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Introduction
 

Sector led improvement has real momentum. Councils are adopting the approach and taking 
up our offer of support – whether that’s our subsidised leadership programmes; using our 
data comparison tool – LG Inform – to drive improvement or sharing best practice through 
Knowledge Hub. 

At the heart of our offer is the opportunity for a corporate peer challenge. In the last year 
alone we have worked with over 80 councils in delivering or planning their corporate peer 
challenge. Feedback so far indicates that councils find this a really valuable tool – but don’t 
take our word for it – dip into these case studies to get a feel for the difference it can make to 
you and your council. 

Peer challenge is delivered by the sector for the sector. It is voluntary in nature and tailored 
to the needs of each council. We know that peer challenge is a proven tool for improvement. 
From some of the early peer challenges we are now beginning to see the real added value of 
the process. Authorities are using the challenge in a variety of ways, tailoring it to their needs. 
This flexibility is making it a real asset for councils. 

We look forward to seeing how the many other authorities who’ve had them are seeing 
the benefit through our ongoing evaluation. You can read more about the corporate peer 
challenge and the emerging outcomes from the first phase evaluation carried out by Cardiff 
University by visiting www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge. 

The following case studies give a strong flavour of how councils are using the peer challenge 
in different ways and the benefits they are deriving from this external perspective. They also 
reflect that the authorities in this publication are at different points on their improvement 
journey. Some have a track record of high performance and others are making a rapid 
journey of improvement. 

Councillor Peter Fleming 
LGA Improvement Board 
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 Open and
transparent 

Case study: Nottinghamshire  
County Council 
In addition to the core components of 
the corporate challenge process we 
also requested two additional areas 
be reviewed. The first of these was the 
effectiveness of our transformation and 
change management work. We wanted 
the peer team to look at our improvement 
programme, assess the progress we had 
made to date and offer an insight into how 
we move forward into subsequent phases 
of the programme.  
 
We also requested that the peer team 
look at our approach to strategic planning 
and performance management. This was 
an area where we recognised there was 
room for improvement and where we felt 
the peer team’s input would strengthen 
our approach and ensure we were better 
placed to meet future challenges.  
 

How the peer challenge  
was tailored 
Our initial ‘set up’ meeting with our LGA  
peer challenge manager gave us the 
opportunity to discuss the scope and 
process for the review to ensure we 
would get the most out of it. The meeting 
gave the peer challenge manager a clear 
understanding of our ambition, which 
enabled him to identify a strong pool of 

prospective peers from whom our peer 
team was to be assembled. Input to the 
composition of the peer team gave both 
Members and officers confidence in the 
process as well as engendering respect 
and trust for those conducting the review. 

The peer challenge team’s background 
in local government gave us confidence 
in the process. Knowing that the team 
understand the context in which we 
operate gives their findings weight and 
credibility. The challenge provided us 
with a clear focus for our next stages of 
transformation. 

One of the criticisms of CAA and other 
previous inspection regimes was the cost 
and burden placed on authorities. We 
were interested to see whether the LGA  
were true to their word and that the peer 
challenge would be less burdensome. 
Obviously the planning and organisation 
of the challenge takes some time and 
effort but the actual requirements of the 
peer team were minimal. We agreed with 
the challenge manager the background 
documents that would support the peer 
challenge and true to their word these 
documents were already in existence. 

Openness and transparency are essential 
to maximise the benefits of the challenge. 
We wanted to ensure that staff from a 
broad range of services across the county 
had the opportunity to contribute to the 
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process. Employees involved in focus  
groups were encouraged to be open and 
express their views and there were no 

briefings or subsequent debriefings for 

those who met with the peer team. The 
peer challenge was not, in any way, stage 
managed. 

Anyone who is under the impression that 
peer challenge is light touch is very much 
mistaken. Interviews held with senior 
officers were considered to be robust and 
challenging. It was immediately apparent 
that the peers were well prepared and 
informed and the questioning was sharp 
and direct. Interviews were used to test 
a number of hypotheses from the outset 
without a lengthy and protracted period  
of introduction. 

The focus groups were well received and 
conducted in an open and engaging manner. 
Participants were encouraged to share their 
personal views and were willing to do so 
having confidence in the peers’  understanding
and experience in local government. Generally  
those involved in the focus groups found them  
to be useful and interesting; however some  
participants said they felt intimidated by the  
seniority of the peers.  

Member focus groups were also positively 
received. The peer team’s approach to 
ensure that ‘politics was left at the door’ was 
accepted and understood and helped to 
facilitate a constructive dialogue. 

The logistics of the site visit worked well. 
The peer team were clear about their 
requirements and made a small number 
of changes to the programme as they 
developed their thinking throughout their time
here. End of day ‘catch up’ sessions provided
useful ongoing feedback and ensured there 

 

 
 

were no surprises during the presentation 
to Members and officers on the final day. 
With hindsight, it may have been beneficial 
to have scheduled additional time between 
the interviews and focus groups to allow 
the peers longer to process and evaluate 
their findings before moving on to the next 
discussion. 

The peer team 

The peer team worked with us to agree the 
best way to deliver the feedback on the 
final day of their site visit. The feedback 
was succinct and honest and there was 
the opportunity for dialogue about how we 
could move forward. The peer team gave 
us examples of good practice and offered 
further support. 

Peer challenge has provided us with four 
days of free high quality consultancy. It is 
now important that we take on board their 
recommendations so we are in a position to 
deal with the challenges that lay ahead. 

The peer team were on site for four days, 
one of these being spent preparing and 
delivering feedback to Members and officers. 
During this time they were able to accurately 
identify our strengths, weaknesses and areas 
for further consideration. 

Nottinghamshire’s corporate peer challenge 
has been a catalyst for improvement. 
Following the feedback letter we have 
developed a high level action plan to address 
each of the areas for further consideration 
highlighted by the peer team. The plan was 
endorsed by our Corporate Leadership 
Team, approved by Members at our Policy 
Committee and is now embedded into our 
improvement programme. 
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Our experience of peer challenge was very 
positive. It was tailored to meet our needs 
and in a short space of time the team were 
able to accurately identify both our strengths 
as well as our weaknesses in a non 
judgemental manner. 

Our corporate peer challenge was both 
objective and challenging. It was tailored 
to meet the needs of the council and 
undertaken by people who are actually living 
and breathing the challenges we face in local 
government and understand the practicalities 
of exacting change in a large complex 
organisation. As such the findings of the peer 
team have received the full backing of both 
Members and officers. 

Kay Cutts, Leader of the Council and  
Mick Burrows, Chief Executive  
Nottinghamshire County Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and how 
it can benefit your council by visiting  
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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 External verification 

and much more 

Case study:  
Norwich City Council 
Over the last few years Norwich City 
Council has been on a sustained journey 
of improvement. The council volunteered 
to become one of the first councils in the 
eastern region to undertake a LGA peer 
challenge so as to be able to get external 
verification of how far the council had 
come on its improvement journey and 
also to test its plans for the future. 

How the peer challenge  
was tailored 

The council met with the LGA well in 
advance to shape and agree the specific 
focus of the peer challenge to ensure the 
value to the organisation and its future 
direction was maximised. It was agreed 
that the specific focus of the challenge 
would be to review the work the council 
had undertaken to: 

•  Improve the organisation over the last  
few years 

•  Develop a new blueprint for the council 
(the operating model which will guide 
how the council designs services and 
organises itself in the future) to: 
◦  deliver the council’s new corporate  

plan 2012-2015 
◦  meet the council’s continuing savings 

challenges 

◦  operate effectively within the new  
policy and legislative context.  

Discussions were held with the LGA  
to ensure that the makeup of the peer 
challenge team had the right mix of skills
and experience to be able to provide 
advice and highlight relevant examples 
and learning to the council. 

A programme for the onsite days was 
agreed between the council and the 
leader of the peer team in advance whic
combined a mixture of: 

•  Review of key council policies, 
performance, plans and customer 
feedback. 

•  One to one discussions and workshops
with key council partners and 
stakeholders. 

•  Sessions with councillors and  
employees from different levels within  
the organisation. 

•  Tours of council services and the 
area highlighting work that had been 
undertaken and what was planned. 

To assist the peer team the council 
submitted a short self assessment in 
advance with a small number of key 
supporting documents. The preparation 
work required by the council was not 
overly onerous and was very different 
to previous inspection and peer review 
approaches. 

 

h 
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The peer team 
The LGA peer team who visited the council 
were very impressive. They had clearly 
prepared well and had studied the self 
assessment and supporting documents the 
council had sent and came with a range of 
ideas and elements they wished to explore. 
It is important that peers have gravitas and 
credibility and ours did. 

Their approach was collaborative and 
supportive but also challenging using a 
’critical friend’ type approach. In all the areas 
they felt that the council was already very 
well advanced in its approach and future 
plans they were quick to recognise this and 
instead focus their time where they felt that 
they had learning and examples that they 
could share which would help to further 
develop the council’s thinking. This ensured 
that the maximum value was obtained from 
their on-site days. 

The benefits derived 
from the challenge 
The LGA peer challenge allowed the council 
to get external verification that it had been 
on an impressive journey of improvement and 
was now a strong performing organisation 
which other councils come to learn from. This 
has helped to further boost organisational 
morale and provide recognition for all the 
hard work of councillors and employees. 

Similarly, the positive feedback on the 
council’s blueprint for the future has provided 
greater confidence for the organisation to take 
this forward. The specific suggestions of the 
peer team for the council to consider when 
moving forward and the examples of good 
practice from elsewhere they highlighted have 
all been helpful in further refining 
our approach. 

Each of their suggestions has been worked 
through by the council and they have led to 
a number of refinements and activities. For 
example, in November 2012 the council ran 
an all member workshop facilitated by the 
LGA to review what the ward councillor role 
should look like in the future in Norwich given 
the council’s new blueprint (operating model) 
and the changing national and local context. 

We wanted to be able to really test how 
well Norwich City Council was doing and 
assess our plans for the future. Having an 
independent external view at a time when 
local government is facing many challenges 
has been extremely helpful and has enabled 
us to move forward with an increased sense 
of confidence. 

The positive feedback we received in respect 
of our improvements and efficiencies and 
our future blueprint has provided a ringing 
endorsement of the hard work and dedication 
of the city council’s employees. We now 
need to make sure the people we serve are 
fully aware of the city council’s strengths and 
the suggestions identified by the peer team 
for further development. 

Brenda Arthur, Leader of the Council 
Laura McGillivray, Chief Executive 
Norwich City Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and how 
it can benefit your council by visiting 
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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Tangible
improvements and Making Swale a better place 

greater confidence 
Case study:  
Swale Borough Council 
Swale Borough Council believes that 
being subject to external challenge 
by others within the local government 
sector is a key mechanism to help us 
drive forward further improvement. On 
this basis we fully support the concept 
of peer challenge, and so were eager 
to put ourselves forward for an early 
visit by a peer challenge team to see 
how the process could assist us in our 
improvement journey. 

We wanted to be one of the first to take 
up the offer to help shape the LGA peer 
challenge product, whilst simultaneously 
receiving an independent view of the 
council’s recent improvement journey and 
readiness for the future. The Swale Peer 
Challenge took place between 9 and 11 
January 2012. 

How the challenge was tailored 

The challenge team focused on two 
aspects. The first was a general sense 
of our corporate health, with a view to 
providing validation that the council was 
at the equivalent of the previous Use of 
Resources level 3 under the former CAA. 
This part of the challenge covered the 
following key questions: 

Are we clear about what the priorities are? 

Does the council have a financial plan 
which is sustainable and viable in the 
medium to long term? 

How does the council demonstrate both 
political and managerial leadership? 

Does the council have good governance 
and decision making arrangements? 

Is organisation and capacity focused in the 
right areas to deliver agreed outcomes? 

The second aspect of the challenge 
centred on our emerging approach to 
localism, with the findings timed to inform 
our corporate planning process for 2012-
2015. This included considering how 
we were responding to the Localism Act; 
commissioning arrangements we had 
in place; and engagement processes 
with parish and town councils and the 
voluntary and community sector. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The peer team 

We were encouraged to take part in the 
selection of the team and to agree the focus 
of the challenge. The competence of the 
team is important – they have a lot to get 
through in a short space of time, and need 
to understand the subtleties of local politics. 
We were very pleased that the LGA were 
able to put together an excellent team who 
had the necessary skills, experience and 
knowledge for this task, and we would like 
to thank the peer challenge team for all their 
hard work. They achieved a vast amount of 
high quality work, assimilating a large body 
of data in a very short period of time, with a 
great deal of insight and thoughtfulness. 

What the peer challenge 
told us 

• 		A rapid improvement journey over last  
three years 

• 		Clear focus, and ability to be bold and 
flexible 

•  Greater confidence in the council externally 
and internally 

• 		Political and managerial leadership is held  
in high regard 

• 		A “learning council” with “can do” attitude 

• 		Passionate about people and the place 

•  Good examples of the council as 
influencer, exemplar and innovator 

• 		Forward looking with pride in what has 
been achieved 

• 		Further opportunities to have a real impact 

Things we need to keep 
working on 

•		 Get better at communicating successes 
externally 

•		 Earlier and fuller engagement with partners 
on key issues 

•		 Council to demonstrate it’s a listening 
organisation 

•  Better common understanding of financial 
challenges ahead 

•		 Draft corporate priorities need greater 
clarity 

•		 Priorities need to focus on outcomes and 
align to resources 

•  Clarify member/officer roles and 
responsibilities 

•		 Time to review our approach to internal 
communications 

Learning points 

•  External challenge is very important to 
prevent complacency 

•		 The peer challenge approach is more open 
and discursive than inspection 

•		 But it is not as deep or thorough – this is  
a fair trade-off in our view 

•		 Consideration of the best timing is 
important – it worked well for us around 
informing our new corporate plan, budget 
strategy etc. 
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The benefits we derived 
from the challenge 

We were very clear from the outset that 
you get out of the process what you put in 
– if you choose to participate do so in good 
faith and don’t over-manage the process, 
and that way you will get more helpful and 
honest feedback that you can use to drive 
improvement. 

We welcomed the findings of the LGA 
challenge, which were largely positive 
for Swale Borough Council, highlighting 
that the council is in a much better place 
that it was two or three years prior, with 
rapid improvement seen in a range of 
areas including: political and managerial 
leadership; the planning and management of 
council finances; successful moves around 
shared services and commissioning; and 
improved performance on issues important to 
local people. 

These tangible improvements have led to 
greater confidence, both within the council 
and externally, raising the profile and 
standing of the council in the eyes of others. 

The benefits to Swale included: 

• 		validating the improvement journey we are 
on 

•  redefining how we work locally with the 
town, parish councils and the voluntary 

sector
 

• 		helping to shape our new corporate plan 

• 		shaping our response to the localism 
agenda. 

The full peer challenge report, together with 
a response from the Leader and allied action 
plan, is available on the Swale Borough 
Council website at 
www.swale.gov.uk/corporate-peer-challenge 

Andrew Bowles, Leader of the Council 
Abdool Kara, Chief Executive 
Swale Borough Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and how 
it can benefit your council by visiting 
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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 A flexible and 
relaxed approach 


Barnsley logo 
to be supplied 

Case study:  
Barnsley Council 
The corporate peer challenge element of 
the LGA’s ‘Sector-led improvement’ offer 
to the sector was seen as an ideal tool to 
aid self awareness and improvement in 
Barnsley. 

In late 2011, it was agreed that May/June  
2012 would be the best time to engage  
the corporate peer challenge process for  
the council, in recognition of the direction  
of travel of the council as a whole and the  
transition the council was trying to make in  
response to budgetary and other pressures.  

The council is on a particular journey from 
‘Minimum Council’ to ‘Future Council’  
and the timing of the peer challenge 
was designed to review and challenge 
the direction of travel and emphasis. 
Its value took on an even greater, 
unplanned, dimension as it took place six 
weeks before the new Chief Executive 
started and provided her with both an 
external and objective view of the council 
which could be used to inform future 
developments and serve as the basis for 
ongoing improvement. 

As one of the first 20 local authorities to 
engage in the peer challenge process, 
the opportunity to support and help to 
shape the sector-led improvement offer 
at the same time as developing a new 

performance management framework 
locally was felt to be valuable to 
ensure local performance management 
arrangements would complement the 
national offer. 

How the challenge  
was tailored 

One of the key benefits of the peer 
challenge for Barnsley, was the flexibility 
to tailor the broad themes and to shape 
the areas of focus, in advance of the 
onsite discussion and challenge. 

To help this, early discussions took place 
with the LGA team to ensure the scope 
could be focused around local need and 
that the peer team was designed to add 
the maximum value in the areas included 
within the scope. 

A detailed scoping brief was prepared in  
advance of the on-site process, both to  
provide background information for the  
peers and help focus the team whilst on site.  

This scope was designed to focus on the 
council’s journey from ‘minimum council’  
to ‘future council’, with a specific request 
for the peer team to explore the following 
key questions: 

•  Are we on the right track in terms of our  
 journey from Minimum to Future Council? 

•  Are we demonstrating the appropriate 
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level of political and managerial 
leadership and prioritisation in taking 
forward the overall priorities of growing 
the local economy and changing 
relationship between the council and its 
community (alongside raising educational 
attainment and skills for life)?

• Is our policy direction regarding the 
changing relationship clearly outlined 
and communicated?

• Are we appropriately ensuring that our 
reduced resources are fully aligned to our 
strategic priorities?

• How well are we set up politically, 
managerially and in terms of staff 
employment to address the future 
challenges?

• Are we taking partners and the 
community with us?

Overall, Barnsley’s peer challenge 
was designed to test and support the 
council’s improvement journey, provide 
an independent and objective “check” 
on where the council was heading and 
identify areas for us to take into account, 
respond positively to, and take practical 
action going forward.

The peer team
The peers provided a very experienced 
practitioner perspective, along with 
invaluable critical friend challenge, which was 
very different from an inspection approach, 
but still robust and challenging, identifying a 
number of helpful areas for improvement.

The composition of the team reflected 
the focus of the peer challenge and the 
challenges being faced by the council and 
the team were supported by an experienced 
peer challenge manager from the LGA.

The flexible and relaxed approach of 
the team was helpful in engaging all 
stakeholders in the process and encouraging 
an open and honest dialogue rather than 
being confrontational. This in turn provided 
a clear picture of the current position to be 
understood by the team and be relayed back 
to the council as part of the feedback at the 
end of the on-site period and also as part of 
the regular informal feedback whilst on-site.

The benefits we derived 
from the challenge
The peer challenge was a positive and very 
worthwhile experience for Barnsley Council – 
for elected members and officers. The initial 
findings presented by the peers at the end of 
their on-site visit provided excellent food for 
thought and, whilst awaiting the full formal 
report, was shared widely both internally 
and also externally with partners and other 
stakeholders who had been involved.

The final draft report was received in late 
June 2012 with an invitation for the council 
to pass comments and correct any factual 
inaccuracies. This report was subject to 
extensive review and scrutiny by our senior 
management team and other colleagues 
resulting in the final report which was 
presented to Cabinet in August 2012 along 
with a headline improvement plan. 

Given the parallel development of a new 
Corporate Plan, it seemed sensible and 
appropriate to integrate the Peer Challenge 
Improvement Plan into the delivery 
arrangements for the Corporate Plan 
priorities and change programmes rather 
than the peer challenge potentially being 
delivered in isolation. 



          

  

 

This work is still ongoing to ensure that the 
key themes and areas for improvement 
from the peer challenge are fully connected 
with and enhance the Corporate Plan 
and associated improvement activities. 
Ultimately the intention is to have one 
overall key programme, designed to deliver 
the Corporate Plan, bringing together all 
improvement activity in one place to ensure 
maximum value and connections whilst 
maintaining a clear focus on the council’s 
priorities. 

Overall, the process and methodology 
proved to be invaluable for providing 
the council with a timely and objective 
‘critical friend’ perspective, and identifying 
areas of challenge and improvement. It 
served to demonstrate the value of the 
tool for Barnsley and its potential use and 
significance for other local authorities. 

It has helped us drive actions in our 
economic strategy and place greater 
emphasis on the health agenda. The 
challenge has acted as a stimulus for a 
greater focus on the council’s role in the 
current health changes. It has also triggered 
a review of our LSP. 

It is important to recognise, however, that 
the value of the process and output was 
significantly shaped by the preparatory 
work that took place beforehand, the honest 
engagement in the process and the clarity of 
the brief prepared for the team. 

Steve Houghton, Leader of the Council 
and Diana Terris, Chief Executive 
Barnsley Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and how 
it can benefit your council by visiting 
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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An independent view
 

Case study:  
Durham County Council 
Durham County Council invited the LGA  
to conduct a corporate peer challenge 
of the council in July 2012. Three years 
on from local government reorganisation 
(LGR), the council wanted to measure its 
progress and to report on this progress 
to local residents. The council was also 
keen to have an external challenge of its 
vision and direction of travel, and to use 
the exercise to access learning and ideas 
from other areas. 

ow the challenge  
as tailored 

The peer challenge involved five days 
on site and was designed to complement 
and add value to the council’s own 
performance and improvement focus. The 
peer challenge process included some 
core elements common to all councils 
which focus on leadership and corporate 
capacity, but we were able to tailor the 
exercise to our own needs. In Durham we 
agreed with LGA colleagues that our peer 
challenge would look in particular at: 

•  The council’s approach to community  
engagement and partnership working.  
Strong connections and engagement with  
local communities was a key priority for 
the new council and was a major feature 

H
w

of the LGR bid. There has been a strong 
focus on improvement in this area and in  
particular, through our Area Action  
Partnership (AAPs). 

  Our strategic approach to economic  
development, reflecting the top priority  
placed on our Altogether Wealthier theme  
within our Sustainable Community 
Strategy. 

We were able to select peers who would 
have specific skills and knowledge that 
would be helpful to the focus of our 
challenge exercise. The peers who 
delivered the peer challenge in Durham 
were: 

  Deborah Cadman, Chief Executive,  
Suffolk County Council 

  Ian Greenwood, Former Leader of  
Bradford Metropolitan District Council 

  Paul Dransfield, Strategic Director,  
Birmingham City Council 

  Annette Stansfield, Associate,  
Warwick Business School 

  Neil Shaw, Programme Manager,  
Local Government Association 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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The team’s experience and knowledge was  
appreciated by staff and members alike, and  
they formed a good picture of the council  
during the week. Feedback was delivered  
to the Council’s Cabinet and Management  
Team on the final day of the visit, and it was a  
picture of Durham we recognised, with plenty  
of challenge alongside praise for the positive  
progress and direction of travel the peer team  
observed in the council.  

Overall the team found that the council has  
had a successful first three years: 

The development areas identified by the  
team are in line with the council’s direction of  
travel, and include continuing to improve on  
our organisational capacity in areas including  
our organisational development strategy,  
innovative approaches to finance, customer  
services and IT system. 

The process in Durham 

We found the overall process of the peer 
challenge exercise very positive. Once on 
site, the peer team worked incredibly hard to 
understand the council over the week, and 
listened very carefully to what members and 
staff had to tell them. 

We worked with LGA colleagues to ensure 
that we took an open approach to the 
exercise, embracing it as a support to our 
own improvement journey. It did take some 
effort on our part to get out of ‘inspection 
mode’ however, and embrace the distinctly 
different approach of the LGA challenge, with 
its firm aim to support improvement. 

“The challenge of bringing eight councils together to form a 
new single purpose authority was significant. It is a tribute to all 
concerned that the transition was successful and that we see 
a self-confident Authority dealing effectively with the massive 
challenges which face it and wider local government. 

The Leadership of the Council, both member and officer, all of 
the political groupings and the staff of the organisation deserve 
great credit for the position which now exists. The findings from 
the peer challenge should be viewed in this context. 

The council has strong political leadership, with a clear vision for 
the future. The leadership is supported by an effective Corporate 
Management Team. The council is well regarded by partners.” 
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The benefits we derived 
from the challenge 

The exercise was very helpful in assessing 
the strength of our vision for Durham and our 
progress three years on from reorganisation, 
as well as providing an independent view on 
our development areas. We were particularly 
impressed by the strong understanding of 
the political environment shown by our peer 
team, and the discussions and meetings we 
had with the peer team during the week gave 
many opportunities for an exchange of ideas 
and learning. 

The value of the peer challenge for us has 
been its ability to measure progress since 
local government reorganisation. It has also 
provided an external challenge of our direction 
of travel and given us access to learning 
and ideas on developing our economic 
development strategy. 

We are using the findings across the council 
to inform our future improvement plans. 

The full Durham report can be read via our 
website: www.durham.gov.uk 

Simon Henig, Leader of the Council and  
George Garlick, Chief Executive,  
Durham County Council 

You can find out more about how other  
councils have used peer challenge and  
how it can benefit your council by visiting  
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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 A pragmatic and
relevant challenge 

Case study: Blackburn with 
Darwen Borough Council 
In recent years, Blackburn with Darwen 
has embarked on some of the most 
radical public sector transformational 
activity in the country. Innovations 
at a neighbourhood, local strategic 
partnership and sub-regional 
partnership spatial level have led to 
sizable pooled and devolved budgets, 
proactive and pre-emptive approaches 
to efficiency savings and one of the 
lowest Council Tax levels in the region. 

Over the past decade the council has 
been high performing, with excellent 
partnerships that have enabled us to 
continue to offer a high standard of 
service to the borough’s residents and 
businesses. However, we looked to 
the LGA corporate peer challenge to 
inform a medium term strategy and to 
assess our readiness to adapt to the 
challenges of the future. We wanted 
the peer challenge to bring external 
challenge, ask searching questions of 
our key decision makers and to ensure 
that our strategy was relevant, realistic 
and appropriate to the unprecedented 
challenges facing the borough. 

How the challenge  
was tailored 

The focus for the challenge was based  
upon the focus of the 2012/13 update of  
the Council’s Corporate Plan. The 
following five questions were used to 
frame the over-arching challenge: 

1.  What does the term “co-operative  
 council” mean to us in the current  
 context? 

2.  What do we need to do to improve  
 community outcomes and re-
engage citizens? 

3.  What does our organisational  
 development strategy need to be to  
 respond to questions 1 and 2? 

4.  What is the likely future demand for  
 our services, and how should we  
 respond to this? 

5.  How can we best capitalise on external  
(sub-regional/regional/national)  
 networks and resource 
opportunities for the benefit of 
residents? 

More specifically, we were asking 
questions like have we got a clear vision? 
What is our strategy for transformation and 
long term development? And, what should 
community engagement look like in the 
future? 
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The traditional ‘drill-down’ elements of a 
‘slice-in-time’ peer review (with, for example, 
tiers of staff groupings) were replaced with 
strategic, interactive thematic sessions 
with partners and senior staff. The team 
conducted a series of discussions with 
elected members and chief officers. These 
were supported by a series of workshops 
with directors, heads of service and partners 
around each of the key challenge areas 
that were outlined to the peer challenge 
team beforehand. 

Local community representatives who are 
active in their area were also invited to 
appropriate workshops to allow them to 
participate in the process. A session was 
held for the team to meet with frontline 
staff from Environmental Services, 
Children’s Services and the Sustainable 
Neighbourhoods Service. 

To adequately support this, concise briefing 
sheets with key information around the 
areas of focus were provided to the team 
so that they were fully equipped when 
challenging participants. 

The peer team

The peer challenge team displayed a 
willingness to undertake our forward-
thinking approach and evolved their previous 
methodology to fulfil our requirements. The 
team was an excellent representation of 
peers from areas that have experiences 
similar to our own, for example, being a 
unitary authority, a deprived area, ambitious 
and high performing. This allowed them to 
ask searching questions of the staff and 
partners they met whilst providing  
realistic and relevant feedback once the 
process was complete. 

The team worked well together and were  
able to divide interviews and focus groups 
between themselves based on their 
individual areas of expertise. The peer team 
challenged participants effectively whilst 
maintaining discretion and diplomacy and 
also requested additional information 
following interviews and focus groups to 
ensure a sound understanding of the topics 
discussed and the issues raised. They 
portrayed a confident and knowledgeable 
manner which helped participants to 
contribute fully to the discussion. 

The LGA peer challenge has been extremely 
useful as we move forward in overcoming 
our financial and community challenges.  
The challenge has recognised the excellent 
work that is already being carried out across 
the borough whilst highlighting areas where 
we can do even more for our communities. 
The recommendations arising from the 
peer challenge are pragmatic, achievable 
and relevant and the team was made up 
of knowledgeable, challenging and willing 
individuals who made the challenge 
a success. 

Blackburn with Darwen has undergone 
significant changes and continues to do so. The 
peer challenge fulfilled its purpose in allowing us 
to recognise and acknowledge where we need 
to focus our efforts to allow the organisation 
to prosper and meet its future challenges. The 
borough has a strong track record of agility 
and innovation and the additional focus the 
challenge has provided around organisational 
change will enable us to continue to build on 
this record. We would recommend a LGA peer 
challenge to all authorities who wish to be 
prepared for the future.



          

 

 
 

 

The benefits we derived 
from the challenge 

The council has requested the peer 
challenge team to visit the authority again 
in Autumn 2012 to look at and advise on 
the progress that is being made against 
the action plan we developed. The 
recommendations the peer team made were 
relevant, appropriate and pertinent to the 
borough thereby ensuring commitment from 
all staff, partners and community groups. 

We have already put an action plan in 
place, the implementation of which is 
being overseen by the council’s senior 
management team and changes have 
already been undertaken with the revision 
of our corporate plan to reflect the findings 
of the challenge. 

The recommendations of the peer challenge 
have also provided the new chief executive 
with an ideal and timely platform from which 

to further develop the council’s reputation 
for improvement and innovation. Alongside 
this, we are exploring opportunities with the 
LGA to enhance the council’s regional and 
national profile and other possible avenues 
for influence. 

Kate Hollern, Leader of the Council,  
and Harry Catherall, Chief Executive, 
Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and  
how it can benefit your council by visiting 
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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See ourselves as 
others see us 

Case study: Scarborough 
Borough Council 
Scarborough has for many years had a 
track record of delivering major projects, 
being innovative and thinking outside of 
the box. 

The council is self aware about its 
current performance, capacity and future 
challenges and recognise that this is vital 
to delivering sustained improvement in 
future. 

External challenge has always been 
welcomed by the council whether through 
Comprehensive Performance Assessment 
(CPA), Comprehensive Area Assessment 
(CAA), external inspections or peer 
challenge. 

Like many others we are going through a 
period of significant change and are facing 
major challenges with unprecedented 
budget reductions while still being 
required to deliver the services that are 
expected by the community and visitors to 
the area. 

While we knew the challenges facing us 
and the actions we are taking, we know 
we don’t always get things right and 
there is still much to do as we face future 
challenges in months and years to come 
and the opportunity to pilot the new peer 
challenge process and have an external 
assessment of our corporate functions 
and approach to the challenges at a time 
when this change is taking place was 
quickly taken up by the council. 

Our key object in the challenge was to 
examine whether we had the capacity to 
deliver our ambitions. 

How the challenge  
was tailored 

To ensure that we benefited fully from the 
peer challenge we took the step of holding 
an away day with the council’s Leader 
and cabinet, senior management and 
representatives from the LGA and peer 
challenge team a few weeks prior to the 
on site working starting. 
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The day covered what is working well in 
Scarborough and the challenges we face 
over the next 12 months and until the next 
local government elections. This allowed 
everyone to openly discuss the process 
and the areas which the council felt an 
external challenge and a critical friend 
would be most beneficial.

One of the key areas to emerge from the 
day was the need to look at the council’s 
vision and how we are geared together 
with our partners to deliver it. In effect, are 
we being too ambitious with our agenda?

The peer team

As part of the process the council produced 
a self assessment and provided supporting 
information. The on-site work by the team was 
carried out in October 2011.

Members, officers, partner agencies, staff and 
community groups were all met by the peer 
team. The team were very professional and 
impressive. However, one of the key pieces 

of learning in this early peer challenge was 
that we felt that a longer period on-site would 
have been more effective as the team were 
only on site for three days. Something the 
LGA has listened to for future challenges in 
unitary authorities.

Given the limited time available and that 
the challenge team could only meet with a 
relatively small sample of staff, members, 
partners and stakeholders it was felt that it 
would have been beneficial to provide/conduct 
related consultation surveys in advance of the 
visit to allow the review to challenge some of 
the views expressed at meetings against a 
broader set of information.



          

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

The added value derived 
from the challenge 

One of the key benefits is that the process 
was openness and transparency and we 
wanted the team to see the council “warts and 
all”. It was not an inspection – it was about an 
external view by a critical friend, sharing best 
practice, identifying what we do well and what 
we don’t. 

By adopting this approach, the challenge 
recognised and confirmed the council has 
strong and effective leadership of place 
and we are punching above our weight. It 
highlighted our track record of achievement 
and there was a commitment from both staff 
and elected members to Scarborough. One of 
the values of the challenge was that it showed 
that the councils’ approach to the place 
shaping agenda and our communities 
was sound. 

We wanted to know where we can improve 
further and the process also showed that 
there were a number of emerging challenges 
that the council was starting/needed to 
address and these included the need to 
ensure that the recent tourism boom in the 
area owing to the recession was sustainable, 
challenges being faced with the loss of some 
traditional funding streams set against public 
expectations and how projects would be 
funded in future. Also, the council’s approach 
to organisational change and improving 
communications with staff on the changes. 

These emerging challenges from the peer 
challenge process highlighted where the 
council should improve its efforts and from 
this an improvement plan was developed with 
actions to be carried out. The process was 
transparent and feedback letter was shared 
with all staff and members and was presented 
to the cabinet and council. The report was 
made fully available to the public. 

In essence the peer challenge process 
delivered what it set out to and allowed us to 
“see ourselves as others see us”. 

You can read about our peer challenge 
from our website, by visiting: 
www.scarborough.gov.uk/democracy 

Tom Fox, Leader of the Council and  
Jim Dillon, Chief Executive, Scarborough 
Borough Council 

You can find out more about how other  
councils have used peer challenge and  
how it can benefit your council by visiting  
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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Case study: Worcestershire  
County Council 
The publication of Worcestershire 
County Council’s Corporate Plan in 
2011 represented a major shift for the 
organisation in being very clear about 
a set of priorities drawn from extensive 
and unprecedented consultation with 
residents. It describes the organisation 
that we are seeking to become; an 
excellent commissioning-based authority. 
What this means in practice is putting the 
commissioning discipline at the heart of 
the organisation and going right back to 
basics in establishing needs. 

Underpinning our journey of 
transformation to becoming a 
commissioning based authority has 
been our BOLD (Better Outcomes Lean 
Delivery) programme, which was initiated 
late 2009, 18 months before the full extent 
of the financial challenge was known. 

The depth and breadth of this 
transformation requires us to go 
beyond budgetary issues and will 
involve fundamental culture change. 
BOLD is already evolving to guide 
our transformation and address the 
challenges that we face on our journey 
to becoming an excellent commis
council. 

sioning 

The LGA peer challenge gave us the 
opportunity, at a critical time, to invite 
in peers to review where we are in the 
journey of transformation and provide 
us with constructive challenge and input 
as to how we can get there with pace, 
integrity and real meaning to the residents 
and businesses of Worcestershire. 

How the challenge  
was tailored 

The huge financial pressures the authority 
faces combined with our commitment to 
becoming an excellent commissioning 
based authority, made us realise our 
transformational journey will require a 
major shift in our way of working – going 
forward we need to become much more 
commercially aware and think and act in  
a more business like way. 

We felt the time was right to have that 
external check to confirm we do have 
in place the necessary skills, attitudes 
and behaviours needed to be able 
to innovatively challenge, shape and 
redesign services to ensure we source 
the right service from the right provider at 
the right price for the taxpayer, and if not, 
to get input from the private sector into 
what else we could or should be doing,  
as well as learning from other public 
sector experiences. 

Supporting our
commissioning  
approach 
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We were keen to get maximum value 
out of the challenge given the relatively 
short period of time the team would be 
on site. We agreed that rather than go 
for a general health check we would go 
for a ‘deep dive’ into one key area and 
therefore the focus of our challenge 
was on our organisational capability to 
deliver commissioning as part of our 
transformation programme, concentrating 
on behaviours rather than skills including 
leadership and delivery at a middle and 
senior management level. 

To prepare the team we produced 
‘Worcestershire’s Journey’ www. 
worcestershire.gov.uk/peer  a self portrait 
document which not only set out where 
we thought we were on our journey of 
transformation, but also posed a set of 
questions we wanted them to consider.  
We also produced a position statement 
around our commissioning work and set 
them a hypothesis to test out. 

The peer team 

We decided we wanted to include not only 
peers from local authorities but to engage 
peers from the private sector to give that 
different perspective to our challenge. We 
worked with the LGA to bring together a team 
that would bring the right mix of experience 
and challenge to ensure Worcestershire 
obtained maximum challenge and benefit 
from the process. 

We secured private sector peers – Darra 
Singh, Director, Local Government Team 
from Ernst and Young and Bridget Taylor, 
Director of Strategy from BT Global, public 
sector peers - Mark Lloyd, Chief Executive 
from Cambridgeshire County Council 

and Jane Burns, Director of Strategy and 
Challenge from Gloucestershire County 
Council. These were peers from authorities 
with similar issues and challenges to our 
own, plus a member peer – Keith Mitchell, 
ex-leader of Oxfordshire County Council, 
who had been involved in a similar challenge 
at Worcestershire some years previously 
and could see and evidence the progress we 
have made. 

Involving the private sector in a challenge 
such as this is a departure for most 
authorities but for us it was great to have 
such strong private sector and local authority 
peers to give another dimension to our 
challenge as we realise we must become 
more commercial in our thinking to be 
truly innovative and really transform the 
way we deliver services in the future. The 
team brought together a set of experiences 
and skills which provided the right level of 
challenge in the areas that we wanted them 
to focus on, and also brought constructive 
ideas and suggestions for improvement. 

The benefits derived 
from the challenge 

Undertaking a peer challenge offered us not 
only a chance for independent assessment 
but enabled us to test out our thinking and 
our direction of travel, based not only on 
feedback from staff and members, but also 
from partners both private and public sector. 

The LGA peer challenge enabled us to 
look at our core areas from an external 
perspective and also to test out a very 
specific area of importance to us – our ability 
to become an excellent commissioning 
based authority – and ultimately to confirm 
we are heading in the right direction. 
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Some of the suggestions the team made 
included: 

•		ensuring that going forward our BOLD 
programme is embedded into business 
as usual 

•		we develop a plan to deliver our open for 
business priority as it impacts across all 
areas the council is involved in 

•		we use the localism agenda to strengthen 
the role of members. 

The external assessment and the very 
positive feedback we received not only 
endorses the hard work of everyone in the 
County Council, which gives a tremendous 
boost to the staff delivering services,  but 
also gives us the confidence to continue with 
the programme of transformation we have 
started and is critical in moving forward. 

In difficult and challenging times it is 
important that residents know about and 
understand both the challenges we face and 
the decisions we have to make. Publishing 
the feedback report received following the 
peer challenge on our website was also very 
important to us, since we are committed to 
being transparent, open, and honest with 
Worcestershire people, and our partners 
about those challenges and how we plan 
to address issues in the future. 

Taking this work forward we have already 
developed an action plan and are revising 
our Corporate Plan to begin implementing 
some of the suggestions the team made. 

Adrian Hardman, Leader of the Council  
Trish Haines, Chief Executive,  
Worcestershire County Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and  
how it can benefit your council by visiting  
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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 Enhancing our
performance 

Case study: 
London Borough of Sutton 
Sutton agreed to take part in the Local 
Government Association’s offer to take 
forward a peer challenge to continue our 
track record of being proactive in relation 
to performance. The peer challenge was 
seen as an opportunity to reflect on our 
achievements, the challenges ahead and 
help to identify areas for improvements 
in accordance with the strategic direction 
of the organisation. It was also seen as 
an opportunity to embrace the new sector 
led approach to improvement following 
the end of the Comprehensive Area 
Assessment. 

The timing of our peer challenge was 
deliberately chosen at a time of debate 
and change across the organisation and 
we considered it important to gain an 
external perspective on plans for change 
to ensure that we did not fall into the trap 
of turning inwards at the very time when 
we needed to look outward. 

How the peer challenge 
was tailored 

We really appreciated that the challenge 
could be tailored to examine issues we 
really wanted an insight on. It was also 
critical that it was forward looking with a 
focus on corporate issues about change, 

not on specific areas of performance. The 
focus on corporate issues like leadership, 
governance and organisational capacity 
provides robustness. 

Through discussions with the LGA, 
we established a clear focus for the 
challenge: 

• Looking at the changes we were seeking 
to implement to ensure the council was 
structured and positioned to meet the 
requirements of the future; 

• Providing external ‘critical friend’ 
challenge and an opportunity for reflection 
at a key stage prior to implementation of 
these changes; 

• Looking at the political priority to 
implement the Localism Act, make 
localism work and considering the 
implications of this in terms of service 
design and delivery; 

• Assisting us in exploring issues around 
the changing nature of political leadership 
as we shifted our focus from one of direct 
provider to commissioner and in the 
context of re-introducing a committee 
system of decision making; 

• Through all of the above, to consider 
the core peer challenge questions 
relating to priority setting, leadership and 
governance, organisational capacity and 
financial planning. 
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Through a series of individual and 
group meetings, the peer team met 
with councillors, partners, and officers 
to discuss challenges and ideas 
around neighbourhood management, 
commissioning, partnership working, front 
line services and working with residents. 
The style was informal but challenging. 

The peer team 

The quality of the peer review team was high; 
a consensus shared by all those involved in 
the challenge. The team grasped the key 
issues for Sutton quickly, were well prepared 
and provided fair and balanced feedback. 

We were impressed with the level of feedback 
they provided after only four days and the 
observations from the peer challenge team 
were helpful in identifying key areas for Sutton, 
especially in relation to the clarity and detail that 
was needed around our plans for change. 

For other peer challenges, it might be helpful 
to have more contact with the peer team 
prior to the on-site visit and to look at ways 
of expanding the peer pool to include others 
from outside the sector.  The quality of the 
peer team is vital to the success of the work. 

The benefits derived 
from the challenge 

Sutton derived a number of benefits from 
the challenge. 

The process of preparing for the challenge 
and the on-site days themselves were helpful 
in making us reflect on what the organisation 
was doing and how in conjunction with 
Members and partners agencies. 

The feedback from the peer challenge added 
value to our new approach to performance 
management and re-enforced that 
improvements should come from a mixture 
of origins, including peer challenge, quality 
assurance from Ofsted, internal health 
checks, improved performance reporting and 
better reporting to residents. 

As a result of the recommendations from 
the challenge, we have increased our 
focus on economic renewal work through 
a much clearer set of ambitions and plans, 
accelerated our plans for a new council 
wide policy, performance and research hub 
and commissioned a demographic model 
that can help us with future planning and 
provided members with an opportunity to 
refine their priorities. 

Ruth Dombey, Leader of the Council  
Niall Bolger, Chief Executive  
London Borough of Sutton 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and how 
it can benefit your council by visiting  
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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A foundation for 
our strategic review 

Case study:  
Malvern Hills District Council 
Malvern Hills District Council is a small,  
rural council with a record of strong service  
performance, good resident satisfaction  
sound financial management, a long  
tradition of partnership working, and a  
reputation for “punching above its weight”. 

By 2011 the council had a mixed economy 
of shared service, direct delivery, contracted  
and collaborative provision. This 
transformation had resulted in a significant 
”leaning” of the organisation and a forty 
per cent reduction in staff numbers. 

In May 2011 when the new Conservative  
administration took control, shared service  
opportunities locally had become more  
limited but the council was still keen to seek  
out further opportunities for shared services  
or joint management teams including the  
opportunities of our county collaboration. 

No further collaboration opportunities 
were available and we were therefore 
at a crossroads. We had an extremely 
successful recent past and we wanted 
to continue to deliver the best outcomes 
for local residents but against a backdrop 
of significant financial challenges and 
with a significantly different and smaller 
organisation. 

Recognising the organisational impact of 
the reduction in direct delivery the council 

streamlined the senior management team 
and set out on a journey to undertake a 
fundamental review of strategic direction 
to understand more clearly what type of 
council we wanted to be, how we could 
achieve this and how we could best tackle 
the wide range of key issues affecting the 
District and the District Council. 

How the challenge  
was tailored 

We chose to use the new peer challenge 
package to give us an independent 
perspective of how we had progressed 
since becoming an ‘excellent’ authority 
in late 2008 and to provide a critical 
challenge of our strategic review process. 

The council was about to embark upon 
its strategic review and we used the 
LGA peer challenge as the foundation 
from which to move forward. The peer 
challenge team visited in February 2012 
with a brief to: 

•  undertake a ‘light-touch’ challenge of   
the council’s current performance,  
particularly with regard to financial viability,
governance and organisational capacity 

•  challenge on the scope of the strategic 
review and current performance 

•  issues to consider in each of the five 
themes that we intended to explore in  
the strategic review. 
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The peer team 

From the outset we recognised the strengths 
and experience that the peer review team 
had to offer. Our own Chief Executive, Chris 
Bocock, had already been involved in one of 
the very first peer challenges in West Lindsey 
District Council and had strong views on 
the benefits that an effective peer challenge 
could bring. His view was clearly shared by 
Nigel Howells, our peer team leader and Neil 
Clarke, Leader of Rushcliffe Borough Council 
and lead member on the team. 

The peer team and members at the council 
worked together effectively with the dual 
aims of seeking to maximise the council’s 
contribution to improving outcomes in the 
local community and to ensuring that our 
strategic review gave us the best possible 
outcome. 

The benefits we derived 
from the challenge 

In addition to confirming that our strategic 
review was going in the right direction, the 
LGA peer challenge team identified a range 
of areas where we could improve…and then 
supported us in those areas. 

Members of the peer team kept in regular 
contact with both elected members and 
officers at the council after the challenge 
exercise, providing on going support and 
mentoring during the strategic review. 

They also delivered a number of member 
workshops for us (at no extra cost) before 
coming back on site for a short follow up 
session in September 2012 which was 
intended to provide reassurance that our 
strategic review was on track and delivering 
our objectives. 

The team was also able to validate the 
progress we had made in implementing 
our post review action plan and to provide 
general reassurance that the council was 
continuing in the right direction. 

David Hughes, Leader of the Council 
Chris Bocock, Chief Executive 
Malvern Hills District Council 

You can find out more about how other 
councils have used peer challenge and how 
it can benefit your council by visiting 
www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 
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Peer challenge adding value 


The corporate peer challenge is one element 
of the LGA’s offer to support sector led 
improvement. For further details of what is 
available, including subsidised leadership 
support; our free on-line data tool LG Inform; 
specific programmes of support around 
children’s and adult social services visit 
www.local.gov.uk/sector-led-improvement 

You can find out more information about 
the corporate peer challenge by visiting our 
webpages: www.local.gov.uk/peer-challenge 

This includes information on how the 
challenge is being used in different ways by 
local authorities, what the sector has told us 
about peer challenge as well as enabling you 
to explore the links to the published reports. 

To book a corporate peer challenge or 
discuss how it can be tailored to meet the 
needs of your local authority, please contact: 

Andy Bates 
Principal Advisor 
Telephone: 07919 562849 
Email: andy.bates@local.gov.uk 
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