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Sector-led improvement is widely supported 
and adopted by local government, and has 
been since 2011. It is based on the principles 
that local authorities:

• are responsible for their own  
performance and improvement

• are primarily accountable to  
local communities

• have a collective responsibility  
for the performance of  the sector  
as a whole.

The role of  the Local Government Association 
(LGA) is to support local authorities and to 
maintain an overview of  the performance of  
the sector in order to be able to offer early 
support.

The LGA has a range of  practical support 
available, on a free of  charge and/or 
subsidised basis, to enable local authorities 
(and fire and rescue services) to exploit 
the opportunities that this approach to 
improvement provides. This includes support 
of  a corporate nature such as leadership 
programmes, peer challenge, LG Inform (our 
benchmarking platform) and programmes 
tailored to specific service areas such as 
children’s, adults’, health, culture, tourism, 
sport, housing and planning services.

Many of  these involve senior officers, 
councillors and others who volunteer their 
time as ‘peers’ to provide support and 
challenge to councils, fire and rescue 
services and their elected members. As 
fellow practitioners, peers bring an immediate 
credibility, trust and mutual respect to the 
challenge and support process.

Through its peer challenge programmes 
and other peer-led improvement support to 
councils, the LGA manages the deployment 
of  over 3,000 peer days a year, delivered by 
hundreds of  officers and councillors.  This is 
an impressive investment by the sector in its 
improvement, and a powerful demonstration 
of  the ‘sector-led’ approach.  

So why become a peer?
The following collection of  insights from 
officers, councillors and others who have 
contributed time as peers show the clear 
benefits of  giving and receiving challenge 
and support.  

Those benefits are wide, varied and 
sometimes personal. But there is a common 
theme that runs through many of  them. Peers 
clearly recognise a wider responsibility to the 
sector and show a willingness to volunteer 
time to contribute to this. They do so on the 
basis that there is almost always learning 
for them, and their organisation. Sharing 
knowledge and learning is a key feature of  
the interaction that occurs across all forms  
of  peer-led support and challenge. 

For more information about sector-led 
improvement and our programmes of  
improvement support visit:  

www.local.gov.uk/sector-led-improvement 

Introduction



At the heart of  the sector-led improvement approach are local 
government officers and councillors who willingly spend their 
time as ‘peers’ in councils and with councillors, they have 
no direct association with, to contribute to their improvement 
and learning.  As fellow local government practitioners, peers 
bring an immediate credibility, trust and mutual respect to the 
challenge and support they provide. 

The peer-led support provided is a powerful demonstration 
of  the sector investing in its own improvement.  We need 
that investment to continue, and for councils to continue to 
encourage their senior officers to participate as peers, and for 
senior councillors to put themselves forward too.

Councillor William Nunn  
Chairman, LGA Improvement and Innovation Board

Foreword
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An opportunity to improve together
Councils continue to experience a period of  
phenomenal change. All of  us together use 
our skills and experiences to improve what 
we do for our communities and businesses. 
After all, who is better placed to offer help 
and support on areas for improvement 
and recognise key strengths that can be 
dispersed across local government than the 
people who live it every day.

That is why in 2015, I became a member peer 
and have had the pleasure of  participating in 
several peer challenges. The opportunity to 
support each other to help make our councils 
better cannot be missed. You come away 
from each peer challenge with new ideas and 
a fresh perspective. Not only have I offered a 
challenge to the host council but I often gain 
a different view of  what may need to change 
at my own.

Councils are seeking support to check 
whether they are on the right path, what 
changes could be made, and to have a fresh 
pair of  eyes offer additional insight. There 
is no better way of  making this happen than 
through a peer challenge, offered by the LGA. 
In fact, it is probably one of  the most valuable 
aspects of  membership.

Personally, being a peer has opened up 
my eyes to the world of  ideas, creativity 
and pride for the work councils do for their 
communities across the country. I have been 
able to build a large network of  contacts, 
to form new friendships, to benefit my own 
authority of  Trafford and to above all else feel 
part of  doing something unique in my own 
way contributing to better local government.  

It is an experience that stands you in good 
stead and that despite the time commitment, 
is time well invested and well spent.

Councillor Sean Anstee  
Conservative, Leader of  Trafford Metropolitan 
Borough Council
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A better understanding of  the challenges councils face
The Government has recognised the 
experience and challenge local authorities 
can gain through sector-led improvement 
which has been led by the LGA and the 
engagement of  councillors from all political 
groups.

I became a peer about four years ago with my 
first challenge as part of  a team looking at an 
authority’s engagement with the health and 
wellbeing board and process. Arriving at the 
host authority as a team along with an officer, 
chief  executive, health professionals and a 
representative from the voluntary sector was 
an invaluable experience.  It was incredible 
how quickly a diverse group, who had 
never met, focused on the task before them 
whilst recognising each other’s strengths. 
Having visited a number of  authorities since, 
every peer challenge has shown me new 
ways of  working and questions to consider 
in my own authority on good and bad 
practice and a better understanding of  the 
challenges different authorities face. I now 
have an insight as to the challenges rural 
communities face as opposed to my own 
urban experiences.

Host authorities invite you in, and are 
therefore dedicated to working with you for 
improvement. Terms and task are agreed 
prior to visit ensuring the time spent with the 
host authority is maximised. The greatest 
satisfaction is the knowledge that the input 
a peer can give to another local authority 
will be appreciated and recognised as a 
means to ensuring good quality provision and 
outcomes for the residents in that area. 

Councillor Gillian Ford  
Independent 
London Borough of  Havering
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An opportunity to network and learn
If  you have the opportunity to become a  
peer I would grasp it with both hands 
because it is an all-encompassing 
experience.

I regard it as a great privilege to have been  
a member of  a number of  peer teams visiting 
local authorities across the country. The 
benefits are numerous for you as an individual 
in terms of  your own personal development.

I am constantly amazed at how innovative 
councils are when meeting the challenges 
they face. You will always come away with 
a new idea on either how to take something 
forward or even what not to do within your 
own organisation.

It also provides you with an opportunity to 
network with colleagues/associates from the 
public and private sectors, learning from them 
as they go through the peer review process 
with you.

Your skills are tested through the team work 
required. The ability to work together and 
use each other’s strengths is crucial as the 
workload is big and the timelines are tight, in 
which to bring your collective thoughts and 
recommendations together.

The final prize is the sense of  achievement 
in that you have not only delivered the review 
and helped the continuous improvement 
agenda, but you have also developed a new 
network of  peers both within the council 
you are visiting and also within the review 
team itself. You go home exhausted but also 
exhilarated at the same time.

 

Louise Fradd 
Strategic Director (Place) 
Bath and North East Somerset Council
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Personal learning and development for councillors
I’ve been involved in a wide range of  peer 
work since becoming Leader of  the Labour 
Group at Kirklees Council in 2003, but you 
don’t have to be a leader to be a peer. 

The range of  the peer activity has included 
peer challenges, mentoring and workshops, 
all taking place nationally and I have been 
fortunate to work in all tiers and types of  
councils.

Peer challenges are interesting and 
stimulating and I’m driven by strong sense 
of  duty to improving our sector. The role is 
an essential part of  personal learning and 
development for councillors. The member 
peer on the team brings a unique political 
and service insight which is shared with team 
members and helps to ensure that the final 
report is grounded in everyday reality. 

Political mentoring is an equally important 
and fulfilling role. Each assignment is unique 
and the skill is to quickly develop a strong 
and trusting relationship. Experienced 
mentors are able to provide support, 
constructive challenge and draw upon their 
own experiences to benefit the mentee. The 
challenges facing the mentee can be varied 
but the benefit received by the mentee can 
be enormous. During the last 13 years, I’ve 
mentored councillors who have made a huge 
impact in their authority or some have even 
risen up the ranks to become council leader.

The third area of  peer work, which can 
make a significant contribution to member 
development is workshops and leadership 
courses. When delivering workshops in a 
council, it is necessary to have a detailed 

understanding of  the specific issues and 
challenges facing the particular cabinet, 
council, or political group. Workshops cover 
a huge range of  challenges and can include 
developing effective member/officer relations, 
creating a high performing top team, plus 
effective community engagement and policy 
making. 

Councillor Mehboob Khan  
Labour 
London Borough of  Greenwich
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Learn from best practice
Participating in corporate peer challenges  
is something that both my authorities have 
fully support me to do.  I also encourage my 
senior members and officers to consider 
being a peer.

My reasons for volunteering as a peer is that 
it provides strong support and challenge in 
equal measure to the council that has invited 
you in. That comes from the careful planning 
of  the challenge at the outset in conjunction 
with the council to ensure that the scope of  
the teams work is of  added value and the 
most effective use of  the teams time is made 
over the two/ three days of  the on-site visit. 
Importantly by not being an ‘inspection’ I 
find that a more productive and informative 
intervention takes place and invariably the 
team will work collaboratively with the council 
identify the key issues.

Another key reason for volunteering is that the 
challenges are enjoyable! They are by nature 
very intensive but you build a strong rapport 
with your review team of  consisting of  both 
members and officers. 

Finally, it is a two way thing. You learn a great 
deal from immersing yourself  into another 
council and I invariably return with new ideas 
and initiatives that are transferable across the 
sector. We have so much good practice going 
on in our councils and the challenge process 
is one way of  ensuring we learn from best 
practice.

We need to ensure that we continue to make 
the most of  this unique approach to sector-
led improvement.

  

Jack Hegarty 
Chief  Executive 
Malvern Hills District Council and  
Managing Director 
Wychavon District Council
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Helps identify new ideas and new ways of  working
I believe that it is really important to reflect 
on your own organisation and compare 
and contrast culture, working practices 
and priorities with other councils.  It helps 
identify new ideas and new ways of  working 
as well as confirming what you do in your 
organisation is robust and appropriate.

At Sunderland City Council we have always 
seen external challenge as a positive – a 
way of  driving improvement, learning from 
peers and helping to hopefully confirm 
direction of  travel as well as pointing out 
areas of  improvement. My chief  executive has 
positively embraced peer reviews within the 
organisation as well as leading a number of  
peer reviews. This also led to me being fully 
supported to participate in corporate peer 
challenges.

Over the past five years I have participated 
in a number of  peer challenges around the 
country. Peer challenges are not for the light 
hearted amongst us. They are certainly 
intense and expend a week of  intense 
analysis and long working days.  

They are a team effort and provide the 
chance to work with LGA peer advisors as 
well as different chief  executives, officers 
and senior elected members. This is itself  
is a great learning tool and provides a deep 
insight into other organisations and ways 
of  working. The actual challenge pushes 
you outside of  your comfort zone as you 
relentlessly run workshops, interviews, 
observations and collate shared evidence 
against key themes that the council has asked 
you to explore.

For me in a corporate role I find these 
challenges very rewarding – something I 
try and do on an annual basis as a way of  
development and learning. It is also a great 
way of  making new contacts, widening your 
knowledge and feeling that you are making a 
difference to the place receiving the review 
as well as bringing learning back to your own 
organisation. That is really why I got involved 
in corporate peer reviews and also to support 
my personal development as a leader in local 
government.

Sarah Reed 
Assistant Chief  Executive 
Sunderland City Council
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There is always something to learn
I have been a member peer for some years 
now and have found every experience a 
positive one.  For me, it is a privilege to be 
involved in mentoring individuals.  To help 
someone who is new into a role which you 
already have, is a great opportunity to help 
them grow and to do so yourself. Explaining 
how things work and encouraging the mentee 
to steadily enhance their own understanding 
is the way for you both to learn more about 
what you are discussing. For make no 
mistake, mentoring is not all about you giving 
and the mentee taking; the sessions you have 
together are a chance for you both to learn 
– and there is always something to learn, 
however long you have been in a role.

I have mentored numerous portfolio holders 
in several different roles. As a long serving 
councillor, my roles have changed over the 
years and this has given me a variety of  
opportunities to take on different mentees 
and explore their new roles as they start out.  
As I write, I have yet another role in a different 
portfolio area, which I have been doing for 
just over a year.  I am looking forward to 
sharing my new knowledge and experiences 
with someone who is doing something similar 
– I know we will both learn from it.

Corporate peer challenge is very different but 
equally interesting. As part of  a team, working 
with officers and members together, a few 
days are spent looking at another authority 
in depth. As every councillor knows, looking 
at another authority is thought provoking and 
enlightening.  Seeing different approaches 
and ways of  doing things is helpful in 
exploring ways to do things better and in this 
case, better together.  And when the summary 

report back is given at the end of  the 
process, the hope is that things will improve 
and lessons will be taken on board  
to help everyone.

So if  you are thinking of  applying to be a peer 
mentor – go for it and get that email sent now.  
You certainly won’t regret it.

Councillor Carol Runciman  
Liberal Democrat 
Executive Member for Adult Social Care  
and Health, City of  York Council
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A two-way exchange of  good practice
If  you want to have a great opportunity to  
help improve the way the Fire Service 
delivers its services to local communities, 
then becoming a peer allows you not only to 
share your own professional experiences and 
skills as a ‘critical friend’, but also gives you 
a chance to learn from the innovation and 
experiences of  others.

This two-way exchange of  ‘good practice’ 
learning is one of  the main reasons I chose 
to become a peer – and over the last couple 
of  years I have helped the improvement 
journey of  two fire and rescue services, 
whilst they have helped me to appreciate 
and incorporate some of  their innovative 
approaches into my own service.

Although the peer challenges require 
you to undertake some fairly intensive 
background reading prior to a visit – and a 
full week commitment to the visit itself  – this 
is supported by the LGA lead and other 
members of  the assessment team.

The other important benefit I have gained 
from being a peer is in relation to my own 
personal development. For example, the peer 
challenge process has allowed me to engage 
with other fire professionals from different 
areas of  the country, along with their fire 
authority members and stakeholders. During 
these visits, I have needed to actively listen to 
their commentary and views on a wide range 
of  subject areas, whilst at the same time, 
critically assess the overall value and merits 
of  the associated outcomes based on their 
resource investments and triangulation of  
the other relevant evidence – a key skill that I 

use to good effect now as a senior manager 
within my own organisation. 

In addition, peer review has allowed me 
to enrich my own professional network by 
proactively participating in this sector-led 
improvement approach.

Nathan Travis 
Chief  Fire Officer/Chief  Executive   
Hereford and Worcester Fire Rescue Service
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Opens your eyes to creativity and innovation 
For me, the brilliance of  our sector is that 
whilst we all face similar challenges, no 
two organisations are the same. Being a 
peer opens your eyes to the creativity and 
innovation that is out there.  It’s an ideal 
opportunity to learn on the job, to share some 
of  your own learning and really reflect on how 
well (or not) your own organisation is doing. 
‘Holding the mirror up’ cuts both ways.

Peer challenges are high intensity, focused 
and demanding experiences, you hit 
the ground running and are establishing 
relationships immediately. No two peer 
teams are the same either. Differing styles, 
perspectives and experiences always bring 
value to the table and really benefit the host 
organisation as well as the team you are  
part of. 

What peer challenge really brings home for 
me is that whilst our sector does face some 
immense challenges, we are evolving at 
a pace and a scale that is bringing some 
very talented people to the fore, prepared 
to do things differently in order to secure 
the best possible outcomes for their place. 
I’ve certainly taken that experience from 
every peer challenge to date. Our future is 
challenging but it’s also pretty bright. 

 

Rob Walsh 
Chief  Executive 
North East Lincolnshire Council
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A valuable collective learning experience
Local government is an incredibly resilient 
and adaptable sector to work within. Despite 
challenging financial circumstances, there 
is a passion, commitment and enthusiasm 
amongst officers and members to deliver  
the best possible outcomes for the 
communities that we serve. In this respect, 
the peer challenge programme offers a 
fantastic opportunity to share the vast  
wealth of  knowledge and experience that  
we collectively have within the local 
government family.  

There are very few opportunities that exist 
where you have the opportunity to completely 
detach yourself  from the pressures and 
challenges of  your own work environment and 
apply your knowledge and skills to  perform 
the role of  a ‘critical friend’ in an organisation 
that you are totally unfamiliar with. However, 
the intellectual stimulus that this provides is 
both exhilarating, and at times, exhausting 
but it always reinvigorates you and provides 
that added motivation and enthusiasm to 
get back to your own organisation and make 
those subtle changes that can often make a 
difference. 

Being a member of  a peer challenge team 
is a valuable collective learning experience 
which draws upon and extracts the wealth 
of  knowledge and experience within our 
sector for the ultimate benefit of  our individual 
organisations. Every peer challenge that 
I have participated in has enabled me to 
take aspects of  learning back to my own 
organisation. For me, it is very much a two-
way learning experience which affords an 
opportunity to take a very direct, focused look 
at a particular challenge whilst drawing upon 

the collective knowledge and experience of  
a highly professional team of  officers and 
councillors.

Taking yourself  out of  the comfort zone of  
your own organisation and participating in a 
peer challenge is therefore, as much about 
developing your own learning as it is about 
benefitting your host organisation. It is a 
development opportunity which really is a 
win-win situation for everybody involved. 

Paul Wilson  
Corporate Director and  
Deputy Chief  Executive 
Derbyshire Dales District Council
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Valuable professional friendships
Whilst being a peer may be seen as a further 
demand on an already challenging role, as 
Head of  Safeguarding in Suffolk I have found 
participation in peer challenges to be both 
professionally rewarding and insightful. The 
rewards in undertaking reviews can be seen 
on may different levels; firstly the opportunity 
to work alongside colleagues from a wide 
range of  disciplines from across the country 
provides an real opportunity to discuss best 
practice, key national themes and realistic 
challenges faced by local government. 
Secondly, in working with the ‘host’ authority, 
peers are afforded insight into the systems, 
processes and leadership of  each topic area 
which is not only a privilege, but also allows 
the peer team to highlight excellence. In turn 
this insight may be taken back to the peers 
own authority to inform their own service 
improvements. 

The discussions between the peer team often 
continue long after the challenge has ended. 
I have made some valuable professional 
friendships across the sector and continue to 
receive requests for information and/or advice 
as well as my asking advice from them, 
which I believe is one of  the main benefits 
from becoming a peer. Whilst we may access 
training and development opportunities in 
our professional role, my learning from peer 
challenges remains the single largest source 
of  practice knowledge, strategic thinking and 
professional leadership which has enhanced 
my performance and shaped service delivery 
within my county. 

Lastly, undertaking a peer challenge is 
exhausting, with long days and often quite a 
distance to travel, however the rewards are 

enormous, and they are actually good fun.  
As a group of  peers spend an intensive week 
together, the team spirit is excellent. 

Paula Youell 
Head of  Adult Safeguarding and  
Principal Social Worker 
Suffolk County Council
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A chance to better understand the challenges
The opportunity to participate in a peer 
challenge is a great privilege. I’ve worked in 
the private sector all my life, but for the last 
28 years it has been exclusively providing a 
range of  services to the public sector and, 
in particular, local government. So I’ve seen 
both sides of  the fence, but it is only through 
the peer challenge experience that I have 
truly understood the depth and breadth of  a 
complex public organisation.

I’ve come to understand that we share many 
of  the same challenges and opportunities. 
New ways of  working, seismic shifts in 
demand, massive financial challenges 
and innovative service delivery. These are 
common themes in both the public and 
private sectors and the way in which different 
organisations respond to these challenges 
provides significant potential for learning and 
best practice.

My experience gave me all of  this. A chance 
to better understand a complex council, to 
work with passionate and able individuals on 
both sides of  the table and in turn, to share 
some of  my own learnings from working in a 
global ‘blue chip’ business.

To truly understand and add value to an 
organisation you must thoroughly challenge 
it, and the peer review does this. And on the 
way, I met officers and politicians who helped 
me better understand the challenges my own 
business faces.

Thank you for the opportunity, I would 
recommend it to anyone with a passion for  
the delivery of  public services. 

 

David Forster 
Head of  Risk Proposition 
Zurich Municipal
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Becoming a peer 
Peers are at the heart of  the sector-led 
improvement process. They provide a 
‘practitioner perspective’ and ‘critical 
friend’ challenge. Peers help build capacity, 
confidence and sustainability by challenging 
practice and sharing knowledge and 
experience.

The peer-led support provided is a powerful 
demonstration of  the sector investing in its 
own improvement.  We need that investment 
to continue, and for councils to continue to 
encourage their senior officers to participate 
as peers, and for senior councillors to put 
themselves forward too.

Officers 
Officers wishing to be a peer are asked to 
complete an expression of  interest form.  
The information we request in this form 
will help us consider your expertise and 
experience and how that matches the 
demand and requirements for peers.  

To discuss your interest in being a peer, 
please contact: 

Paul Clarke 
National Programme Manager 
(Peer Challenge)

07887 706960 
paul.clarke2@local.gov.uk 

Councillors
Elected members who are interested in 
participating as a peer in the peer challenge 
programme should contact their LGA political 
group office to discuss:

• their experience and expertise

• the current demand for member peers

• the areas where more peers are required.

Conservative
glensanderson@btinternet.com  
or lgaconservatives@local.gov.uk 

Labour
stephen.houghton@local.gov.uk   
or anthie.zachariou@local.gov.uk 

Liberal Democrat
howard.sykes@local.gov.uk  
or amy.haldane@local.gov.uk 

Independent
mike.haines@teignbridge.gov.uk   
or sarah.woodhouse@local.gov.uk 
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