“What makes public services ‘public’?
So far, we don’t think we have a clear definition of the term “Public Services” although perhaps we all feel we know one when we see it! 
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We’d like from a managerial viewpoint to suggest a way into the issues’ of public service definition. Let’s begin with a Systems Approach (see Diagram One)

This is a fairly standard, and we believe non controversial, account of service delivery.  

Inputs are instructions, designs or specifications, they tell you what you have to produce and for whom.  

Processes are sequences of activities, which lead to the delivery of the service.  We call what the service delivers the products or outputs.

Resources are used up in these activities and the activities are controlled by a set of rules.

Outputs are consumed or acquired by customers or more correctly by end users.  Consuming or acquiring the outputs of the service leads to an outcome for each consumer, hopefully part of that outcome is a feeling of satisfaction.

It would seem that in order that the process can be considered a ‘public service’?
the key questions are:

· Must the Inputs (i.e. the determination as to what product / service was to be offered, and to whom and on what terms) result from the actions of a democratic process?
· Must the Resources used by the service be paid for (in total or for the greater part) with public money (i.e. money raised by taxation)?

· Must the Controls be operated by a Statutory Regulatory Body?

· Must the Customers be the citizens / residents of a national or local state, and the product or service be offered to all on the basis of some universal test of eligibility which is not ‘the ability to pay’?

· Must the (primary) Desired Outcome be a benefit to the collective community rather than the creation of profits for distribution to private individuals 

We may also see a service in terms of the ‘players’ in its provision. (Diagram 2)
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The Instigator is the body, which instigates the provision of the service. In determining what will be provided; to whom and on what terms, the body must balance:

· The Policies / requirements of the central state (citizens / subjects)

· The Policies / requirements of the local state (community)

· The needs, wants and expectations of the service users (consumers)

US research on public sector management calls managers and elected officials working in this area “Execucrats” and the cabinet and elected mayor systems may see the greater applicability of that term in the UK. So for a service to be considered ‘public’:

· “Must an instigator be a statutory body?”  

· “Must the balancing of priorities be made through a democratic process?”

We may also wish to ask about the motivation of the Instigator – to echo a point made earlier, in a public service mustn’t the primary motive of the instigator be to benefit the community and not to acquire profits for distribution to owners or shareholders.

The Designer / Commissioner is the role which looks at the alternative ways of solving the provision problem set by the instigator and devises a means of doing it effectively, efficiently, economically and in an equitable manner. Charles Leadbeater once argued for “Entrepreneurial Commissioners” to drive innovation in public services. He / she then moves to select a provider on the basis of a set of clear (Best Value?) criteria. So for a service to be considered ‘public’:

· “Must the Commissioner be a direct employee of the instigator (a public servant)?”

· “Must his or her designs be verified by a democratically elected body before implementation?”

The Contract Manager is the person who ensures that what the Commissioner commissions is what gets delivered – it is akin to what in CCT days we called the Client role.

·  “Must the Contract Manager be a direct employee of the instigator (a public servant)?”

The Service Provider is the ‘organisation’ that actually carries out the operations that deliver the product to the end user. Much of the debate about public services provision is dominated by the nature of the provider.

· “Must the provider be the directly employed workforce of a statutory public body?”

· “Could the provider be a voluntary body and the service deemed ‘public’?

· “Could the provider be an ‘employee or consumer owned co-operative and the service deemed public?”

· “Could the provider be a ‘community group” and the service deemed public?”

· “Could the provider be a “non-profit company” and the service deemed public?”

· “Could the provider be a “profit seeking company” and the service deemed public?”

The Customers (or rather the consumers / end users) are those who directly benefit from the service. So, for the service to be seen as ‘public

· “Must the service be free to all customers at the point of delivery?”

· “Must the criteria of eligibility to receive / enjoy the service be universally applied and be determined by a democratic process”

· “Can there be an element of a direct fee (perhaps based on ability to pay)?”

Finally we come to the Community. Most would argue that for a service to be seen as ‘public’ then the wider community (the collective citizenry) must benefit as a result of its provision not just those in actual receipt of the service – public health services (such as refuse collection) and regulatory services (such as environmental health) provide good examples, but so do education and social services.

So the question is:

“For a service to be seen as ‘public’ must the wider community be seen to benefit from its provision?”

