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In the current economic climate, public sector organisations are under increasing pressure 
to improve their performance and demonstrate that they are doing so, while simultaneously 
providing citizens and businesses with better access to information. We look at how well they 
are doing with this based on feedback from 118 respondents during a recent online survey. 

Key Points
Public sector organisations must often manage the opposing pulls of visibility and 
security

Many organisations in the public sector handle sensitive information from their stakeholders 
(citizens and businesses) that must be protected from a privacy and security perspective. At 
the same time, they also often hold information that is part of the public record and have an 
obligation to make this available as freely as possible. This creates a number of information 
management related challenges over and above those experienced in the private sector.

Most are meeting statutory obligations, but it is challenging and getting harder

Problems to do with information fragmentation and inconsistency between systems, aggravated 
by lack of automation, means producing routine reports for government and regulators 
is typically costly and time consuming. The escalating need to publish performance metrics 
more broadly, deeply and frequently, along with an increasing obligation to make information 
available on demand to regulators, citizens and businesses, is adding to the burden and creating 
some real challenges. 

Significant gaps exist with regard to meeting internal needs and stakeholder expectations

The underlying information disjoints already mentioned also mean that the majority 
participating in our study do not do a good job in meeting the internal information needs 
of either management or the broader workforce. Public sector organisations are also finding 
that keeping up with the information access expectations of politicians, the media and, most 
importantly, an increasingly tech savvy population of stakeholders, is extremely difficult. Indeed 
most are failing at the moment.

Initiatives are in place to improve things, but lack of funding is an issue

Many public sector organisations have initiatives in place to improve the way in which information 
is managed, secured and accessed. These include making better use of electronic channels 
such as the Web, and in some cases coordinating, collaborating and sharing with similar 
organisations. However, the imperative to reduce both capital expenditure and operating costs 
often trumps such efforts, making it hard to secure funding for investment in new capability.

The trick is to make better use of what’s already in place, and work more smartly

Significant under-exploitation of the tools and systems already in place is an endemic problem. 
The reporting and analytics facilities within desktop tools, database management systems and 
even specialist business intelligence systems are far from fully utilised. However, this represents 
a great opportunity to improve capability without the need for major spend. Having said this, 
making the most of what’s in place will typically require investment in training and processes.  

The study upon which this report is based was designed, interpreted and 
reported by Freeform Dynamics and executed in collaboration with The 
Register news site. Feedback was gathered via an online survey of 118 IT and 
business professionals from the UK, USA, and other geographies. The study 
was sponsored by Microsoft.
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Living in interesting times
In the current economic climate, public sector organisations are under more pressure than 
ever to manage their resources and funding effectively and prove that they are delivering the 
results expected of them. One of the consequences of this is a need to make good use of 
information assets to both optimise the way they operate and provide necessary feedback to 
regulatory bodies and stakeholders such as citizens and businesses.

The study reported in this document was designed to look at how well this is taking place, and 
provide some ideas as to how things might be improved where necessary. To this end, feedback 
was gathered from 118 respondents during an online survey (see Appendix for more details), 
with representation from educational establishments, local government, central government, 
publicly funded healthcare, law enforcement, defence, social services and charities. 

Limitations of the study

We should say up front that this is not the definitive work on performance management in the 
public sector. Apart from the modest sample size, most respondents were IT professionals, 
so we are generally looking at the world here through an ICT lens. We also have a mix of 
respondents from the UK, USA and other geographies, so what we are providing is a generic 
view of activity within publicly funded and accountable entities.

Lastly, the survey was billed as covering the area of ‘performance management’ and respondents 
were self-selecting, creating a bias towards those with an interest in the subject matter. For 
this reason, we are probably picking up fairly optimistic views, so it’s important not to take 
percentages quoted as an absolute representation of the public sector universe as a whole.

The results of the study are nevertheless interesting and thought provoking for anyone working 
in a public sector environment or doing business with the public sector. 

The current state of play
To begin with, it is worth understanding the general context with regard to information, as those 
in the public sector have a couple of diametrically opposed forces working upon them. On the 
one hand, they often hold sensitive data which needs to be tightly controlled and protected 
from inappropriate access. On the other, they manage information that is a matter of public 
record, and this needs to be made as accessible as possible to regulators and stakeholders 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1 

Public sector 
organisations hold a 
variety of information, 
with a range of 
protection, publication 
and analytical 
requirements.

To what degree does your organisation hold the following kinds of information?

60 804020

Information 
held on 

public record

Private, 
confidential 

or otherwise 
sensitive 

information

Individual business related

Individual citizen related

Politically sensitive info

National security related

Individual business related

%

Individual citizen related

0 100

5: Extensively 4 3 2 1: Not at all Unsure
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Figure 2 

Regulatory needs are 
covered fairly well, but 
significant gaps exist 
in relation to other 
information management 
requirements.

How would you rate your organisation’s current capability in the following areas?

60 804020

Providing useful/adequate 
information to citizens / businesses

Serving the information needs of 
management

Serving the information needs of 
the broader workforce

%

Meeting the reporting requirements 
of government / regulators

0 100

5: Fully capable 4 3 2 1: No capability N/A (not relevant to us)

Figure 3

Meeting information-
related obligations 
represents considerable 
overhead and has a 
range of challenges and 
issues associated with it.

With regard to compliance and statutory reporting, how much are the following an issue?

60 804020

Top level 
impact

Common 
areas of 

difficulty

Cost and overhead of production

Ad hoc regulatory requests

Enabling on-demand online access

Publishing information online

Practical 
challenges Required information unavailable

Changing metrics / requirements

Freedom of Information requests

%

Time to produce reports

0 100

5: Big issue 4 3 2 1: Not a problem N/A (not relevant to us)

But all data has value, the recognition of which is growing as organisations in the public sector 
come under an increasing swathe of pressures to exploit it more effectively. With so much 
data to look after and analyse, it is telling to look at how organisations rate their information 
management capabilities. 

While mandated requirements are generally managed reasonably well, many public sector 
organisations are struggling with reporting to stakeholders and fulfilling the internal needs of 
the organisation from a performance management perspective (Figure 2).

It’s also clear that meeting information-related obligations represents considerable overhead 
and has a range of challenges and issues associated with it (Figure 3).

We are starting to see a glimpse here of some of the issues associated with making information 
available to external interested parties, which increasingly includes an element of ‘on demand’ 
information provision in addition to routine reporting. 

Drilling into some of the underlying causes of the issues expressed by respondents in the study, 
it’s sometimes a case of the required information just not being captured. More commonly, 
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however, it’s problems to do with finding and collating information from fragmented and 
often inconsistent data sources that is the issue, which takes time to work through, and thus 
introduces significant overhead and delay (Figure 4).

While this snapshot of the current situation reveals challenges enough, we also took the 
opportunity during the study to examine some of the dynamics playing out in the public sector 
that could create additional pressure.

Dynamics and imperatives
It is clear that organisations operating in the public sector are already facing difficulties meeting 
the existing needs of users and external stakeholders in relation to business information and 
reporting. But it’s not a case of just having to deal with the current set of challenges. A number 
of aggravating economic and political trends are creating additional pressures, most of which 
are outside the organisation’s direct ability to control. 

In response to these pressures, many public sector organisations have a range of strategic 
imperatives in place to address escalating requirements and expectations (Figure 5). 

Figure 4

Getting hold of the 
correct, up to date, data 
is a major problem, 
although there are 
also areas where the 
information required is 
simply not captured.

Which of the following day-to-day problems occur significantly within your organisation?

40 503020%

Finding and collating data across different 
information sources is often very difficult

Some of the information we would ideally want 
is just not captured

We often know the data is there, but getting at it 
is difficult or impossible

Some of our internal data sources provide 
conflicting information

The required data is often not available quickly 
enough to act on it effectively

600

Figure 5

Cost reduction, improving 
service levels and 
expanding accessibility 
to information in a 
secure fashion are major 
imperatives facing public 
sector bodies today.

How much of an imperative exists in your organisation to do each of the following? (Strategic)

%

Demonstrate cost reduction across the 
organisation

Increase service levels to citizens and/
or businesses

Increase visibility of organisation’s 
activities and performance

Improve security and privacy measures 
with regard to sensitive information

Make more information directly 
available to citizens/businesses

60 804020 1000

Already dealt with Big imperative Significant push Some interest No interest
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Figure 6

Tactical imperatives 
around sharing services 
and adopting new 
working practices 
are adding to the 
requirement for accurate 
business information to 
be available.

How much of an imperative exists in your organisation to do each of the following? (Tactical)

%

Adopt new working practices to drive 
efficiency and effectiveness

Collaborate with other entities to 
increase efficiency and effectiveness

Utilise ‘shared infrastructure’ to reduce 
costs / improve service

Shift citizen/business interaction to 
online channel wherever possible

Provide citizens/businesses with self 
service capabilities

60 804020 1000

Already dealt with Big imperative Significant push Some interest No interest

In order to deal with these more ‘strategic’ imperatives, we see organisations employing a 
range of tactical initiatives designed to improve their operational effectiveness and drive 
efficiencies. Some of these are clearly dependent on the effective management, analysis and 
secure delivery of information in a timely fashion (Figure 6).

The emphasis on collaboration and new working practices reflects a general drive towards 
more joined up and flexible operations and services, and the focus on online interaction and 
self-service is understandable from both an efficiency and stakeholder access perspective. 
A clear acknowledgement of the potential role of shared services is then interesting in the 
context of some of the broader trends being observed around hosting and various forms of 
cloud computing.  

Focus on stakeholders
Picking up on the question of serving the needs of stakeholders (citizens and businesses), 
the research indicates that significant capability gaps frequently exist with regard to online 
interaction and self-service (Figure 7). 

Addressing these gaps will lead to efficiency gains as online interactions are generally cheaper 
to execute (on a transaction-by-transaction or request-by-request basis) than dealing with 
people face to face, over the telephone or via written (paper based) correspondence. 

Enabling more efficient and effective online interaction will clearly also help to address the 

Figure 7

The development of 
online capabilities 
to serve the needs of 
citizens and businesses 
has plenty of scope for 
improvement.

How would you rate your organisation’s current capability in the following areas?

%

Allowing citizens / businesses 
to interact online

Allowing citizens / businesses 
to serve themselves online

60 804020 1000

5: Fully capable 4 3 2 1: No capability N/A (not relevant to us)
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needs and expectations of stakeholders that today are generally a lot more ‘tech savvy’, with 
use of the Web, mobile devices and social networks increasingly becoming an integral part of 
their daily lives. It is therefore not surprising to find initiatives in all three of these areas taking 
place in the public sector, though at the present time the emphasis is firmly on Web access 
(Figure 8).

While the number of public sector organisations focusing on mobile technology and social media 
is relatively limited, early adopters have already provided proof that using such channels can 
be valuable. So far, we have seen a range of applications - from emergency services publishing 
stats and alerts on Twitter, to local authorities allowing citizens to capture and submit photos 
of fly-tipping and graffiti via smart phones. In the meantime, however, the focus on getting 
basic Web based access in place as a priority is understandable.

Performance management
Bearing in mind everything we have discussed so far, it is clear that a major requirement exists 
for effective performance management, by which we mean the processes and systems needed 
to monitor key metrics as a foundation for results-driven management.

Beyond the need to manage effectively, better performance monitoring and reporting is also 
increasingly being driven by a requirement to create more visibility for stakeholders and 
regulators. And it’s here that public sector organisations in particular have their work cut out.

Unlike companies in the private sector that are accountable to shareholders with similar needs 
and expectations (usually revolving around the profit motive), those in the public sector are 
accountable to groups of politicians, stakeholders and the media that have widely varying and 
often directly conflicting interests and agendas. And as politicians push through policy changes 
against the backdrop of a difficult economic climate, the pressure increases and the need 
for broader, deeper and more frequent performance monitoring becomes even more acute 
(Figure 9). 

Figure 8

Making better use of the 
Internet is seen as the 
primary means by which 
to improve interaction 
with citizens and 
businesses.

Homing in on how you interact with stakeholders, how much of an imperative exists in your 
organisation to do each of the following?

60 804020%

Make better use of the Web

Make better use of mobile technology

Make better use of social media

1000

Already dealt with Big imperative Significant push Some interest No interest
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Figure 10

When it comes to 
benchmarking, the 
emphasis is mostly on 
comparing performance 
with similar entities within 
the public sector.

Turning to performance management, how much are you seeing the following trends? 
(Benchmarking)

%

More benchmarking against similar public 
sector organisations

More benchmarking against other 
(dissimilar) public sector organisations

More benchmarking against relevant private 
sector organisations

60 804020 1000

5: Extensively 4 3 2 1: Not at all N/A (already fundamental)

Figure 9

Public sector 
organisations are faced 
with producing an 
expanding breadth of 
report, in greater detail 
than ever before and 
more frequently.

Turning to performance management, how much are you seeing the following trends? 
(Monitoring)

%

Need to monitor performance more broadly, 
i.e. greater scope

Need to monitor performance in more detail, 
i.e. more metrics/outcomes to track

Need to monitor performance more 
frequently, i.e. more intense tracking activity

60 804020 1000

5: Extensively 4 3 2 1: Not at all N/A (already fundamental)

Closely related to performance management is the concept of benchmarking, and this is 
particularly topical in the public sector as politicians and the media are quick to compare the 
performance of similar (and even sometimes dissimilar) entities. 

This can reflect a genuine need to propagate best practices, or a noble (if not sometimes politically 
motivated) desire to provide citizens with objective information on the relative performance of 
schools, hospitals and so on. At the other extreme, it can also, unfortunately, be about political 
points-scoring or sensationalist news reporting. Either way, benchmarking in the public sector 
has become a hot topic, and a significant number of respondents in our study acknowledged 
this trend, particularly with regard to comparisons between similar entities (Figure 10).

But comparisons are only useful if they are acted upon, which leads us to the question of how 
information, activities and measures are coordinated across organisational boundaries.

Joining the dots
Looking more closely at the activities that cross organisational boundaries, indications are that 
most attention today is focussed on internal collaboration and information sharing between 
departments. For many, it’s a case of getting things working together well internally before 
moving on to consider what could be achieved by collaborating and/or sharing with external 
organisations (Figure 11).
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Figure 12

Most public sector 
organisations do not fare 
well meeting externally 
facing information needs 
at an organisation level.

Figure 11

There is a greater focus 
on internal collaboration 
and coordination as 
opposed to external.

How much are the following being encouraged?

Collaboration Sharing of 
information Harmonisation of KPIs

50%

Internal, between 
departments/functions

With similar public 
sector entities

With other (dissimilar) 
public sector entities

With relevant private 
sector organisations

5050 1000 1000 0 100

5: Extensively 4 3 2 1: Not at all N/A (already fundamental)

The relative lack of focus on external coordination is reflected in current capability, though 
it is interesting to note that only a small minority considers inter-organisation sharing and 
harmonisation not to be relevant (Figure 12).

With such capability gaps, along with the other issues and constraints previously highlighted, 
this brings us to the question of how improvements are being (or can be) achieved.

Driving improvements
While the research indicates escalating pressure to improve analysis, reporting and collaboration 
capability, and generally provide more stakeholder visibility, there are some harsh realities that 
need to be considered by those looking to drive improvement. 

Despite all of the information related gaps and issues we have been discussing, addressing 
them is often overshadowed by the need to reduce costs (Figure 13).

How would you rate your organisation’s current capability in the following areas?

%

Harmonising measures / reporting 
with other public sector entities

Sharing databases / datasets with 
other public sector entities

Sharing databases / datasets with 
relevant private sector entities

60 804020 1000

5: Fully capable 4 3 2 1: No capability N/A (not relevant to us)
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Figure 13

Pressure is mounting 
to reduce costs and 
capital expenditure while 
simultaneously seeking 
better information 
management and value 
generation.

Figure 14

Finding funding for new 
BI related investments 
can be challenging, but 
there is plenty of room 
to make better use of 
existing tools.

Turning to IT, how much of an imperative exists in your organisation to do each of the 
following?

%

Reduce operating costs

Reduce capital expenditure

Improve information management

Unlock more value from information

60 804020 1000

Big imperative Significant push Some interest

Given this set of relative priorities, throwing money at the information and analytics problem 
is unlikely to be an option, at least to any significant degree.  Indeed this is confirmed by the 
research, as is the concern that most organisations do not see themselves being well geared 
up for the future in terms of current capability (Figure 14).

We can also see from this chart, however, that here is an upside. Many organisations are not 
exploiting the technology they already have in place particularly well. There is therefore obvious 
scope to close many capability gaps without the requirement for significant levels of capital 
investment. This can be achieved, at least in part, by making better use of existing tools and 
systems (Figure 15), which in turn puts organisations on a firmer footing for the future (Figure 
16). 

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

%

We are in good shape to deal with 
reporting and analytics requirements 

over the coming 3 years

It is easy to find funds for acquiring 
new reporting and analytics

Reality check on options

We are exploiting the full capability of 
server-side information management 

solutions we already have in place

We are exploiting the full analytics 
and reporting capability of the desktop 

office tools we already have in place

60 804020 1000

Completely agree Somewhat agree Neutral Somewhat disagree Totally disagree
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Figure 15

Existing systems are 
typically not as fully 
exploited as they could 
be.

Figure 16

Getting processes in place 
as well as exploiting 
analytic tools effectively 
is the way to address 
many challenges.

NOTE: Groupings based on 
responses shown in first bar on 
Figure 14.

How much emphasis is there on the use of the following for BI, and how well is the potential 
exploited?

High

Medium

Low

Unsure what this means

N/A

Capability fully exploited

Exploited reasonably well

Much room for improvement

Very poorly

Not at all

Unsure / N/A

Use / emphasis How well exploited

%

Spreadsheet tools

Generic desktop office tools

BI capability of RDBMSs

Collaboration frameworks

Specialist server technology

Specialist desktop tools

Extensions to ERP/CRM

60 6080 8040 4020 201000 1000

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

%

It is easy to find funds

It is easy to find funds

Fully exploiting server capability

Fully exploiting server capability

Fully exploiting desktop tools

Fully exploiting desktop tools

Those in better 
shape to meet 

requirements over 
coming 3 years

Those concerned 
about meeting 

next 3 years 
requirements

60 804020 1000

Completely agree Somewhat agree Neutral Somewhat disagree Totally disagree

Beyond technology, the research also highlights some of the other things that make a difference. 
Again, when we group respondents based on their confidence to meet reporting and analytical 
requirements in the future, it can be seen that it’s not just about systems and tools, but how 
you use them (Figure 17).
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Figure 17

Organisations regarding 
themselves as being in 
better shape to deal with 
reporting and analytical 
requirements in the 
future recognise fewer 
inhibitors than those 
concerned about meeting 
forthcoming challenges.

Would you regard any of the following as significant contributing factors [to issues and 
shortcomings]? 

%

Lack of user skills, experience or training

Poor data management process 

Lack of clarity over who owns the data

Fragmentation / inconsistency of data stores

Lack of skills, experience or training within IT

Poor analytics process

50 6040302010 700

Those in better shape to meet requirements over coming 3 years

Those concerned about meeting next 3 years requirements

The lesson from all this is that improving information reporting and analysis capabilities is not 
simply a matter of spending money on new systems. While it might make sense to upgrade or 
extend systems in some areas, achieving results in the current economic climate is often going 
to be more about smarter working using the right skills and processes while exploiting the 
technologies already in place.

Discussion and conclusion
Organisations operating in the public sector today are faced with an increasing raft of challenges 
while simultaneously being asked to expand the services they deliver to stakeholders. Many of 
the challenges they face involve providing reports to a wide range of parties utilising information 
held in a broad variety of systems, few of which are linked to make the transfer and access 
of data as straightforward as it needs to be. And that is before security related issues are 
considered. 

Against this backdrop, the study reported here reveals plenty of scope in many organisations 
to better utilise the information management and reporting tools they already have in place. 
However, while making better use of existing tools may reduce the need for additional capital 
expenditure, it is important to realise that achieving results is likely to be dependent on 
investment in other areas such as training and best practice implementation. Breaking down 
traditional organisational boundaries and getting past historical lines of demarcation will also 
be required in many cases. 

The good news is that many organisations realise they could better collaborate inside the 
organisation to deliver services and information in a more effective, efficient and timely 
manner, even if  few have yet advanced far down this path. It is also becoming clear that there 
is potential to collaborate with external agencies to the benefit of stakeholders, as well as 
making good use of shared services where it makes sense.

The bottom line is that with increased pressure and limited funding, the overriding requirement 
is to work, communicate and transact smartly, while fully leveraging past investments. This 
might sound obvious, but based on this study, it is probably worthwhile reminding ourselves 
of this principle.
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What’s the size of the organisation in terms of employees? 

 

200 to 500

10,000 to 50,000

1,000 to 5,000

Less than 50

50 to 200

More than 50,000

500 to 1,000

5,000 to 10,000

Unsure

5%

8%

31%

16%
8%

8%

8%

14%

2%

Which specific type of public sector organisation are you 
working for or contracted to?

%

Education

Central government

Charity / NGO

Law enforcement / judiciary

Emergency services

Other

Local government

Defence / Intelligence

The police

Healthcare

Social services

20100 30

Which part of the world are you based in?

 

UK

USA

Rest of World

Rest of Europe

49%

10%

23%

18%

Which of the following best describes your involvement 
with the public sector?

 

Full-time public sector 
employee 67%

Working full-time on public 
sector activity within an 
outsourcer environment

8%

Working within the public 
sector on a shorter term 
contract basis

14%

Other 11%

Appendix: Study sample 
Feedback was gathered via an online questionnaire published on The Register news and 
information site (www.theregister.com). The 118 respondents were predominantly IT 
professionals and managers with some representation from those in non-IT management and 
professional positions. The respondents represent a good cross section of job functions in the 
public sector. 

The sample distribution was as follows:

A note on methodology

The web survey approach used in this study is subject to the ‘self-selection’ principle, which 
basically means that people with a greater knowledge of or interest in the topic are more likely 
to have responded. 

Such self-selection does not undermine the analysis we have presented here as we have focused 
on the relative emphasis of different perceptions and types of activity. It does, however, mean 
that it would be inappropriate to regard any of the statistics we have used as a representation 
of the absolute level of need or activity across the public sector community as a whole.  

The study was completed in January 2012, and we would like to take this opportunity to thank 
all of those who took the time to participate. Your help is very much appreciated. 

http://www.theregister.com
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About The Register

The Register started life as a daily news operation on the web in May 1998. On the first day, 
300 readers visited; in November 2009, 5.4 million unique readers visit the site every month, 
according to an independent audit by ABCe.

The Register’s blend of breaking news, strong personalities, and its accessible online execution, 
has made it one of the most popular authorities on the IT industry.

With an international team of journalists and columnists, The Register reports on the IT industry 
from the inside out – covering everything from enterprise software to chip developments.

About Freeform Dynamics

Freeform Dynamics is a research and analysis firm. We track and report on the business impact 
of developments in the IT and communications sectors.

As part of this, we use an innovative research methodology to gather feedback directly from 
those involved in IT strategy, planning, procurement and implementation. Our output is 
therefore grounded in real-world practicality for use by mainstream IT professionals.

For further information or to subscribe to the Freeform Dynamics free research service, please 
visit www.freeformdynamics.com or contact us via info@freeformdynamics.com. 

About Microsoft

                                               
Founded in 1975, Microsoft (Nasdaq “MSFT”) is the worldwide leader in software, services and 
solutions that help people and businesses realise their full potential.
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