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Anyone who knows me knows I’m a 
lover of targets – daily to-do lists, step 
challenges, running streaks and the like 
– all play a big role in my personal life. 
Having worked in local government for 
a decade, and now on the other side of 
the fence working in the private sector 
but with a number of public sector 
clients, targets also feature heavily in my 
professional life. 

So I was fascinated to read a new report, 
published last month by the Institute for 
Government, on the use of targets in public 
service delivery. The report attempts to 
answer the all-important question: do 
targets improve public services?

Tracing the history of new public 
management, the report provides an 
overview of 40 years of target culture 
before focusing on two areas – health 
and education – where targets have been 
used extensively and where there is 
relatively strong evidence on the impact 
they have had.

The authors conclude targets raise 
minimum standards but do not drive 
excellence. Looking at the mechanisms 
for improvement, they suggest that 
targets signal political priorities, can 
increase accountability and incentivise 
deeper analysis – after all, understanding 
why something isn’t working well is key 
to improving it. 

The most successful targets, they 
argue, are those that are closely aligned 
with the desired outcome, for example, 
the four-hour A&E waiting time which 
(through luck rather than judgement) 
drove reductions in mortality rates as well 
as simply cutting waiting times in A&E. 

We’ve all heard of the phrase ‘hitting 
the target but missing the point’ and the 
report examines the risks of a target 
culture – prioritising easy wins, ignoring 
important issues and manipulating 
data. It makes practical suggestions 
for designing and using targets and 
is essential reading for political and 
managerial leaders alike.  n
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soapbox

There’s a lot to say on the Batley 
and Spen by-election; according to 
locals, the Matt Hancock saga was 

significant. Some traditional Tory voters were 
so outraged at enforcer-in-chief Hancock’s 
double standards, they wanted to punish their 
own party. Labour leavers started off wanting 
to punish their own party, as in Hartlepool. 
But the ‘one rule for us, one rule for them’ 
narrative was just a final hurdle they could 
not get over to vote Conservative. 

Few of us are interested in the sexual 
shenanigans of leading politicians in 2021.  
But the public remembers that the former 
health secretary was petty-minded and 
inflexible about other rule-breakers. As a 
minister, in response to the Derbyshire police 
fining two women for the ‘crime’ of driving 
for a walk and a coffee, Mr Hancock warned: 
‘Every time you flex the rules it could be 
fatal’. No wonder voters are bitter about him 
infringing his own authoritarian rules. 

In the Commons, Labour leader Sir Keir 
Starmer highlighted the case of Ollie Bibby, 
27, who died in hospital of leukaemia 
without seeing his mother on 5 May (a day 
before Mr Hancock was filmed kissing), 
having begged to see his family for weeks. 
The Prime Minister’s response was tone-
deaf, suggesting this was a misplaced focus 
‘on stuff in the Westminster bubble’. The 
political class seem to be clueless about what 
the privations of the last 16 months have been 
like for people outside the bubble. 

Such attitudes are leading to resentments 

when they witness elites – G7, UEFA and 
FIFA officials and chief executive officers 
– behaving as though the pandemic is over 
for them, enjoying ‘normal’ interactions as 
they are afforded special exemptions from a 
range of restrictions. Why is Wimbledon safe, 
but a school sports day for pupils is not? If 
VIPs don’t have to quarantine, why do key 
workers? 

The ‘them versus us’ narrative can be a 
crude, populist clarion call, on left and right. 
However, I think the chasm between the 
rule-makers and the ruled has been viscerally 
brought to life by differing attitudes to – and 
experiences of lockdown restrictions.  

This is not confined to the Tories or national 
politicians. Opposition parties and local 
authorities alike have been more enthusiastic 
about ensuring continued restrictions are kept 
in place. Despite the success of the vaccine 
rollout and reassuring data, the institutional 
embrace of the precautionary principle 
means that everywhere from GP surgeries 

to university campuses continue to delay 
resuming normal, face-to-face service. 

Reticent councils have only started to meet 
in person because they must, due to changed 
rules. From the grumbling you’d think 
pseudo-democracy via Zoom is a preferable 
‘safe space’ than the properly functioning – if 
more messy – council chamber. 

This is not about being pro or anti 
lockdown. This mirrors a widespread 
intuition that the everyday miseries of 
lockdown are treated as unimportant. 

Unfortunately, councils seem more 
preoccupied with having their own 
institutional demands for more money and 
resources heard, than giving voice to the 
havoc caused to their constituents by often 
excessively risk-averse regulations. 

As we approach 19 July, let’s hope people 
will resume normality with a renewed zest 
for life. But we should never forget what 
was done to society and the huge costs it has 
extracted. We need to debate what lessons 
we might learn from the experience of the 
pandemic and reflect on unintended collateral 
damage, especially before any further 
measures are proposed under the guise of 
public health in the future. And then, the us-es 
need to be heard as loudly as the thems. n
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