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Health and Wellbeing Boards have 
taken seriously the responsibility they 
have to measure their success.  

‘The Story So Far: A review of Health and Wellbeing 
Board’s progress in the North West’

June 2013
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The Landscape

It is self-evident that Health and Wellbeing (HWB) 
Boards are obliged to measure their progress – 
developing a criteria against which success and risk 
is measured.  Each Board is attempting to develop 
some sort of process on their own, unencumbered by 
any sort of national template and aided by the several 
National Outcome Frameworks.  In The Story So Far 
progress on performance management approaches 
by HWB Boards was reported thus: 

Respondents were clear to stress that it is not the 
intention of the HWB to develop another layer of 
targets and measures; rather they must be astute 
enough to devise performance measures that 
relate to the collective actions of the HWB. Part of 
this approach will be to draw upon the contributory 
actions of local partnership structures.   

Having said this, few responses demonstrated how 
the performance of the HWB as a board will be 
captured, apart from isolated details about tracking 
the decisions of the board and utilising existing self-
assessment tools. There was a lack of detail as to 
how the board will measure its own performance 
beyond the achievement of population or process 
outcomes. 

•	 There is an acknowledgement that a role of the 
HWB will be to ensure that existing performance 
management systems are working rather than 
developing a whole new set of performance 
targets.

•	 There is a balance between describing the short 
term in-year progress of the HWB and how the 
HWB is progressing towards longer term targets 
that will require a generational approach to health 
improvement. 

•	 Very few respondents reported performance 
measures that record the partnership 
performance of the board itself. However two 
respondents provided details of how the decisions 
of	the	HWB	are	tracked	to	evidence	the	influence	
of the board through direct or in-direct actions to 
improve the wellbeing of the local population.

•	 In constructing a performance framework for 
the HWB there needs to be some thought given 
to the regular availability of data to support the 
chosen measure and the ability to benchmark the 
measure and set achievable in-year milestones.

  

•	 The role and frequency of local Council 
Scrutiny in considering the performance of the 
HWB needs to be considered.         

Introduction

Thinking about ‘measuring success’ of HWB 
Boards has inevitably been affected by the 
recent history of public service performance 
management.  Although dismissed by some 
over the last few years, the Blair/Brown public 
service performance regime made public service 
organisations aware of what success might look 
like, how to collect activity data and how they 
were doing against their peers and over time in 
a range of activities.  Much was useful, much 
was helpful and some aspects of public service 
activity became more transparent and subject 
to public scrutiny.  The problem was that more 
and more measures were imposed by regulators 
and success and failure was judged against 
these many measures, mostly quantitative, which 
incorporated ever more demanding targets and 
was driven by an implicit belief in ‘continuous 
improvement’. This came to have significant, 
sometimes overwhelming, consequences for 
organisations.  Some organisations mistook 
success with those targets as success overall and 
it is arguable that because of this some citizens 
suffered. 

Today, ‘outcomes’, ‘putting the citizen at the 
heart of all the organisation does’, ‘localism’, 
‘sector led improvement’, ‘peer review’ are all 
designed to make sure that success is measured 
in human terms.  But doing this, making more 
generally applicable judgements about the 
success of organisations is very difficult.  Human 
beings’ needs, views, opinions and demands are 
often unpredictable, change rapidly and each 
individual is different.  What’s more, quantitative 
performance measures, although dismissed in 
much debate about measuring success, are 
still the major currency of measuring success.  
Measures of activity – numbers of contacts, speed 
of delivery, and the cost and unit cost of services 
not only make sense to everybody but are 
relatively easily collected, albeit that they only tell 
a limited part of the tale about any organisation.        
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So with the demand for a new approach to 
measuring success there is the baby to consider 
along with the bathwater.   
     
The real danger at the moment is that, driven by 
anxiety about setting their stall out, HWB Boards 
might saddle themselves with sets of performance 
measures before they are even clear about what 
their strategic leadership role really encompasses.  
If you have a performance management regime 
before you are clear what you are doing, that 
regime itself will to some extent dictate what is 
important and what you do.   

The Story So Far and Taking Stock (the review 
of all NW Joint Health and Wellbeing Strategies), 
contain some evidence that those HWB Boards 
which have established performance management 
approaches have concentrated on the use of 
national outcome framework measures. However, 
in the main they have not yet considered broader 
indicators of their success as a board, or measures 
relating to public recognition, purposeful use of 
evidence, relationships with other partners etc. It 
is as yet very early days, so there is time yet for 
broad consideration of the whole issue.    

This brief paper outlines a potential approach that 
HWB Boards might use to determine how they 
measure their success and how they review the 
effectiveness of the approach chosen.  It requires 
time and internal debate before considering 
what approach might be taken.  It requires the 
development of an understanding of how partner 
public services measure their own success, how 
the remaining regulators work and national trends 
in sector led improvement.  The approach below 
is very much a ‘slow fix’ and proposes a way of 
thinking for the long term.  The proposals below 
could be used as the basis for a workshop or 
series of discussions.  It might also just be used 
as a document to stimulate discussion within your 
Board.  We hope it is useful.    

Preparatory Thinking.  In order to prepare the 
ground for any performance management initiative 
you have to:
  
• Identify what are your aims in considering how 

you measure your performance? Understanding 
how well you are doing is in many ways simple, 
but has to be thought about carefully. Do you 
want to know how well you are doing?  Do 
you want to compare your performance with 
others?  Do you want to identify and manage 
the risks of failure?  Do you want to present 
the best face possible to the public?  Do you 
want to understand what is going on so you 
can plan for the future?  See the ‘Bubble’ chart 
in the appendix, which is designed to show the 
complexity of the landscape and the number of 
different aspects of measuring success.  How 
you measure your successes should emerge 
from this discussion; your Board’s understanding 
of what it is for.

• Identify what activities are your core activities.  
What is the purpose of your organisation?  
Core purposes may be found in legislation, 
national guidance, public expectation and local 
strategies. Such core activities may also evolve 
over time, with aspects previously thought minor 
achieving greater prominence and vice versa.    

• Identify what is most important to your 
organisation and your ‘customers’. You may feel 
your organisation is successful if it delivers a 
service and keeps to budget.  But what do your 
‘customers’ think?  Do you know?  What do your 
partners think would make for success for your 
organisation?  Ask them.  

• Identify the standards you aspire to. Previous 
emphasis on a rigourous targeting regime and 
an explicit or implied commitment to ‘continuous 
improvement’ moved the debate away from 
identifying simple and clear standards.  In many 
ways identifying a set of standards is at the 
heart of judging your success. What must you 
do to a certain standard?  What can you aspire 
to and what can you reasonably achieve?  How 
are your standards to be achieved?  Once you 
have identified your bottom line, your minimum 
acceptable standards, you can in the course of 
time amend them.  
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• Make sure you understand ‘outcomes’ .  You 
need to be clear what inputs are, what outputs 
are and what outcomes are (desirable and 
undesirable).  There will probably be many 
versions of what is an output and what is an 
outcome. It needs discussing.  For example 
Hospital Trusts are still judged against a 
set of quantitative measures, A&E waits, 
waiting times and discharge delays.  These 
are so embedded that people in the system 
sometimes forget they are mere organisational 
outputs.  Of course citizens don’t want to wait 
more than four hours in A&E and don’t want to 
languish in hospital, but the evidence is very 
clear that people in general are happy to wait 
that bit longer if it means an effective, caring 
service.  The ‘outcome’ for A&E has to be 
considered from the citizen’s point of view and 
not just the organisation’s.       

• Be aware of and understand legacy 
performance management systems, national 
regulatory frameworks associated with your 
work and what you partners are doing.  How 
are you partners and colleagues regulated? 
How do they judge their success?  As implied 
above, some public service organisations 
might be judging their success on criteria and 
standards which ignore core parts of their role 
and responsibility to citizens.  Make sure you 
understand ‘Sector Led Improvement’, ‘Peer 
Review‘ processes, ‘Outcome Frameworks’, 
Monitor’s and the CQC approach etc.  Also 
consider ‘risk’.  Risk management and 
performance management have often been 
regarded as separate, but in fact they are the 
opposite ends of the same spectrum.    

• Be clear about what activities each partner 
is measuring and what your responsibility is 
as a Board. If the HWB Board took on the 
responsibility for measuring the success of all 
partner activities you would never do anything 
else. What actually is the Board’s responsibility 
to measure?      

Content and Action.  Once you are clear about 
the basics set out above (purpose, core work, 
priorities, standards, performance landscape, and 
what you have to take responsibility for) you need 
to consider the worth of the following contributions 
to the intelligence which will inform how well you 
are doing and what risks may exist.

There are a number of sets of data and 
information and ways of collecting them:

• Activity data. There is a huge amount of it. 
What do you actually need? 

• Your own Local Standards.
• National ‘off the shelf’ measures.  
• Honest Self Examination.
 - Financial and professional audit.
 - Staff views.
 - Whistle blowing.
 - Formal embedded challenge to leaders.     
• External Observation and Challenge.
 - Response from ‘customers’.  This   
 must include population wide views from
 surveys, complaints reports and so on as
 well as observations, opinions, and   
 individual stories. This last offers real       
 colour in any performance management 
 approach but unless you are producing a  
 ‘didn’t we do well’ advert ‘bad’ stories have  
 to be sought, as well as ‘good‘ stories.
  - Views and observations of local people…
 - …and partners.
 - Formal external reviews (perhaps peer   
 reviews) should be considered as well.  
 - Healthwatch. What is the role of   
 Healthwatch in this activity?  

So, once you have considered the background 
and the possible methods it’s time to make a 
decision about what you are going to do.  How 
are you going to measure your success and what 
methods and measures are you going to use?  I 
would propose that there are three aspects to 
overall success or failure, which you must take 
responsibility for.  The three key aspects are:

• Are you making a positive difference to your 
customers/constituency?

• Are you living up to the standards you set 
yourself?

• What risks are you running and how serious 
are they?   
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If you want to compare your performance or 
progress there are three possible aspects to this:
 - over time
 -  with neighbours/partners/across the   
 region/ across England
 - against customer expectations

Decide on what resource shall be allocated to the 
approach. Gathering intelligence is not a free ’good’.  
It takes time and skill, is finicky and contradictory, 
needs interpreting and understanding… and it can 
be challenged. Consider carefully how much time 
and money you are prepared to allocate to this work.   

Bearing in mind all the background, various 
methodologies, what you might measure and how 
much resource you have, you should decide upon 
an approach.  Be aware that whatever you decide 
will probably be more complicated, costly and 
time consuming in operation than is anticipated. 
So keep it as simple as possible.  Also be aware 
that such processes feed off themselves, and over 
time the tendency is always for the performance 
measurement process to become more complex and 
more time consuming.  So keep it simple.   

Implementation.  Any lingering grand aspirations 
have to be curbed here; you need to bear in mind 
the resource you can allocate to this work, so don’t 
blithely agree to all of this without serious thought 
– that way a millstone is created.  And the more 
pressure your managers and data people feel under 
to produce intelligence for ‘performance ‘ the more 
temptation there is for them, to manipulate figures, 
play games and even to make things up.  (This is 
not a criticism, it happens; when people feel under 
pressure they take short cuts).  Once you begin to 
receive the intelligence about risk, standards and 
success you have to look at it with a critical eye.  
This might include you considering: 

• Does it look like what you wanted to have 
reported?

• Does it seem accurate?
• Is it relevant to your organisation’s work?
• Does it tell you anything?  (or anything you did 

not know)
• Does it tell you anything you can do anything 

about? 

If it passes these implicit tests it is probably useful 
in helping you understand what is going on.   Once 
content with the material which contributes to how 
you judge success you need to implement fully, 
deciding: 

• Who is going to be responsible for it? 
• How it is to be reported to the Board and what 

role the Board will play in interpreting the 
material and acting upon it?

• What will be reported publically?
• When will the process be reviewed? 

End Note

You might use this process in whatever way you 
see fit – in a series of discussions or at one event. 
We hope it helps you decide on an approach and 
gives you confidence to make decisions which help 
you understand what is going on and give you an 
accurate and focussed picture of the impact of your 
Board’s work without burdening yourself or others 
with too much work.   

Dave Burnham, North West Employers, July 2013  
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