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as a consequence of the post-
2008 financial crisis and the 
lack of a clear steer for system 
change from the centre when 
looking to realise efficiency 
savings locally.

Some valued local public 
services have been lost and 
others scaled down. However, 
the system has not changed. 
Practice, in terms of silos and a 
paternalistic approach, has 
not significantly changed.

Expenditure, in terms of 

Ed Miliband followed up his 
recent “people-powered 
public services” speech with a 
speech in a similar vein at the 
recent launch of the Institute 
for Public Policy Research’s 
Condition of Britain report, a 
study feeding into the Labour 
party policy review process.

Miliband laid out his 
challenge to local public 
service providers. He talked 
about perversities in the 
system and how it required 
“big, far-reaching reform and 
changes”.

The social sector, he said, 
had a huge contribution to 
make in terms of adding value 
to public services and 
progressing the ‘more with 
less’ agenda.

Miliband spoke out against 
vested interests and said they 
could not be allowed to block 
change, stating “there’s no 
sense that we can’t do this 
because it gets in the way”.

However, in stark contrast 
to Miliband’s all-change 
rhetoric, the IPPR report 
covered much familiar 
territory, calling for a 
continuation of community 
budgets, pooling of funds, 
amalgamation of authorities 
to drive services, a more 
flexible troubled families offer 
targeting prevention and early 
intervention, etc.

Public sector reform has 
been a key platform for 
governments of all colours for 
the past two decades. This has 
been a result of the 
recognition that despite good 
intentions, the public service 
model in England is no longer 
fit for purpose.

Some previous attempts at 
public service reform, from 
the late 1990s to the end of the 
2000s, left the local 
architecture and whole system 
in place. They focused on 
individual organisational 

unit costs to deliver services, 
and levels of success, in terms 
of sustainable outcomes, have 
not changed. We now have a 
context of ever-increasing 
demand for services at the 
same time as continuing 
demands for efficiencies to 
meet an ongoing programme 
of national budget reductions.

Local public service 
providers are desperately 
searching for ways to “reduce 
demand”, “nudge” and effect 
“behavioural change” in 
citizens. What we need is 
whole public service system 
change.

Only whole-system change 
will realise improvement in 
outcomes for citizens and be 
affordable within the 
constraints of the ongoing 
budget reductions.

In effect, we have two 
extremely challenging 
determinants affecting the 
prospect of public service 
reform after 2015. One is the 
complex diverse and 
fragmented local public 
system. The other is the 
political challenge and 
constraint affecting the 
potential to reform.

We have all kinds of 
pressures building that can 
result ultimately in the loss of 
more valued and needed local 
provision.

Current movements to 
address the situation include 
efforts to bring about change 
by funding reform, as per the 
community budgets regime. 
Another focuses minds on 
metropolitan areas and the 
geography and scale of 
provision.

The big question is how to 
shift and initiate change. 
Clearly this is a tricky issue to 
be addressed pre-election, but 
one that we can be sure is 
being worked on as the 
election gets nearer.

structures, processes and 
latterly funding regimes to 
better relate outcomes to 
original purpose. 

At the very end of the late 
2000s the Leadership Centre 
for Local Government pilot, 
Total Place, brought about a 
powerful, transformational 
realisation that the whole 
system was broken. It did this 
through a process of 
investigation and reflection, 
learning directly from people’s 
historical experiences of 
receiving public services.

The response in the 
beginning of the current 
decade has been to focus 
mainly on front-loaded cost 
reductions at a time when 
public services have been 
under ever greater political 
and subsequently, public 
scrutiny. This has partly been 
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WHOLE-SYSTEM CHANGE IS ONLY OPTION
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Ed Miliband: in favour of ‘big, far-reaching reform’


