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Accountability in the Police and best value and value for money within the public sector


The public sector is still currently dealing with the serious impacts of austerity. Not just that, but an increasing demand for the public services as well as budget cuts to those services have made it more difficult than ever for services to operate at their best whilst also balancing being efficient with good value for money. Quigley (2012) explains the link between public sector performance and the value for money for stakeholders. He argues that ‘public sector performance should be approached from the perspective of enhancing services and increasing value for money for taxpayers’. The taxpayers and the general public are the stakeholders of public services. Best value and value for money must be taken into account when looking at public services and analysing whether they are successful. With increasing strain on these services, it can lead to more mistakes which is why it is important to hold those in public office accountable for their actions. It is vital that those in positions of power are held responsible for their actions in the event of misconduct or malfeasance.

Holding those in power accountable for their actions and conduct are vital in a democratic society such as the one we live in. If those who abuse their power and cannot be held accountable, then they can get away with almost anything and democracy fails in a way. Bovens (2007) describes public accountability as the ‘hallmark of modern democratic governance’. When working in public office, workers must hold a standard which is what is expected of somebody working within the public sector. These can be found in the Nolan Report (1995). The report set out 7 principles expected of anyone working within the public sector or those in other sectors who deliver public services. This includes the police, health, education and local government. These principles are ‘selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership’. This includes being accountable to the public, which are the stakeholders, for their decisions. Public accountability is important because it allows for checks and controls of those in power, to endure their conduct is in line with those they serve. This can be by justifying their actions and conduct to the public. If public servants fail their legal responsibilities to the public, they can be charged with malfeasance. It is a very serious offence and carries life imprisonment. The offence is described by the Crown Prosecution Service (2018) as when the public office holder ‘acts or fails to act in a way that constitutes a breach of duties of that office’. This means that it can be committed by an act, or an omission which breach the duties of that office by neglecting their duties, or misconduct therefore abusing the trust of the public without reasonable justification. Steps can be taken to ensure proper accountability can be achieved in public services. Accountability is needed because it gives the public office a sense of integrity, and build trust in in the public service. This is always needed, especially in a service such as the police which relies on policing by consent and the general public’s cooperation for investigations. If the public can see that nobody is above the law, even those in positions of power, it creates trust in the police which is vital for them to operate at their best. Bovens (2007) describes how it also can improve performance by ‘fostering individual and institutional learning’ and by managers having standards to adhere to, creates expectations of them to adhere to them rather than slacking. 

An important concept to consider when analysing public services is best value. This involves ‘good governance and effective management with a focus on improvement, to deliver the best possible outcomes to the public’ according to Audit Scotland. This is a statutory duty on public services to review the service to allow for improvements and closer links with the community. Best value is measured using performance indicators which can help judge whether a service is delivering the best possible outcomes for the public. It is used by services such as the police in England and Wales and is an important part of the service and forms a link between them and the community they serve. In the police, these are set out in plans that set to achieve goals over a number of years. They are published and released to the public to read so that there is a link to the community. The evidence of these targets can be found when analysing crime statistics or figures relating to the aims. The main principles of best value involve economy, efficiency and effectiveness and to use these principles to strive for improvement. The Department for Communities and Local Government (2015) explain that the improvements are a result of a combination of these principles. These principles must be at the forefront of decisions made by public services in order to bring about positive change. This involves evaluating each decision which can affect the service, by analysing how it can impact the economic factors, efficiency and effectiveness. This links to public accountability because if a member of public office decides to disregard the idea of best value, then it can be questioned by the public as to why they have done that and what reasons they have for doing it. They can be held accountable for their actions. 

Another important concept to consider is value for money. The National Audit Office describes this as ‘the optimal use of resources to achieve the intended outcomes’. This also relies on using the three criteria to measure value for money, which are economy, efficiency and effectiveness. Economy is explained as minimising the cost of spending, so spending less. Efficiency is spending well, a relationship between the output and the resources used and effectiveness is the relationship between intended outcomes and the actual result of the spending, so spending wisely. The National Audit Office also describes that as well as the three ‘E’s’, there can be a fourth which is equity. This involves spending fairly. So that means spending the money and using resources for those who are in most need of them. These are the main principles for value for money and are used to ensure that the services are good value for money. It is also described by the Department for Transport (2015) as ‘using public resources in a way that creates and maximises public value’. For example, if the police introduced a new scheme to reduce knife crime, but overspent by a significant amount and did not achieve the desired outcomes. Then that could be said to not be good value for money. If the scheme achieved some of the desired outcomes, and was at a good price, it could be considered to be successful and therefore can be good value for money. 

The police forces in England and Wales provide a good example for applying these concepts to real life scenarios. It also provides a good area of research for accountability and holding both individual officers and the service as a whole accountable for any misconduct or actions not deemed favourable by the general public. 

Holding individual officers and the service accountable for their actions is extremely important. The police rely on the community in order to operate. The system of policing used is one which requires the public’s consent in order to function rather than the use of force to control the public although this can be seen in extreme circumstances. It relies heavily on the community to assist in criminal investigations and requires a healthy relationship with the community for that to happen. This relationship must be built on trust and the public must have faith in the police to do their jobs, and to ensure that nobody is above the law, including themselves. Accountability in the police can be seen in everyday decisions the officers or staff decide which face scrutiny, or more controversially, if something goes wrong and there is a death caused by an officer whether it is by firearms or other methods. Punch (2011) states that ‘in a democracy, the states use of violence is embedded in checks and balances to ensure legality and accountability’. This is particularly true in England and Wales which of course, is a democracy, but also has checks and balances to ensure that if there is an extreme scenario where use of violence is permitted, it can be explained or justified. Some may argue it is not enough however, especially if the checks are a result of a terrible tragedy or that more can be done to ensure that officers can be held accountable if it is believed that they did not do the right thing. Whilst it is important that the public have a view, and that the view is heard, it is also important that the police are not put on trial by the public which can sometimes form an angry mob mentality. The knowledge and understanding of the events may not be enough to pass judgement on what happened. Police accountability has sparked numerous debates since the fatal shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes in 2005. According to Balcioglu and Pala (2015) the police in England and Wales are held to account by the tripartite system, ‘with the responsibility distributed between the Home Office, chief constables and Police and Crime Commissioners’. They are also held accountable by the Independent Office of Police Conduct (IOPC) who are an independent of the police, government and interest groups. According to the IOPC, they oversee the police complaints system and investigate possible cases of misconduct or serious and sensitive incidents. They can review the evidence and present it back to the police force who carry out any action based on the recommendations from the IOPC. Accountability has a huge impact on how the public see the police which is essential to the police being able to perform their duties. Without the trust and confidence of the public, it becomes much more difficult to police. 

The concepts of best value and value for money are important when considering the police budget which has been slashed numerous times over the past decade. This is why it is important to consider the best value for money before making decisions. It can be difficult measuring value for money especially when making comparisons between forces because each force area requires different needs and has different levels and types of crime. This is why it can be difficult to compare between each force. South Wales Police covers a bigger population compared to Dyfed Powys, incorporating the two biggest cities in Wales within their jurisdiction. So therefore, it is understandable that they may face different challenges to Dyfed Powys. Yearly Value for Money profiles can be used to compare the police forces throughout England and Wales which breaks down the spending of each force as well as crimes and staffing levels. These can be used to determine value for money in each force. Best value is also important to consider for each force area and is closely linked with value for money. This can be measured with performance indicators which are targets set and can be used to measure the performance of the police authority. These can be found in plans for the future by the Police and Crime Commissioner. An important thing to consider for both of these concepts are the ‘3 E’s’ which are economy, efficacy and effectiveness. These terms are vital for measuring value for money and determining best value as they look at minimising spending where possible, how well the money is spent and spending money wisely. Another thing to consider when analysing best value and value for money is multi-agency collaboration and partnerships. These can be partnerships with other agencies with a shared goal or even partnerships between two police forces. An example of this is the shared firearms division between South Wales Police, Dyfed Powys and Gwent. Decisions like these are made with the idea of best value for money in mind, which allows each force to save money but still be able to operate effectively. The impact these concepts have on the stakeholders are huge. There is a strong link between the public and how the funding is spent. The money is mostly spent depending on the problems the community faces. Therefore, if money is not spent well, or in the wrong areas then it can have a negative impact on the general public and the community. 

The approach of public services such as the police to best value should be that the decisions made must take into account the stakeholder, so the public. In 2019/2019, the public helped fund around £3.7 billion of the total £12.3 billion police budget across England and Wales through things such as council tax according to Full Fact (2018). A recommendation to improve the best value within the police is to hold meetings which analyse whether certain policies within the police are functioning as expected and whether they are in the best interest of value for money, and in the best interest for the public and service. Another recommendation is to make all senior figures aware of the principles of best value and the ‘3 E’s’, and use these when making decisions that affect the service and the delivery to the public. A final recommendation is a review of the current system for best value within the police and take into account views from senior officers, regular officers and members of the public in order to create a vision for the future which has the best results for everybody. 

In conclusion, there are links that can be found between the concepts of best value, value for money and accountability. A major link is the stakeholder, so the public. They are a major factor in each of these points, especially when it comes down to public services like the police. Accountability is important within the police and the debate is always reignited after major events such as the shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes or even the Hillsborough tragedy. These events create a debate which leads to mostly positive changes in procedures and training in the organisation. This combined with the IOPC which can sometimes be controversial, ultimately is designed to strive for improvement within the police, although whether that is successful can often be a debate in itself. It is important that throughout the future, best value and value for money are still important in the plans for the police to ensure they are operating at full potential. However, with the current political climate and the potential for an outbreak of disease, the short-term future may be different to what most may have expected. 
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