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Evaluation of sector-led improvement 

This report forms part of the Local Government Association (LGA) evaluation of 
sector-led improvement. Other outputs from the evaluation can be found here: 
http://www.local.gov.uk/research-performance-and-improvement. 

Sector-led improvement 

With changes to the nationally imposed inspection and assessment regime, a new 
approach to improvement has been developed by local government. This was set out 
in the LGA’s document ‘Taking the Lead’ in February 2011, supplemented in June 
2012 by “Sector-led improvement in local government”1 which describes a 
coordinated approach to sector-led improvement across local government, the 
support being provided and where to go for further information and advice.  

The approach is based on the following key principles: 

 councils are responsible for their own performance and improvement and for 
leading the delivery of improved outcomes for local people in their area 

 councils are primarily accountable to local communities (not government or the 
inspectorates) and stronger accountability through increased transparency 
helps local people drive further improvement 

 councils have a collective responsibility for the performance of the sector as a 
whole (evidenced by sharing best practice, offering member and officer peers, 
etc.) 

 the role of the LGA is to maintain an overview of the performance of the sector 
in order to identify potential performance challenges and opportunities – and to 
provide tools and support to help councils take advantage of this new 
approach. 

‘Taking the Lead’ identified a small core set of activities that are commonly 
undertaken by councils who proactively take responsibility for their own performance 
and improvement. This common set of activities provides the framework for sector-
led improvement across councils’ services and activities. It is also the framework 
around which the LGA's offer of support to councils is based, as follows: 

 strengthening local accountability  

 inviting challenge from one's peers 

 learning from good practice and through regional structures and networks 

 utilising transparent and comparable performance information  

 investing in leadership. 

                                                 
1 http://www.local.gov.uk/sector-led-improvement 



 

3 

The evaluation 

The LGA’s evaluation looks at both the overall approach to sector-led improvement 
and the specific offers of support from the LGA. It is running over a two year period, 
with the main aim of understanding whether, in the context of reduced resources 
within the sector: 

 the approach to sector-led improvement has the confidence of the sector and 
the government, and the trust of the public 

 the sector has been able to strengthen local accountability 

 the sector is adopting the sector-led improvement approach and continues to 
improve with a reduced burden of inspection, and in the absence of top down 
performance assessment 

 the tools offered to the sector have had a positive impact on the sector’s 
capacity to improve itself. 

A baseline report was published in February 2013. In addition, a number of 
companion reports, of which this is one, are being published alongside the main 
evaluation reports, looking at specific issues in more detail. This companion report 
complements the final evaluation report, which can be found here: 
http://www.local.gov.uk/research-performance-and-improvement.  
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Introduction 
 
The Knowledge Hub was launched by the LGA in April 2012. It is a web based 
service providing a single window to improvement in local government and is free to 
use for individuals from the public and voluntary sector. It provides tools to help 
people connect, share and learn from each other. 
 
In November 2013, the LGA formed a new partnership with CapacityGrid to assure 
the long-term future of the Knowledge Hub. Under this partnership, existing 
Knowledge Hub staff were transferred to CapacityGrid and joined an enlarged team, 
which assumed overall operational and development management responsibility. The 
LGA became a foundation partner and continues to use the Knowledge Hub to 
engage with its members and as an improvement tool for the sector. 
 
This report presents results from a survey on online learning and the Knowledge Hub  
(phase two), which is a follow up to the online learning through sharing experience 
and information survey that was undertaken in January 2011(phase one).   
 
Phase two of the survey was undertaken to examine the extent of engagement in 
online learning activities within local authorities two years after the baseline survey 
and after the launch of the Knowledge Hub in April 2012. It also looked to examine 
satisfaction levels with the Knowledge Hub for facilitating online learning.  
 
Some key questions on online learning were continued from phase one, with 
additional questions focussing on the Knowledge Hub itself being included in phase 
two.  
 
Individuals were sampled from the Knowledge Hub and the Local Government 
Association CRM database. Sampling was undertaken from both sources in order to 
ensure that it would include a sub sample of those already engaged in online learning 
activities (those using the Knowledge Hub), and a sub sample of those less likely to 
be so (those sampled from the CRM database and not registered on the Knowledge 
Hub). 
 
The online survey was emailed on 14 December 2012 to 7,675 individuals sampled 
at random from both databases. The deadline for completion of the survey was 
Friday 1 February 2013. The survey was completed by 968 respondents, which 
provided a response rate of 13 per cent.  
 
Thirteen per cent is a standard response rate for a survey of this type. However at 
this level of response, the results presented below should be taken as the views of 
this group of respondents, rather than being more widely representative. For the 
same reason, comparisons with results from phase one should be seen as indicative 
only. 
 
This report provides a summary for local authority respondents only. The total 
number of local authority respondents was 827 respondents, consisting of 774 
officers and 53 councillors. This was a 14 per cent response rate for local authority 
officers.  
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It is not possible to provide a response rate stratified by council type, region or job 
role because data collected through registration on the Knowledge Hub does not 
collect this level of data. However it is possible to provide response by the four 
nations for local authorities only, which shows a higher response rate in Scotland 
than the other three areas.  
 
Nation Response rate (%) Base 

England 11 4,225 

Northern Ireland 14 52 

Scotland 32 1,000 

Wales 10 500 

All four nations 14 5,777 

 
Note that this report is slightly different from the other companion reports that 
accompany the sector-led improvement evaluation, as the sample covered local 
authorities across the United Kingdom; it should be noted that the sector-led 
improvement approach and LGA support offer applies to England only. 
 
Where comparisons are made with phase one, it should be noted that the total 
number of local authority respondents was 806 (consisting of 701 officers and 105 
councillors). 
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Ways of learning and sharing experience 
 
The first section of the survey focused on the extent of engagement in online learning 
within local authorities. Whilst Knowledge Hub is one mechanism for facilitating this, 
the questions in this section looked more widely at attitudes towards, and the extent 
of, online learning activities within local authorities. The results are outlined below. 
 
Learning activities encouraged by the organisation 
 

 A culture of learning through sharing experience existed for the majority of 
local authority respondents surveyed (81 per cent); this is the same as for 
phase one where 81 per cent of local authority respondents also stated there 
was such a culture in their authority.  

 
 Respondents were actively encouraged by their authorities to carry out 

learning activities in a variety of ways: 

o Eighty one per cent stated that they were encouraged to obtain ideas 
about other ways of working/delivering services (this is broadly the 
same as in phase one where 82 per cent were actively encouraged). 

o Seventy four per cent were encouraged to identify organisations that it 
would be useful to contact (this is broadly the same as in phase one 
where 73 per cent were actively encouraged). 

o Seventy three per cent were encouraged to benchmark/compare 
services with other organisations (this is significantly lower than phase 
one where 84 per cent were actively encouraged). 

o Fifty five per cent were encouraged to share problems with others 
outside the organisation (this is the same as in phase one where 55 per 
cent were actively encouraged). 

 
Learning activities conducted as part of roles 
 

 Local authority respondents stated that they carried out the following learning 
activities to at least a moderate extent: 

o Seventy six per cent stated they obtained ideas about other ways of 
working/delivering services (this is a statistically significant decrease on 
phase one where 84 per cent of respondents conducted this activity). 

o Seventy two per cent identified organisations that it would be useful to 
contact to learn from (this is broadly the same as for phase one where 
73 per cent of respondents conducted this activity). 

o Sixty one per cent benchmarked/compared services with other 
organisations (this is a statistically significant decrease on phase one 
where 66 per cent of respondents conducted this activity). 

o Fifty nine per cent shared problems with others outside the organisation 
(this is broadly the same as for phase one where 61 per cent of 
respondents conducted this activity). 
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Encouragement to carry out learning activities conducted as part of roles 
 

 As in phase one most frequently respondents stated that senior officers (61 
per cent in the current survey compared to 65 per cent in phase one) 
encouraged them to conduct these learning activities as part of their roles. 
Similarly, as in phase one, least frequently stated was that elected members 
encouraged them (15 per cent in the current survey compared to 20 per cent).  
 

 Following feedback from phase one of the survey, an additional option of ‘I 
conduct on my own initiative’ was added as an option; sixty three per cent of 
respondents selected this option suggesting that such learning activities were 
often driven by the individual.  

 
Use of online resources to solve problems 
 

 Eighty per cent had used online resources if they had questions or problems 
with a service, or performance issues within their organisation. Eighteen per 
cent had not, and the remainder did not know.  
 

 This was a statistically significant decrease on phase one of the survey where 
84 per cent had used online resources if they had questions or problems with 
a service, or a performance issue within their organisation.  
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The Knowledge Hub  
 
In this phase of the survey all respondents registered on the Knowledge Hub were 
asked a series of questions related to why they used the Knowledge Hub and how 
they rated the Knowledge Hub.  
 
Please note that these are new questions so there is no comparison data from phase 
one. The base for these questions is 719 local authority respondents unless 
otherwise stated (716 officers and three councillors). 
 
Use of the Knowledge Hub 
 
For respondents already using the Knowledge Hub (609 respondents): 
 

 Most respondents (62 per cent) stated that they used the Knowledge Hub in 
order to find a specific answer to a question that they had, whilst just over half 
(52 per cent) did so to share good practice.  

 
 Fewest respondents (one per cent) stated that they used the Knowledge Hub 

to write a blog.  
 

 The table below provides detail of the full results for this question.  
 

Reasons for using the Knowledge Hub 
All local authority respondents already 

using the Knowledge Hub (%) 

To find an answer to a specific question I 
have 

62 

To share good practice 52 

To network and find other people who share 
my interests/work in a similar field 

45 

To participate in a group 43 

To upload and share documents 27 

To write a blog 1 

Other 7 

Base 609 

 
Rating the Knowledge Hub 
 

 Local authority respondents stated that they rated the following very or fairly 
good: 

 
o Seventy three per cent rated the performance of the Knowledge Hub (in 

terms of speed/availability) very or fairly good. 

o Sixty five per cent rated the ease of use as very or fairly good. 

o Sixty two per cent rated the ability of Knowledge Hub to meet their 
needs as very or fairly good.  
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o Fifty eight per cent rated the ability to find what they needed on 
Knowledge Hub as very or fairly good.  
 

 Overall 66 per cent of local authority respondents rated the Knowledge Hub as 
very or fairly good, with 16 per cent rating the Knowledge Hub as not very 
good or not good at all, and 18 per cent selecting that they did not know.  
 

Benefits of using the Knowledge Hub 
 

 The benefit selected by the greatest proportion of respondents (53 per cent) 
was that the Knowledge Hub kept them up to date with current thinking on an 
issue or a concern. This was followed by 42 per cent of respondents stating 
that it enabled them to exchange ideas.  
 

 Fewest respondents (five per cent) selected that the Knowledge hub enabled 
them to save money.  
 

 Twenty one per cent of respondents selected that they had gained no benefits 
from being a member of the Knowledge Hub as of yet.  
 

 The table below provides full results for this question: 
 
 
Benefits gained from using the Knowledge 
Hub 

All local authority respondents registered 
to use the Knowledge Hub (%) 

Kept up-to-date with current thinking on an 

issue or concern 
53 

Exchanged ideas 42 

Gained help from others to solve a problem 37 

Shared good practice 36 

Quick access to a range of resources 27 

Collaborated with others to develop new 
ideas and innovations 

20 

Saved time 20 

Avoided duplication of work 17 

Reduced carbon footprint (less need to travel 

to meetings/events) 
6 

Saved money for your organisation 5 

Other  2 

I have not gained any benefit yet 21 

Don't know 3 

Base 719 
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Annex: Online learning and Knowledge Hub survey 
questionnaire 
 
About your organisation’s approach to online learning 
 
In general, would you say there is a culture within your organisation that encourages 
learning through sharing experience and information with other organisations? 
 

 Yes 
 No 
 Don’t know 
 

In general which, if any, of the following activities does your authority actively 
encourage? 

Please select one option for each row.  
 

 Does 
actively 

encourage 

Does not 
actively 

encourage Don’t know 
Benchmarking /comparing services 
with other organisations 

   

Obtaining ideas about other ways of 
working/delivery services 

   

Sharing problems with others outside 
the organisation 

   

Identifying organisations that it would 
be useful to contact 
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 And currently in your role to what extent would you say you do the following 
activities? 

Please select one option from each row. 

 To a 
consider

able 
extent 

To a 
moderat
e extent 

To a 
small 
extent 

Not at 
all 

Don’t 
know 

Benchmark /compare 
services with other 
organisations 

     

Obtain ideas about 
other ways of 
working/delivery 
services 

     

Share problems with 
others outside the 
organisation 

     

Identify organisations 
that it would be useful 
to contact to learn from 

     

 
 
And within your role who encourages you to carry out these activities? 

Select all that apply 
 

 Elected members/leader 
 Chief executive 
 Directors 
 Senior officers 
 Partner organisations 
 I developed on my own initiative 
 Other (please specify)____________ 
 None of the above 
 

Have you ever used online resources if you have questions or problems about a 
service, or performance issues within your organisation? 
 

 Yes 
 No 
 Don’t know 
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Q6. Why do you use Knowledge Hub? 
 

Select all that apply 

 To network and find other people who share my interests/work in a similar field 
 To find an answer to a specific question I have 
 To share good practice 
 To participate in a group 
 To upload and share documents 
 To write a blog 
 Other (please specify)____________ 
 

How would you rate each of the following elements of the Knowledge Hub?   
 

Please select one option for each row 

 Very 
good 

Fairly 
good 

Not very 
good 

Not good 
at all 

Don’t 
know 

Ease of use      
Finding the information you want      
Performance of the Knowledge 
Hub (speed / availability) 

     

Meeting your needs      
The Knowledge Hub overall      
 

Which of the following benefits, if any, have you gained from being a member of the 
Knowledge Hub?  
 

Select all that apply 
 

 Avoided duplication of work 
 Collaborated with others to develop new ideas and innovations 
 Exchanged ideas 
 Gained help from others to solve a problem 
 Kept up-to-date with current thinking on an issues or concern 
 Quick access to a range of resources 
 Reduced carbon footprint (less need to travel to meetings/events) 
 Saved money for your organisation 
 Saved time 
 Shared good practice 
 Other (please specify)____________ 
 I have not gained any benefit yet 
 Don’t know 
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