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Budgetary Constraints, Accountability and Best Value
How does the public sector deal with reduced budgets and the increasing demand for public services?
Austerity has resulted in reduced budgets for the public sector. This along with an increased demand for public services means that Best Value and Value for Money are concepts that contribute to the daily management and governance within the public service. This is crucial in order to meet the requirements of stakeholders. Stakeholders play a significant role in strengthening social cohesion as they facilitate collaborative partnerships and promote the contributions of multiple components of a democratic society. These include the government, businesses and communities with this list not being exhaustive.
Best Value in the public sector refers to the promotion of the effective delivery of a service to the public. Furthermore, it is related to the way resources are managed and promotes good governance within the public services. There is much focus on improvement in which the best possible outcome for the public is the predominant driving force. Authorities therefore have a duty in the quality of their service provision and must consider the effect their decisions have on the overall value, including social, economic and environmental value. According to the Department for Communities and Local Government “Best Value authorities are under a general Duty of Best Value to make arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the way in which its functions are exercised, having regard to a combination of economy, efficiency and effectiveness”.
Value for money is defined as “the optimal use of resources to achieve the intended outcomes” (NAO). It is emphasised that this does not necessarily focus on achieving the lowest initial price but instead relates to the best available outcome as a result of any constraints or restrictions placed upon a given situation.
 There are three criteria to consider with regards to the assessment of value for money of government spending. These are referred to as the three Es; economy, efficiency and effectiveness. The economy aspect concerns any financial input required in order to fund the cost of relevant resources. It focuses on minimising cost whilst at the same time taking into consideration the significance and promotion of the quality of service. Efficiency relates to the output, thus being the service, as a result of the input, which refers to the financial aspect used to produce the necessary resources. This alludes to how well a specific authority is spending and making effective use of their budget. Finally, effectiveness is associated with the achievement of objectives with the predominant focus on a measure between the intended impact of a service against the actual impact. 
Accountability can be defined as “an obligation or willingness to accept responsibility or to account for one’s actions” (Morgan, J. (2016)). This means that people in power within the public services are brought to account over decisions they have made, whether it be for a failed project and therefore a waste of public spending or gross misconduct. When a failure is evident it necessitates an action that acts as a consequence for the failing. When a legal responsibility is not met and officials within sector organisations fail to meet the necessary requirements a redress is required and this can at times, depending on the misconduct, lead to malfeasance. This can lead to a maximum sentence of life imprisonment. Accountability within the public services can be divided into three different types, these being, individual officer accountability, multiple officer accountability and organisational accountability, all of which are extremely important in the public sector as they promote public confidence. Public confidence has proven to be paramount in successful communities along with collaboration, partnership working and multiorganisational approaches. With government proposing a number of ways an organisation can be brought to account, it is clear that this has become a central objective. These propositions include transparency of business plans which endeavour to open up the government to public scrutiny. Furthermore, the election of police and crime commissioners promotes democratic control at a local level and enables the accountability of local police forces and its members. 
Accountability is governed by seven principles, all of which contribute to public confidence and an overall ethos of professional practice. Firstly, one cannot deny the significance of working in a selfless manner that encourages employees of the public sector to always work with the public interest being their sole purpose, ignoring all potential benefits for themselves, friends and family. Secondly, the personal attribute of integrity must be at the fore at all times and therefore promotes the notion that workers of the public sector must ensure that they do not at any time place themselves in a potential situation where they are obligated both on a moral and financial basis to an outside party or organisation. Similarly, objectivity is a key principle of accountability as it ensures all decisions are made upon merit, with the absence of subjectivity playing a significant role. This ensures decisions are made fairly and are without personal interest. Also, being a holder of public office means that individuals and their decisions must be prepared to be scrutinised by the public as due to their position they become answerable to them. Moreover, it is important to note the recognition of being open with the necessary people. This includes ‘on a need to know basis’ and restricting public knowledge at times. However, they are expected to explain any decisions they decide to make along with an explanation of any significant choices. Withholding information from the public should only be done so when clear, lawful reasons are evident. This in turn increases public confidence and creates a sense of togetherness and belonging, enhancing and strengthening local communities.  Finally, leadership is a key principle in which people in authority are expected to lead by example and exhibit behaviours that display the attributes of the Nolan Principles whilst challenging any behaviours that fail to support and fall short of them. The Nolan principles were established by Lord Nolan in 1995 and form part of the Ministerial code applying to all those that deliver public services and who work as a public office holder.
Accountability is a key component and of high importance as this enables a clear system from which performance can be measured and benchmarked against to ensure clarity of duties are exercised accurately. A culture of accountability promotes public confidence, particularly in the police force and this further promotes healthier communities. Accountability within the workplace also ensures that confidence amongst staff is prevalent as they will be aware of the requirements for their leaders to establish ethical and moral decisions absent of personal gain which will in turn be recognised as putting the needs of the department first. This will make others aware that they are working in an environment that is credible and legitimate. Ultimately, this building of trust further strengthens the department.
The NHS practises the best value principle on a daily basis. With austerity proving to place demands and increased pressure on an already struggling service, Best Value is undoubtedly a key component to enable the service to continue to deliver and move forward with the increased demands society places upon it. Having reached a crisis point over recent years it has become inevitable that a value-based approach is key to delivering high-quality sustainable healthcare and therefore highlights the importance of the implementation of Best Value. The NHS implement The BPV Decision Framework which provides l organisations linked to the NHS with a process that promotes effective governance and demonstrates various options that are based on value. Efficiency, effectiveness and economy are used to establish the success of an outcome. This framework comprises decision planning, value generation and option priorities which all serve to contribute towards Best Value. Initially the decision planning stage constitutes the design of a decision process through collaboration between multi-disciplinary groups whilst simultaneously agreeing the stakeholders’ responsibilities beforehand. The value generation tool then  highlights the impact and outcome of a decision which in turn supports the option priorities tool that enables the demonstration of prioritising decisions based on efficiency, i.e the outcome measured against the cost of resources.
An example of when Best Value was practised in the NHS was via the Liverpool CCG Lung Health Decision in June 2015. This decision contemplated whether HLP should invest further into improving lung health in Liverpool whilst also considering the Best Vale in doing so. This involved a programme to raise awareness and also the delivery of a primary and secondary care partnership intervention. With cancer being Liverpool’s predominant killer, it was felt necessary to intervene. This however was argued against as the pilot was controversial and did not have the support of public health. The outcomes were established, these being, earlier intervention and therefore more likelihood of recovery, an improved reputation for Liverpool’s Health Service along with increase confidence amongst patients. These however were set against a number of constraints including a lack of financial resources, the impact it would have on other NHS services and the requirement for stakeholder input. These along with the need to show value within two years meant that the decision could not be made lightly. A number of sub-decisions then needed to be established by the various stakeholders involved in addition to how it could be done in a way that delivered Best Value. The next stage involved the establishment of a governance and the choices that had been considered. Value criteria and metrics were then discussed and decided upon with the involvement of various committees. The options discussed were then weighted and a decision was based upon to work up into a full business case. The financial aspect was prominent throughout the decision-making process as was the desirable outcome with both of these elements contributing to the overall Best Value of a case.
 In a time of austerity, the improving of Best Value principles will always be beneficial and desirable to all services in the public sector. In order to improve there are a number of things that can be promoted. One of these is working collaboratively and involving one another with voluntary organisations and smaller businesses. This will remove the pressure somewhat, placed upon the public services with budgetary constraints whilst building confidence amongst the community and smaller establishments. Similarly, social value needs to be considered just as much as the environmental and economical values and therefore necessitates a more holistic approach to the concept of Best Value. Best Value can be improved in a variety of ways but rather than pursuing a dramatic change it is important to build upon and strengthen the principles that are already in place. Central teams could be appointed within an establishment to oversee Best Value management. The sharing of best practice can only improve services whilst also highlighting what does not work.
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, budgetary constraints have placed immense pressure upon our public services and as a result has meant that getting the best value out of our services has become a prominent issue within the public sector today. Accountability means that people have had to take responsibility for their decisions and actions, making them answerable for any failings and misdemeanours. This ensures that decisions are not taken lightly and as a result individuals and organisations have needed to work together to ensure all decisions made can be accounted for and explained. Public funding is a contentious topic with the public always seeking information as to where their taxes are going. This means the public services and their employees must follow the seven principles at all times, one of which constitutes openness and thus promoting the notion that they will be subjected to public scrutiny as a norm. This open approach will only serve to raise public confidence, a key attribute to a healthy community.
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