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What is public value?

‘Public value’ is the value that government creates through its citizens and which citizens themselves value. It should be understood not simply as ‘what does the public most value’ but as ‘what adds most value to the public sphere?’
 Public value is a relatively new and still developing political and administrative theory. It is distinct from New Public Management and from public choice theory. Its best known exponent is Professor Mark Moore
 of Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government. 
Governments create value for their citizens through the provision of services, through the use of resources and, uniquely, through their power to compel. A 2002 Cabinet Office report ‘Creating Public Value’
 suggested that public value can be understood in three dimensions: 
Services – public value is created through delivery of high-quality services and satisfaction with these
Outcomes - such as security, reduced poverty, public health. The achievement of these can overlap with, but are distinct from service, largely because the achievement of public value tends to be co-produced by citizens
Trust – this relates to the relationship between citizens and government. It is often the most neglected element, but lack of trust even where services are delivered well reduces public value and can hinder government’s capacity to create it elsewhere
These three dimensions are so closely inter-related as to be indivisible. This indivisibility can make the concept of public value seem complex. In particular, while quality of services or achievement of outcomes can be understood fairly straightforwardly, ‘trust’ is particularly hard to determine because it goes beyond degree of public engagement or traditional political mandates, though both of these are important. Public value emphasises the role of the collective, and suggests that the collective good is more than a simple amalgamation of individual goods. The theory of public value emphasises the importance of the accountability of both elected and unelected officials. It goes on to suggest that accountability in itself lends legitimacy to ventures in creating public value, and describes the collective accountability environment as the ‘authorising environment’, likening the importance of the authorising environment to the importance of the market environment for private sector managers. This is one reason why the theory of public value is seen by some as a ‘corrective’ to the concept of market failure and as offering an important refinement to public choice theory.  
Why is public value useful?

Public value offers a more holistic way of thinking about goals and performance of public policy. It is a theory that works comfortably alongside systems thinking and strategic analysis, and is therefore well-suited to cross-cutting work (tackling the so-called ‘wicked-issues’). By applying a public value test to statements of goals, outcomes and vision statements, it can aid decision-making. 
Outcomes-based policy (also called ‘management by results’) is also more likely to motivate those who will achieve the results government seeks: front-line workers and citizens themselves.  In many parts of the public sector we get measured and rewarded for success in refining processes (more processes available online), or producing outputs (more nurses) or even managing inputs (five percent efficiency targets), rather than being recognised for our contribution to achieving outcomes which add value to the public sphere. 
Why is public value relevant to social researchers?

Achieving public value requires a strong qualitative as well as quantitative analytical base. Early on in the development of policy, policy-makers and the analysts and researchers who work with them need to understand the complexity of public preferences and attitudes and their relative importance as drivers of public value. The role of leading indicators rather than lag indicators becomes more important as we seek to measure not simply efficiency but the overall value of what we create, which requires greater use of proxies and a more mixed ‘basket’ of indicators. Option appraisals need to assess the elements of public value, including hard-to-quantify elements such as fairness, trust and involvement. We know from international research that overall well-being is an amalgamation of many factors beyond simple material wealth, and we need to be able to rely on analysis that helps us to measure progress towards this overall well-being, which might also be expressed as the creation of public value. 
The BBC introduced in 2004 a new test of public value for BBC services which combines their four drivers of public value (reach, quality, impact and value for money), and their five main public purposes: supporting informed citizenship, enriching UK culture and creativity, extending learning opportunities, connecting communities, and supporting the UK's role in the world.  All proposals for changes in BBC services are now subject to an assessment of the likely public value that will be created.
 The Scottish Government uses public value to inform much of its analysis and its programmes.

Broader metrics and performance measures are needed. Even the relatively simple measure of citizen satisfaction with services may be based on not just the efficient and effective delivery of those services, but on the perception that they are provided fairly, as well as judgements about relations with service providers and the experiences of others.  
It is also important to recognise that the achievement of many outcomes, and hence public value, will require more than government action, they will be “co-produced” with citizens. For instance, while the efficiency and effectiveness of the NHS are crucial to a healthier Britain, health lifestyles are no less important. It is much harder to attribute causes of success in this more complex reality of delivery than simple measurement of performance. Public value is not easy to measure. But it is, arguably, what governments are really trying to create. 
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