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Plan of talk

1. Agencies/companies v. Departments/agencies – a contrast
2. Reasons for regulatory agencies’ indirect approach
3 International experience suggests scope for similarly
indirect approach to agency oversight
4. Publication of data an essential first step (and may be a very
powerful performance-improving tool in its own right)
4. Conclusions
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How do agencies/departments regulate
companies/agencies?
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New controls since 2008 have certainly
reduced spending/employment
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Source: http://databank.per.gov.ie
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Why do regulators set indirect
rather than direct controls?
1. Regulators lack complete information
“If regulators were all-knowing and all-powerful; if they
were wiser than the chief executives but willing to do the
job for a fraction of the remuneration awarded to such
executives; if they understood what was happening ...
better than [the CEOs]; then ... regulation could protect us
... . But such a world does not exist.” www.johnkay.co.uk
2. To give incentives for efficiency
The conventional ‘CPI-X’ price cap gives a company a profitincentive to reveal its efficient level of costs.
3. To assign managerial accountability
Subject to respecting the price cap, the management of the
regulated firm are fully accountable for its performance.
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Incentive regulation seeks to discover rather
than to impose efficiency
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International approaches to quasi-contract
based public-sector management
Australia
1800 agreements for 21 agencies, including all government
departments. See Australian National Audit Office (ANAO)
reports; ANAO activity is half ‘financial’ and half ‘performance’.
Netherlands
See van Nispen et al., 2009.
United Kingdom
‘Public service agreements’ (PSAs) – see Talbot, 2010. Also
Barber, 2007 and Mulgan, 2009.
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Comparative data may speak for itself
- UK crime detection rates

Source: Crime in England and Wales 2003, ONS
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Comparative data – Citistat, compstat,
& Irelandstat.gov.ie
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Accountability can sometimes be as simple as
an updated table on a website

Source: ‘Public bodies reform – quarterly status check’, www.gov.uk
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Performance measurement has begun in
Ireland too
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Source: ‘Revised Estimates for the Public Services 2013’; ‘key outputs’
and ‘context and impact indicators’.
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Conclusions
Irish public bodies face drastically increased central controls. These
have succeeded in significantly reducing public spending.
The impact on public service delivery is not known (nor
investigated) but regulatory experience suggests a significant
cost, especially in the medium term.
There is a strong case to restore managerial autonomy/
accountability, for a given budget and period of time, against a
set of agreed metrics.
Similar approaches have been adopted in many jurisdictions. There
is a wealth of evidence to draw on – no reinventions are
required.
There is a limit to what such approaches offer (and which seem in
a constant state of flux) but ultimately public activity serves no
purpose unless some degree of performance assessment is
possible.
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Postscript:
not all KPIs are created equal
“[Though] once again all rations were reduced …
Squealer … reading out the figures in a shrill,
rapid voice … proved to them in detail that they
had more oats, more hay, more turnips than
they had had in Jones’s day, that they worked
shorter hours, that their drinking water was of
better quality, that they lived longer, that a
larger proportion of their young ones survived
infancy, that they had more straw in their stalls
and suffered less from fleas.”
Animal Farm, Chapter 9
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