The 27th Annual Police Service Conference

“Hitting the Target, Missing the Point?”

Friday April 25th to Sunday April 27th 2008

Interim Report

Conference Concept:

Central Government, in the last decade, has directed its focus on performance management of local services.  The Police Service, in common with other public sector organisations, has been subject to central target setting, key performance indicators and an intervention regime.

The positive impact of targets includes the creation of common objectives, and the opportunity for comparison.  Government would point to improvement in key performance areas.  The downside may be a narrowing of view about what the public service is there to provide – the targets become the end in themselves.  Figures can be presented in the most flattering light, with the counting of things taking precedence over the quality of service that underpins the targets.  The priorities of local people may be overridden by the central target regime.  What will be the impact of the proposed re-grouping of targets?  This conference will provide the opportunity to examine the theory and practice of using targets.

The test for any Government in the future will be the extent to which it can devolve accountability to the public which is demanding it.  Yet public service provision risks becoming skewed towards meeting narrowly drawn central targets, while the public still does not feel safe. So how can targets be further improved so they are more finely tuned? Should they be abolished; or is there a need for greater emphasis on the need for leadership that works with targets but still sees the customer as central?  The police service, and other public sector organisations, stands at this crossroads.

Sixty six people gathered at Cumberland Lodge in late April for the annual Police Service Conference. Outside of the Service’s own conferences at this level, this event must constitute the largest gathering of senior ranking officers and personnel from other sectors at any time, and it is the particular nature of this meeting that provides a guarantee of the highest level of discussion upon the chosen theme.

This year’s theme was no different. Target culture has been at the heart of public life for almost a decade, and it seemed opportune to the organizing Committee that the annual meeting give it proper and lengthy consideration. 

Of the sixty six participants, no less than nineteen were speakers. They represented  the Service itself, as well as those government organizations whose job it is to oversee and scrutinize it and those within other public service bodies or academia who had insights to offer on the culture and its effects within their own areas of responsibility.

Speakers representing the Police Service included Roger Baker, the Chief Constable of Essex; Jan Berry, the Chair of the Police Federation of England and Wales; Peter Neyroud, a former chief constable and now the Chief Executive of the National Policing Improvement Agency; Sergeant Dan Stoddart of Hertfordshire Police, and Sir Norman Bettison, the Chief Constable of West Yorkshire. Each brought individual insight on target setting, and the effects that it had made, both positive and negative, on that part of the Police’s work that they represented. 

Alongside them others with connections to the Service, such as Kate Flannery from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Louise Casey, the Head of Crime and Communities Review in the Cabinet Office, were able to reflect on target culture from the position of seeing its effects set at the heart of government policy. It was particularly stimulating, therefore, to have a senior civil servant present as a speaker in Sir John Gieve, now Deputy Governor of the Bank of England but at the Home Office in the era when targets, especially in the shape of the then newly introduced Public Service Agreements, were finding their first audience. To hear at first hand of the philosophical and strategic thinking that lay behind the introduction of targets was of genuine interest to the Conference, and he had a receptive and generous hearing. Tom Thomas, the Director of his own Consultancy, was perhaps the most unequivocal in defence of target culture, and gave a detailed and graphically informed presentation on what the culture has to offer both private business and public agencies. 
This is not to say, of course, that the debate was without its critics. Thomas Docherty, Professor, and Head of the Department of English at Warwick University, gave an impassioned critique of target setting both as it found expression within his own world of higher education but also as it translated into other areas of public life. That “cri de coeur” was taken up in varying degrees by Barry Loveday, Reader in Criminal Justice Administration at Portsmouth University, and Simon Caulkin, a writer on management on the Observer newspaper. A more nuanced account of targets within academia was given by Drummond Bone, Vice Chancellor of Liverpool University, the principal thrust of whose argument was that target setting had its uses as long as it was used judiciously within the life of the individual institution.
Two other aspects of the Conference deserve mention. One of the most stimulating sessions consisted of six “mini” reflections on the ways in which targets impact on the life of very different institutions. Each speaker, representing either agencies within the Police Service, a local hospital trust, a large secondary school once in special measures, and a significant and prosperous multinational corporation, gave invaluable insights on the ways in which target setting functioned within their own environments. The picture presented was not uniform (how could it be otherwise?) and also not universally beyond criticism. But it was the fact of these presentations, coupled with the opportunity to reflect at length upon them in small group discussion, that led to an impressive final plenary centred on Q and A addressed to these participants. What was particularly useful to the Conference through this session was the opportunity it gave for all participants to realize areas of common ground.
All Conferences need their lighter moments. To describe Sir Clive Woodward’s After Dinner presentation on the Saturday evening as serving that purpose alone is to do it a grave injustice. An account in brief of the philosophy and practice that brought the title of World Champions to the England Rugby Team, it was the most explicit example of how setting targets, achieved over a long period and with express determination, can bring about something truly momentous. That momentum is now to be carried on in his role as the Performance Director of the British Olympic Association.  Coupled with the expertise of O2’s presentational skills, it was the perfect way in which to end a day of hard discussion. 
A full Report of the Conference will follow in due course.
Andrew Taylor 
Acting Director, Conference Programme
29th April 2008                       
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