes for places rather than just the individual bodies responsible for local services. It
will look across local government, housing, health, education and community safety. The
new CAA framework will be in place from April 2009, covering all local public services.

The Lyons Inquiry into Local Government subsequently stressed the need for the new
performance framework to ‘recognise the benefits of innovating and trialling new
approaches, even if (as is inevitable in a creative, risk-taking approach) not all of these
deliver improved results’ (Ref. 8). The Audit Commission agrees with this principle. In
developing CAA in partnership with other regulators, we will ensure that innovation is
recognised and encouraged as an improvement route, and that the risk-based approach
to audit and inspection promotes new and creative ways of working.
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Mapping innovation

The extent and pattern of innovative practice in
local authorities

Innovation is widespread in local authorities. In undertaking corporate assessments as
part of Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) of single tier and county councils
since December 2005, the Audit Commission found that a third were undertaking
extensive innovation and a further two-fifths were able to demonstrate that some
innovative projects were in place. A quarter of authorities showed no evidence of
innovation. There is no current equivalent information for district councils.

The CPA of fire authorities undertaken in 2005 reveals a similar pattern, and indicates that
innovation is playing an important role in the ongoing modernisation programme in the
service. Over a quarter of fire authorities were involved in extensive innovation, just under
half demonstrated some examples of innovation, and the remaining quarter showed no
evidence of innovation.

Authorities are innovating regardless of their CPA rating. Our inspectors found examples
of innovative projects in single tier and county councils and fire authorities in all CPA
categories, and there is no relationship between assessed performance and the level of
innovation identified.

Authorities’ perceptions of innovation

Our survey of all local councils and fire authorities, conducted in 2006, found that 43 per
cent of respondents reported that ‘a great deal’ of innovation was taking place in their
organisation, and a slightly higher proportion (52 per cent) were of the view that ‘some’
innovation was taking place. Only 2 per cent of respondents said that there was hardly
any innovation taking place within their organisation (Figure 3).

Corporate assessment measures how effectively the council is working corporately, and with its partners, to
improve services and deliver improved outcomes for local people.

m Seeing the light | Mapping innovation
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Figure 3

Nearly half of local authorities report that they are engaged in a great
deal of innovation

To what extent, if at all, is innovation taking place within your organisation?

Hardly at all (2%) No reply (2%)

Some (52%) A great deal (43%)

Source: Audit Commission

27 This finding is in line with views that local authorities have expressed in previous surveys.
In a study published in 2000, 67 per cent of respondents claimed to have undertaken
extensive or moderate innovation in the previous two years, and 88 per cent predicted
moderate or extensive innovation over the next 12 months (Ref. 9). Recent research
looking at innovation in community safety and regeneration policies elicited similarly
positive responses from authorities (Ref. 10).

28 There is no relationship between an authority’s CPA rating and the level of innovation it
reported in response to our survey. There is also no relationship between the reported
level of innovation and the number of changes of political control a council has undergone
in the past ten years.
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32

33

However, there is considerable variation in the extent of innovation reported across the
population of local authorities. The proportion claiming that they are innovating a great
deal varies from nearly two-thirds (57 per cent among fire authorities, 63 per cent among
authorities in the North West) to around a third (London authorities and those in the East
Midlands and South West).

Where authorities innovate

Authorities can innovate across the range of their activities:

e Service design or delivery innovation — providing a new service to users, or
delivering existing services in a new way.

¢ Process or managerial innovation — changing the processes, managerial structure,
or organisational structure of an authority’s back office or service delivery functions.

¢ Democratic innovation — implementing new practices in the pursuit of renewed
democratic engagement with citizens.

e Strategic innovation - re-positioning the authority in line with new corporate
objectives or new ‘customers’, including using alternative service delivery models.

Audit Commission corporate assessments of single tier and county councils conducted
since December of 2005 detail examples of each of these types of innovation (Box 1).

Pressures to innovate

In the private sector, organisations are primarily motivated to innovate by competitive
pressures in the marketplace. In local authorities, the drivers of innovation are pressures
to deliver improvements in performance for users and increased value for money for
taxpayers.

Pressures for change can emerge in any area of authorities’ activity, and the majority
report that they consider innovation as an option in all or most areas of their activity.
However, authorities are much more likely to consider innovation as an improvement
strategy in areas of poor performance than in areas of relative strength. In some
authorities, innovation has been introduced to address declining service usage or delays
in processing information, or to plug an identified gap in the services offered by
authorities. In others, it is a response to more long-standing problems such as barriers to
engagement with local communities, or a way to guide an organisation out of a period of
difficulty or crisis.
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Box 1

Examples of innovation in single tier councils

Areas of activity

Examples of innovative projects

Service design | Behavioural change initiatives to improve take-up of |A pilot scheme offering 20,000 households
or delivery council services. personalised travel planning, undertaken in
innovation Development of electronic service delivery partnership with Transport for London.
mechanisms. A project to improve the condition of private landlord
Intelligence-led approaches to reducing the fear of | Properties by working with partners on an
crime and predicting public health outcomes. accreditation scheme.
Using SMS messaging to pursue rent arrears and
overdue library books.
Process or Mechanisms to involve managers in strategic and Neighbouring authorities jointly appointing a director
managerial policy decisions. of transport to address congestion and other
innovation Procurement practices. transport issues, share knowledge and secure
Approaches to financial and performance efficiency savings.
management. A‘*healthy staff’ initiative, including one-to-one health
G T T [ e e T checks and annual flu or Hepatitis B vaccinations for
development. tr.lose deemed at risk, that has reduced long-term
L . sickness absence by 30 per cent.
Initiatives to reduce levels of sickness absence.
Democratic Approaches to training councillors. Establishing a Performance Improvement Board with
innovation Arrangements for scrutiny and external challenge. an external chair and other external representatives
Involving users in service planning. Engaging voluntary and community black and
Community engagement mechanisms. minority ethnic (BM!E) groups thr01.lgh a Health
Network, and a Punjabi Expert Patient programme, to
help the authority understand and address specific
health inequalities in communities.
Strategic Contingency planning for national emergencies. Incorporating the local ‘ecological footprint’ — an
innovation assessment of the extent to which a borough

Joint venture companies to deliver services.

Jointly commissioning services in the health, housing
and voluntary and community sectors.

Sub-regional economic strategies.

consumes natural resources — as a baseline indicator
in the Community Strategy, developed through the
local strategic partnership.

Developing a training hotel in partnership with the
regional development agency to support the local
economy.

Source: Audit Commission
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34 Our fieldwork with local authorities identified five drivers of innovation:
e afocus on greater efficiency within the organisation;
e pressure from central government for performance improvement;
e |ocal political pressure for change;
e the ‘bottom-up’ demands of local communities; and,

® examples of successful innovations within other organisations.

35 These drivers do not act upon authorities in isolation. In practice, innovations emerge in
response to several drivers, and it is rarely easy to establish a direct relationship between
a single specific driver and a subsequent innovation.

A focus on efficiency

36 The pressure for efficiency is the strongest driver of innovation (Figure 4). Twenty-two per
cent of authorities we surveyed described pressure for efficiency as essential to
innovation and a further 57 per cent considered it very important. Authorities that report
that they are innovating a great deal are considerably more likely to report experiencing a
pressure for efficiency.

Figure 4

Efficiency is the strongest driver of innovation in local authorities
Thinking about innovation generally, how important, if at all, is each of the following
in supporting innovation within an organisation?

Efficiency focus

Examples elsewhere

Member pressure

Community pressure

Government pressure

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
B Very important or essential [ Fairly important [ ] Not important

Source: Audit Commission
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The Gershon Review of public sector efficiency, (Ref. 11) following which authorities are
required to submit an annual efficiency statement to central government, has sharpened
the focus on efficiency in authorities. However, this is only one aspect of the pressure to
improve efficiency. Budgetary constraints are strongly influenced by central government
since it provides 54 per cent of local government funding, and they impose a continuous
pressure. Seventy-nine per cent of authorities report that they experience pressure to be
more efficient all or most of the time, with a quarter experiencing it constantly.

Pressure to improve efficiency is only one source of pressure to innovate from central
government. Two-thirds of authorities feel a strong pressure from central government to
innovate. Authorities have innovated in response to various government or regulatory
requirements, including legislative changes, local government reorganisation, policy
initiatives or pilots, best value reviews or recommendations from auditors or inspectors.

However, only a quarter of authorities considered this government pressure to be a strong
driver of innovation, and only 1 per cent regarded it as essential to innovation. Views on
audit and inspection mirror those expressed about central government. There was little
evidence for the view that audit and inspection act as a brake on innovation, but also little
to suggest that they encourage it.

Of all the approaches central government has adopted to encourage innovation, simply
maintaining continuous pressure on authorities to improve efficiency may have had the
most direct influence in creating the conditions for and stimulating innovation.

Examples of successful innovation elsewhere

Examples of successful innovation elsewhere can provide a strong impetus to innovate.
Two-thirds of authorities regarded the availability of examples as important or essential for
supporting innovation. One in eight described it as essential. Nearly half agree that
opportunities to network with other local organisations looking to innovate are crucial for
innovation, and regard awareness of the latest developments in technology as very
important or essential to innovation.
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There are two factors at work here. Examples in other local public bodies motivate
authorities to consider adapting others’ ideas, on the basis that they should provide the
same offer to the public and not fall behind their peers. Secondly, successful innovative
practice in other sectors shows authorities that there are different ways to conduct their
business. Moreover, examples of others’ experience can provide valuable insights into
what works in practice and help councils avoid repeating others’ mistakes.

However, authorities find it hard to navigate the wide variety of available material in the
public domain and are not always aware of developments outside their own organisation.
Although two-thirds of authorities think that that their authority is quick to follow others’
new ideas, examples can be scarce. Only a quarter of authorities report that examples are
readily available and consistently fewer report the availability of up-to-date knowledge or
networking opportunities than describe these factors as essential. Chapter 6 of this
report discusses the market for knowledge about innovation in local authorities in more
detail.

Local political pressure

The demand for innovation also derives from local political circumstances. This pressure
can result from local councillors themselves coming up with innovative ideas and
proposals — either individually, as part of their political groups or through formal council
structures such as scrutiny panels. More often, however, members will articulate
demanding outcomes which will require an innovative response from officers if they are to
be delivered.

Our fieldwork provided evidence of political pressure giving rise to innovation. Examples
included new leaders bringing a different focus or direction to an organisation, or when
the strategic priorities were reviewed or changed. Members also stimulated innovation
when they launched new initiatives or where a local political consensus was established
around the need to respond to an emerging issue.

The majority of authorities report that they consider political pressure from within the
organisat