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Introduction

Public services seem vital to the lifeblood of Britain. They contribute to wealth creation whilst also protecting the vulnerable from the problems they encounter. The face, however, at least two important challenges as they enter the 21st century. The first concerns whether services can satisfy new demands arising from a changing society. The rise of multicultural society, for example, has lead to calls from different groups that services should be increasingly tailored to their particular needs. Muslim groups, for instance, argue for an extension of existing provisions for religiously based schools to cover their faith. Alongside demand for different types of service, there is greater emphasis on quality. Some indication of this was highlighted by a memorable incident during the 2001 election campaign when a member of the public harangued the leader of the Labour Party, Tony Blair, over the state of the health service.

Secondly, public services need defending. Since the 1980s, public services have come under attack. Conservatives such as Margaret Thatcher allege that public officials lack the necessary information to make efficient decisions. Furthermore, even if this information were available, self-interest would lead to officials expanding services inefficiently. Focus is paid, instead, on private provision through the market. It is thought that this economises on the information needed for an efficient allocation of resources whilst also channelling self-interest into achieving productive efficiencies. Private provision through the market, accordingly, is seen as the ideal.

Accountability

Public services have to be repositioned, at the least, if they are to meet these challenges. With regard to social changes, the key issue is to make services more responsive to the views of their users. Above all, this points to the importance of accountability. This is the defining theme, for example, of a recent independent report on the National Health Service. This notes that although the NHS is Britain’s most popular institution, there are calls for it to be made more accountable to the populace. An important part of accountability relates to the type of service provided. Some common services are likely to be important. It is plausible to suggest that individuals accept the idea that citizenship requires that some services should be the same for all. This suggests an important role for government (given its capacity to provide uniform services at a national level). Sensitivity to different users points, however, in other directions. It is often easier to be responsive to different users through different types of provider. Plural providers point to the importance of non-governmental organisations. Some of these are in the public realm. These include voluntary societies, community groups and not-for-profit organisations. This underlines that the ‘public’ is not confined to government. Private firms may also be able to contribute a positive role here. This does not entail privatisation, where this is understood to mean a situation where all services are provided through private firms. Public Providers remain an important component of any delivery package. Nonetheless, it is important to accept that a valuable role may be carved out for profit-seeking firms.

Quality implies the existence of a set of criteria against which services can be judged. User involvement in the fashioning of these criteria is valuable in helping ensure users are satisfied. This leads onto issues of participation. Users need access to information of the appropriate quality if they are to be able to make a meaningful contribution. This means that those in charge of services should transmit clear and simple information at regular intervals. It is useful to institutionalise the involvement of users in a relatively formal manner. One device for doing this is to set this out in a charter. The idea is that as part of their remit, the managers of service providers will be instructed to consult with relevant parties. This will entail emphasis on the negotiation skills of managers. Users may even be integrated into decision-making structures. For example, consumers may be given representation on boards planning investment decisions in public utilities such as water. The cumulative effect of such measures is to lead to more diverse governance structures within services.

An important part of any performance measures adopted are likely to concern efficiency. Within this context it is important to note that there exist spaces where public agencies can enhance efficiency. Government, for example, can usually borrow from capital markets at more attractive rates of interest than the private sector (since governments are less likely to default on any loans). This helps foster efficient funding. This is not to say that government cannot lead to inefficiency. Government is probably too far removed from local circumstances to always ensure an efficient allocation of resources for example. In such cases there is a case for more locally based actors to be involved here. This is likely to encompass both third sector and private organisations. Efficiency considerations mean, overall, that emphasis should not be placed only on one type of body, but to a mixed economy.

Pluralism

The above analysis points to a distinctive model of public services. It underlines the importance of pluralism, both in delivery and funding. It refuses to see services only in terms of government, third sector organisations or private firms, but looks at ways that different bodies can be usefully combined. It is not easy to set out the precise boundaries between these actors in advance. These will result after negotiations and discussion, and are likely to alter through time. It is important, however, to accept the importance of partnership before any progress can be made. Not all the features of this approach are entirely new. At the beginning of the twentieth century many services were delivered and funded by self-help organisations and friendly societies. The approach outlined above renews this emphasis. It also points, nevertheless, in novel directions. Society has changed in important ways since the turn of the twentieth century. This leads, correspondingly, to important institutional changes. Governance, for instance, has to be altered to integrate a wider range of stakeholders. This is not to underestimate the obstacles that may be faced in any such repositioning. For example, any increasing organisation of schools along religious lines may lead to legitimate concerns over racial segregation (given that particular races are often associated with specific religions). Such segregation is difficult to reconcile with the common bonds demanded by citizenship. Tensions are also revealed in trade union responses to the IPPR’s recent report on public-private partnerships. Some union leaders tried to cast the report as a back door to privatisation. Although the accuracy of this judgement may be doubted, this episode helps illustrate the sort of problems that will probably arise between different types of provider that may be wary of each other. Though such difficulties are not insurmountable, it is important to recognise their existence to help construct a robust model of public services.

Conclusion

Once this framework is accepted, attention can focus on fashioning specific policies. For example, efforts can be directed to discussing how funding can be altered to ensure that there is sufficient pay to recruit, retain and motivate staff. Consideration can also be given to the wider changes that this model points to. Any model of services has to be located in a wider supportive framework. It is likely, for instance, that company law has to be altered to allow the flourishing of different governance forms. Each of the different bodies in this model of services will be required to fulfil their role if success is to be achieved. Government, for example, has to accept that funding services probably means some increase in taxation. A Fabian Society examination of taxation points out that, in spite of concerns over ‘tax resistance’ and ‘globalisation’ government still has scope to raise taxes. Although the public seems prepared to pay higher taxes, they want assurances that taxes will be well spent. This means government ministers must argue the case for higher taxes, possibly looking at innovative ways in which tax receipts can be linked with services (for example through hypothecation). Third sector organisations must accept that the involvement of the private sector in the funding and delivery of services need not amount to creeping privatisation. Corporations, in turn, must not compromise on standards in their drive to achieve cost efficiencies. Whilst not always easy to achieve, these commitments are imperative if public services are to successfully adapt to the challenges they face.

