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Following the economic financial crisis of 2008, Coppola (2017) states that the world woke up and had a sudden reminder of the economic vulnerability of countries around the world. The economic crisis which would later be known as the Recession, shined a light and provided a haunting reminder of the consequences of economic uncertainty, echoing the potential return of the 1930s, many countries moved swiftly to counter and prevent a total financial crash. In 2010 the U.K elected the Conservative party and with the assistance of the Liberal Democrats, the Coalition Government was formed with what Coppola (2017) and Krugman (2015) argue was a mandate to pursue both financial stability and national financial reform, the result was austerity. Within this new decade and era of austerity the importance of accountability, best value and value for money were crucial to the sustainability of the U.K’s infrastructure as well as its financial position as one of the leading countries in the world.

Cambridge Dictionary (2020) defines accountability as ‘the fact of being responsible for what you do and being able to give a satisfactory reason for it’, essentially stating that being accountable would be to take responsibility for your actions by justifying them in a clear and agreeable way. Accountability is also described by Stapenhurst and O’Brien (2008) as having two components, they are: answerability and enforcement, with answerability meaning you are held to account by an authority and enforcement meaning the same authority providing a sanction or remedy to the situation.

Hirsch (2008) explains that public servants have a legal responsibility to be accountable and are answerable if duties or commitments are not met, Hirsch (2008) continues and explains failure to fulfil your role as a public servant or any breaches of conduct such as an abuse of position or misuse of power is a criminal offence and is known as malfeasance in public office, an offence that has a maximum sentence of life imprisonment.

NAO (2020) outline the importance of accountability and state regularity, propriety and value for money are essential for public accountability as regulation ensures organisations or public servants are using resources lawfully, propriety and professionalism ensures standards are upheld in the form of good governance and value for money ensures the appropriate use and purchase of resources, and not just going with the easiest or cheapest option (NAO, 2020).

As previously mentioned, best value and value for money have increasingly become important factors in the operation of public services. LDOCE (2020) explains that best or good value means the purchase or financial expense of something is actually worth what you pay for. Furthermore, Business Dictionary (2020) explains the meaning of value for money when they state that value for money is not only about the purchase price or financial cost, but instead about maximising the efficiency and effectiveness of the purchase or service you are paying for. 

In a governmental and public sector context, guidance provided by DCLG (2015) explains that the government wants public agencies to get the most out of funding by decreasing costs of services by working and increasing the involvement of voluntary and community organisations in the operation of public services. Value for money is further explained in a report by DfT (2015) when the organisation states that value for money is a key consideration for all decisions involved with the use of public funds and financial observations are regularly made when it comes to what the department spends in terms of input, and what the department gains in terms of what financial output the service gains. DfT (2015) continues and states ‘Achieving value for money can be described as using public resources in a way that creates and maximises public value.’ (DfT, 2015).

Ultimately, value for money in the public service context would mean the public are receiving effective services from the government and other public organisations such as the Police, NHS and Fire Service, from the money the public pay through tax and other financial contributions. Therefore, best value would then mean the money that is being provided to these services, is being used to its most potential and effectiveness and not being wasted or misused in a manner that would offset the principles of best value for money. Furthermore, this essentially means that the public are getting their money's worth by receiving high quality service, for a good and efficient price.

NAO (2020) states that the key principles of both best value and value for money are the three E’s and they are: Economy, Efficiency, Effectiveness. NAO (2020) continues and states that the three E’s are used to assess government spending and to ensure optimal use of resources is being achieved. NAO (2020) breaks down the three E’s and explains that: Economy means reducing and minimising the cost of both resources and services to provide a good economic result and to spend less, Efficiency means the partnership between the output of goods and services as well as the resources used to produce them are appropriate and therefore financially well spent, and Effectiveness is the analysis between both the intended and actual results of public finance, ensuing the outcome of spending is what was intended and to ultimately ensure money is spent wisely.

Accountability, best value and value for money are delivered by transparency from the government and public service organisations. This transparency Ball and Pflugrath (2012) argue can be found in the form of public documentations that show both finances and strategic goals to become a cheaper service or organisation to operate. Furthermore, Carstens (2005) states that transparency enables both the public and investigatory organisations to view authorities’ performance and prevent any misuse of funds. Carstens (2005) continues and states that ‘transparency serves to achieve accountability’, therefore, this enables the government and public service organisations to show their honesty and integrity but also enables these authorities to be held responsible for their actions should things be mishandled. Carstens (2005) concludes by stating without transparency from the government to the public, there would be a lack of trust and that would eventually lead to social instability and a society de-motivated to economic growth, in other words, a society that would question the use of finances provided by tax and may begin to question the idea of it.

The National Audit Office (NAO, 2020) is one example of how accountability, best value and value for money is evidenced with regard to the public sector. As well as this, both public sector and private sector organisations can establish audit committees and these committees alongside the National Audit Office can carry out a variety of audits, the four main audits being: External Audit, Regulatory Audit, Internal Audit, and Operational or Value for Money Audit (NAO, 2020, and FRC, 2016). Mawby and Wright (2005) note that both the Audit Commission and HMIC are also responsible for conducting best value inspections for organisations within the public sector.

To understand the principles of accountability as well as to provide an example of best value and value for money the policies of the police service in recent years, notably under austerity, will be observed.

The importance of police accountability is explained by McLaughlin (2007) and Rowe (2014) when they acknowledge that policing within a democratic country has enabled the British model of policing to become built upon accountability, and enables the police to be answerable to both the public and executive authorities. Rowe (2014) continues and states that for public order to be maintained as well as society's ability to have confidence and to thrive as normal, confidence and trust in the police is essential as McLaughlin (2007) states, thorough and appropriate accountability transforms into public confidence.

Rowe (2014) demonstrates how accountability is embedded into the police by stating as an institution, the police have designated types of accountability and therefore levels of responsibility. The types of accountability are: individual, multiple officer, and organisational accountability (Rowe, 2014).

HMIC (2014) address the response by the police in adapting to the changes of austerity and striving towards the principles of best value and value for money. HMIC (2014) states that between the years 2011 and 2015, due to austerity cuts, the police needed to save a total of £2.53 billion but managed to develop saving plans to cover the cost of 96% of this figure, with the remaining £107 million having to be made up by using reserve resources.

HMIC (2014) continues and states that some police forces have developed strategies to try and reduce the demand on police services by working in partnership with other organisations. Furthermore, HMIC (2014) notes that forces have stated they plan on working on early intervention with social, health and education services to prevent low and petty crimes being committed in the first place, as well as using evidence based policing methods in an effort to predict and then prevent crime from occurring in 'hot spots' (HMIC, 2014).

The report (HMIC, 2014) explains that one of the aims of the inspections carried out by the Inspectorate Constabulary was to discover to what extent has the police created an affordable and sustainable way of policing. This aim demonstrates the importance of transparency with regard to both internal stakeholders - staff and officers that work for the police - and external stakeholders - the public that fund and receive services from the police - as the report (HMIC, 2014) shows that the police no longer have money to waste and have to squeeze every drop out of the budget.

Dhillon (2018) highlights the success of some police forces when it comes to value for money when they state Cheshire Police have saved almost £1.5 million since 2015 by buying equipment in bulk with other police forces. This saving strategy has been effective in not only saving money but by also having force upgrades occur simultaneously with neighbouring services, allowing for better services to be delivered in parts of the country in large proportions.

With regards to accountability within the police, issues such as corruption Newburn (2015) states can greatly impact public confidence in the police despite the police and CPS providing sanctions for the offences and holding the offenders to account. Punch (2010) defines corruption as: ‘Any conduct which could be considered at odds with the honest, transparent and ethical behaviour of a police officer.’.

Newburn (2015) continues to discuss corruption and references many high profile cases that were national news between the 1960’s and 1990’s and explains that in modern policing, accountability is essential to gain confidence and trust from the public which is why the police has evolved into an institution that can deal with corruption appropriately and hold offenders to account. 

Furthermore, Miller (2003) and Newburn (2015) discuss how the police have internal procedures to ensure both accountability and anti-corruption. These procedures come in the form of Professional Standards Units and the Independent Office for Police Conduct where both facilities enable the reporting of any misconduct from any police personnel from both internal and external sources, all with the option of anonymity (Miller, 2003, and Newburn, 2015). This demonstrates the responsibilities that the police service as an institution is making to ensure staff and personnel are being held to account as these facilities mean that the police have enabled members of the public as well as police staff themselves to be able to safely make a complaint without fear of workplace harassment or persecution (Miller, 2003).

IOPC (2020) states that the role of the Independent Office for Police Conduct is to oversee the police complaints system but to also ensure that during investigations carried out by other authorities such as the National Audit Office, performance management is also observed. The Home Office (2008) report acknowledges that similar with all aspects of the public sector, you cannot measure performance in the police by profit, like private sector organisations, instead you measure performance by having target systems and principles for managers and the police as an institution to abide by. 

The Home Office (2008) set out the hallmarks of effective performance management in a report (Home Office, 2008) where 12 hallmarks are declared, each with their own categories, with hallmark 1-5 being under ‘People and Relationships’, hallmark 6-10 being under ‘Structures and Processes’ and hallmark 11-12 being under ‘Data and Analysis’, with each hallmark demonstrating what the police should uphold in their duties to the shareholders, also known as the public.

Despite the police and other organisation’s efforts to demonstrate both transparency and accountability in a variety of different ways, as well as the importance of best value for money, some shortcomings have historically been observed with regard to accountability and corruption, notably the famous case of institutional malfeasance in the form of institutional racism seen with the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson, 1999).

The Stephen Lawrence Charitable Trust (2020) explains that the errors in judgement and the mistakes made within the investigation into Stephen Lawrence’s death that were uncovered in the publication of the Macpherson Report (Macpherson, 1999) led to ‘profound cultural changes in attitudes to racism, to the law and to police practice. It also paved the way for a greater understanding of discrimination of all forms and new equalities legislation.’. 

Following the labelling of London’s Metropolitan Police as ‘institutionally racist’, Freeman-Powell (2019) states that despite the police in large parts having reformed since the inquiry (Macpherson, 1999), many officials including the ex-chairman of the National Black Police Association, Leroy Logan, claim that the police, specifically the London Metropolitan is still institutionally racist. 

Freeman-Powell (2019) continues and states that Leroy believes this because not only are the number of black police officers disproportionate to that of white police officers, but also the ethnicity of senior roles are being predominantly filled by white officers. Freeman-Powell (2019) further states that Leroy cites a statistic showing that black officers are subjected to more misconduct disciplines than white officers as well as showing figures stating that disproportionality can still be found in stop and search as black citizens are five times more likely to be stopped than white citizens (Freeman-Powell, 2019).

Despite the shortcomings seen with regards to some aspects of accountability and corruption, modern statistics and headlines show that when issues surrounding race or other factors are brought to light, the police respond and investigate thoroughly (Dearden, 2018). Furthermore, Dearden (2018) states that when statistics showed that the Metropolitan Police were ‘four times more likely to use force against black than white people in London’, which created mistrust for some black communities, Scotland Yard responded by stating that any disproportionate use of force would be investigated and made public to show transparency from the service. 

To conclude, the research conducted around this topic shows that more modern approaches to policing include fundamental aspects of accountability and transparency, as well as the already established points surrounding best value and value for money principles. However, to further improve some areas of policing, the following recommendations are proposed:

Recommendation 1: To reach optimal financial best value and value for money, the entirety of the police force should bulk buy as one whole entity when it comes to core and essential purchases such as firearms, tasers, computer software and police vehicles. The life expectancy of such resources to the police would then be equal for each force, meaning the purchase of these various equipments would allow for better continuity and enable better finance planning as the police would have a shared renewal date for each component. Should all 43 police forces in the U.K request a large volume of resources from manufacturers, the government and each individual force would be able to get a resource overhaul for a significantly cheaper and better price, echoing the success of Cheshire Police discussed by Dhillon (2018).

Recommendation 2: Increase community engagement between the police and the public shareholders, specifically aspects of society where youths or ethnic minorities would have distrust towards the police. Despite the police holding themselves to a high standard with regard to both financial and accountable affairs, the effort made by the police should be more widely known and as far reaching as possible to increase confidence in the police. This may in turn encourage more community engagement in the voluntary sector which could theoretically relieve police of some duties.

Recommendation 3: Compel the Government to not only increase the police budget but to also offer benefits / perks to manufacturers that supply the resources to the police to encourage price deductions to large bulk purchases. For example, if a car manufacturer was given a contract by the Government or the Police to provide them with x number of vehicles, they receive increased subsidies and lower tax for all deals carried out by the manufacturer or business. This would further encourage the police and other aspects of the public sector to operate on best value and value for money principles.
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