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Abstract

The research enquiry using a sample of 20 NHS organisations with similar revenue and
population characteristic profiles sets out to identify the information needs of the NHS
General Managers and in doing so highlight the information that they need to meet their
organisations’ key success factors. The research identifies through the enquity process the
General Managers’ information needs and describes the categories of those needs, the
pressures and influences of the General Managers’ working environment on those needs and
the links to the influences that have been reflected in their information needs. In particular
the external influence of the Department of Health and the business environment has not
only changed the General Managers’ information needs but affected the balance of power
between the stakeholders, which in turn has affected those information needs. These
organisational and environmental changes, health policies, stakeholder demands, and changes
in the balance of power between the stakeholders has resulted in a change in the way in
which the General Managers work with information, which has in tum increased the need for
more accurate, timely and complex information.

The research analyses the General Managers’ understanding of their roles in the General
Manager/patient/doctor relationship and analyses the potential areas of conflict arising when
the patients’ interests clash with the market-led (business) interests of the healthcare
organisations and the diverse needs of the Provider, Purchaser and Regional Executive
General Managers. These problems together with the effects of organisational resistance,
organisational culture clash and system requirements and its effect on the information needs
of the General Managers were examined for associated links with the difficulties that the
General Managers experience in defining their information requirements.

The research provides an understanding of the links between a market-led healthcare
environment, the General Managers’ information needs, and their attitude towards
information as well as an understanding as to whether the patient, a key stakeholder, has
benefited in the healthcare empowerment stakes as a result of the re-delineation of the
General Managers’ information needs and the impact upon their decision making.

The information needs identified as a result of the research have shown them to have
become business orientated with financial targets as a key measure and clinical performance
(outcomes) increasingly being seen as the other key factor as an indication of success for the
organisation.

The hypothesis (Null Hypothesis) of the research asserts that it is not possible to link a
market-led healthcare environment, the General Managers’ information needs, their attitudes
and behaviour towards information, and patient empowerment in such a way as to develop a
model of information needs that is common across the Purchaser, Provider and the NHS
Executive organisations. However, the research has developed as a first step, a series of
outline models of information needs that will lead to a more complex and common model of
information needs across the General Managers’ organisational groups that will allow, when
assessed against key success factors, a judgmental view of the ability of both the General
Managers and their organisations to deliver their aims and objectives.
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To question whether or not the General Managers information needs are linked to
patient empowerment thereby enabling patients to meet their individual healthcare

needs.

To identify a model of information needs this will allow a judgmental view of an

organisation’s performance as to whether or not it is successful.

To seck to clarify the General Managers’ understanding of their own role in the
General Manager/patient relationship. This will explore how General Managers view
their own responsibility and accountability for the patients' interest and how that
influences their need for information and the actions they take towards fulfilling
those needs. It will also shed light on the potential areas of conflict when patients’

individual interests clash with the business interests of the hospital.

To explote the problem of identifying the information needs of the General
Manager. This will look especially at the rapidly changing environment of the NHS
and the continually diversifying needs of the “Provider” orientated General Managers
as opposed to the “Purchaser” orientated General Managers.

To determine the attitude to information of the targeted General Managers. This will
include a study of the problems of organisational resistance and organisational culture
clash associated with information needs and system requirements. De Long (1988)
argues that the adoption of executive support systems by senior managers will help
them develop enhanced business models to test alternatives and to make effective
decisions, whilst at the same time citing that more than 50% of traditional Executive

Information Systems fail within two years.

To research into the difficulties, which General Managers have in defining their own
information needs. This will study a number of reasons, for example: the nability to
express their needs; their not being sure of their information needs; or simply asking
for something which they subsequently realise is not what they actually want after

they are given it.

To understand how General Managers work with information in their existing work

environment, what information they use and the effect on the managers of
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The literature review encompasses a range of different disciplines:

Information Needs. The main sources of literature are: UNESCO, Joumalism quarterly,
selected readings on communication and journals with articles on the concept of information
needs, sources of information and business information and EIS systems (Chapter 7: The
General Managers’ Views of their Information Needs, Information Acquisition and Value
P131-134) which can be found at the Sheffield Business School part of the Sheffield Hallam
University, Sheffield University and the Leeds Metropolitan University (Chapter 3: Managing
Information within the NHS, Types of Information Need P56-58).

Business management - books on business management, the internal market in the NHS,
which have been utilised from the London School of Economics and the London Business
School, King’s Fund, Sheffield Business School, and the Institute of Management (Chapter 8
The General Managers’ Working Environment P164).

Health -King Fund College publications, Health Management Journals, Department of
Health publications, (Chapter 6 Benefits of the Change of Influence P125-P127)
Government papers and the research published by the Information Management Group of

the NHSME on information and common basic specification for data models.

Thesis abstracts-ESRC archives and University libraries.

Principal methodological approaches

The prncipal methodological approach used in the research (Chapter 4 Research
Methodology P62-67, P73-74, Managerial Ethics, Culture and Consumerism, P75-77) is a
qualitative one as the aim of the research is to identify and analyse specific characteristics.
Data was collected through the questionnaire method by structured, detailed interviews with
General Managers (population sample 20) from the Purchaser, Provider and the Regional
Executive organisations within the NHS. Checkland’s methodology can be considered as an
appropriate approach to this methodology of Soft Systems Methodology. (Checkland &
Griffin 1970).

The size of the sample will be 5 from Regional Executive organisations of the NHS, 5 from

Purchasers’ organisations, and 10 from NHS Provider trusts. Each Purchaser, Provider and



Regional Executive organisation was considered as a detailed case study. The focus was on

specificity rather than generality.

The selection of the 20 General Managers was carried out in two stages:

1. The General Managers from the Purchasers and Providers were targeted in different

Regional areas to increase the broad spectrum of populations that they served.

2. From the five selected regions, one Purchaser (District Health Commission) and two
Provider Trusts as well as the General Managers from the Regional Executive
organisations were selected to enable as wide a possible spectrum of the population

served by the Provider organisations.

Validity and Reliability

To ensure the validity and reliability of the research, a small-scale pilot study was conducted
to explore the efficacy of the draft questionnaire and the responses it provoked from the
target population. The perceptions of the sample population with regard to style, pertinence
and effect of the questions in relation to the information sought and the market environment
were elicited. This ensured construct validity. The resultant framework was used throughout
the interview process with the sample population of General Managers, thereby maximizing
the reliability of the data. At the end of each interview, the responses from the interviewee
were checked for completeness and accuracy in order to safeguard the data’s qualitative
validity. All 20 General Managers were approached and permission obtained before the

interviews.

The research will bring a better understanding of General Managers’ perception of their
information requirements, how they use that information and its role in achieving the
patients’ best interest and the nature of the conflicts faced by the General Managers. This will
fill the gap between theory and practice in General Management. It will also for the first time
add to the body of knowledge on the way forward for information management within the
NHS under the market-led strategy that it has adopted. There have been many publications
relating to aspects of management and information over recent years, but no research into
the wider understanding of information needs of General Managers and the business

environment of the present day NHS.
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financed from contributions made from local authority rates, direct taxation or some form of
mnsurance scheme? Should staff be paid by salary, capitation fees or by items of service? What
contribution should the individual citizen make to the service and for treatment? By what
means and by whom, should the service be administered? It was these questions that ensured
that when the NHS Act, 1946, created a National Health Service (NHS), it would be a service
born in a climate of heated political controversy. Significantly, these same questions have re-

emerged as elements of contention in the debate about the NHS in the years since 1979.

Throughout the years leading up to the Second World War, the idea of a fully-fledged state
health service was increasingly gaining favour in both medical and political circles. As early as
1920, the Dawson Report (1920) had noted the fragmented nature of the existing
arrangements and their inadequate distnbution and had recommended a more unified
approach based on a series of health authorities and health centres distributed to reflect local
community needs and to be available to all. Support for comprehensive health provision
came from the Royal Commission on National Insurance (1926) , which advocated an
extension to the current National Insurance coverage as a first step toward the separation of
health from insurance and the funding of a health service from national taxation (Byme and
Padfield 1983).

By the 1930s the Labour Party, the Fabian Society and a group of radical medical
practitioners who had formed themselves into the Socialist Medical Association (SMA) were
advocating a fully-fledged health service. It was to be this latter group that conducted an
active, national campaign through the media and lobbied MPs to raise the issue in Parliament.
In particular, the SMA wanted: medical services to be free of charge; doctors to be employed
on a full-time basis by the state; and the introduction of health centres and large district
hospitals with administration to be under the control of enlarged local authorities. Before any
decisive action could be taken on these proposals, the Second World War intervened and it
was not until 1942 that the issue of a national health service again became the subject of
debate when planning for the post-war years was commenced. The first statement of policy
was contained in the Bevenidge report (1942) on Social Insurance and Allied Services (1942).
Available to Beveridge was the report of the Medical Planning Commission, which had
recommended that medical administration should be separated from social security, and that
medical cate of an individual should not depend on insurance contributions. Beveridge

accepted both of these recommendations and his proposals advocated a comprehensive

10



health and rehabilitation service for the prevention and cure of disease and restoration of the
capacity to work available to all members of the community. Following the report by
Beveridge (1942), the Minister of Health published a draft plan for a unified health service
and two years later, a revised plan, in the form of a White Paper (1945), which proposed that:

e Free health services would be available to all;
¢ Administrative areas would be based on joint local authorities;

e These area health authorities would incorporate voluntary hospitals with local health

authorities who would also run health services in health centres;

¢ General practitioner services were to remain independent but GPs would work under

contract for the state health service and receive payments on a capitation basis.

Extensive discussions took place on the White Paper as advocates and opponents voiced
their preferences. The method of payment to medical personnel was again to prove
contentious with the British Medical Association (1929, 1938) arguing that GPs were
concermed at the prospect of a salaried service. Those medical specialists were afraid that a
state medical service could threaten their private practice upon which they depended to
permit them to give free services in many of the public wards of hospitals. In general, the
BMA favoured extending National Insurance cover both in terms of eligible persons and

improved benefits although supportive of the co-ordination of hospitals on a regional bass.

The inception of the NHS was essentially due to the proposals outlined in the NHS Act
1946. The NHS began life in 1948, under the guidance of Aneurin Bevan, Minister of Health
in the incumbent Labour Government, in response to the Bevendge report (1942). Most
hospitals in the UK had previously been operated as non-profit making concemns by local
authorities. About one third of the hospitals were run independently as Voluntary Hospitals.
With the NHS Act, these were compulsonly acquired and subsequently administered by the
state. All treatments became universally available at no cost at the point of delivery, the whole
being centrally funded by taxation. From then on, hospital doctors, hospital nurses and all
other hospital staff became salaried employees of the state. Community staff, such as District
Nursing, Midwifery, Ambulance and School Health Services remained the responsibility of
local councils under the supervision of the Medical Officer of Health. At the same time, GPs
or “Family doctors” managed to remain outside the direct employ of the state and have,

since that time, been contracted by the state as private businesses providing Primary Health

1
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Further debate, between the advocates and the opponents, often actimonious and always
vociferous, took place before the NHS, born out of compromise, came into existence in
1948. Certain principles were behind its foundation and certain objectives were set for it. The
principles and objectives, which were stated in the National Health Services Act (1946), were

the following:

The provision of optimum standards of service. The social security legislation of the time had
made provision for a basic minimum level of service provision but the newly created health
services were “to secure improvement in the physical and mental health of the people and
the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of illness”. The breadth of approach was also to be
‘seen in that the Service was designed “to meet health needs wherever and whenever they

arise.”

¢ Services were to be comprehensive in scope and universal population coverage.
¢ To ensure this last point, services were to be free of charge at the point of delivery.

e Expenditure was to be financed mainly from general taxation with additional

although small amounts from insurance charges.

¢ Services, especially hospitals, were to be intégtated and more effectively planned and

distributed.

All of these points were to be underpinned by the notion of freedom. No one was to be
compelled to join and while patients could change their doctor or dentist, the medical

practitioners could also undertake private work.

Following the legislation and its enactment on July 5% 1948, which marked the advent of a
major element of the establishment of a Welfare State in Britain, a broad political consensus
emerged as to the role that the state was to play in the life of soctety. This consensus emerged
in the late 1940s and lasted through to the late 1970s; although there was some evidence of
1ts decline by the mid-1960s. If there was doubt as to the longevity of the consensus there
was also doubt as to its depth and scope. For some it marked the end of ideology and
represented that stage in societal development where there was agreement about the
collective ends which society was secking. For others, the consensus was shallower and
concealed the fact that profound differences still existed at both practical and ideological

levels as to the means that should be used to attain societal goals. For some, the consensus

14



encompassed not merely the institutional framework within which policy making took place,
but also the processes by which policy was formulated, enacted and implemented and the
objectives which policy was designed to produce. For others, the consensus was narrower
and did not extend beyond the basic tenets necessary for the effective functioning of a
democratic policy (Bell 1962). Despite the differing parameters which were used to
characterise the consensus, there can be little doubt that those who proclaimed its existence,
and those who questioned its extent, arrived at their respective positions after consideration
of a common factor; namely the size, scope and operation of the public sector which lay at
the heart of the debate about the success of governments in managing the mixed economy
and in creating a society free of the tensions which are generated by large and visibly

manifested disparities in the health, wealth and general well-being of its members.

The fact remains, however, that the idea of a consensus existing in British political, economic
and social life is probably a relative one, which might have been accentuated with the passage
of time and now appears more real than it did during the years when it was felt to be at its
height. Its origin can be traced to a characterisation of the relationship between the two
major political parties in the post war years on matters of policy and style of government
which, it was held, exhibited marked areas of cross-party accord on many of the fundamental
aspects of British political life. It would be an over statement to maintain that it encompassed
the absence of political opposition and inter-party conflict and more realistic to contend that
it was denoted by broad agreement on the limits of public policy and the most appropriate
role for government to play in economic and social life. According to Savage and Robins
(1990) there are three features that are most commonly cited as the framework of public

policy underpinning the consensus:

1. The role of the state in economic affairs:

The contention is that, during the majority of the post-war years, both the major political
parties in the British political system, Conservative and Labour, were of the opinion that
central government had a crucial role to play in the management of the economy and that the
economy was perceived to be characterised as a “mixed economy”; incorporating elements
which included both public and private sector organisations. Over time, this perception
entailed the acceptance of a number of different forms of amalgamation of those two types
of enterprise. This partnership role entails the public sector not secking to do that which the

private sector already does but lies in the ability of government to supplement the role of the

15
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Such a price was one that was considered to be worth paying as it eradicated the worst effects

arising from confrontation.

The NHS fitted comfortably into these elements of the post-war consensus in that it was a
key partner in the provision of health services which the private sector could not, or would
not, provide. Also the NHS reflected the commitment of successive govemments of
differing political persuasions to the attainment and provision of a comprehensive health care
system in accord with the principles which had led to its creation. Lastly, health policies were
the outcomes of consultation between all of the interested actors in the area of healthcare

provision.

Demands for improved healthcare on a national basis were evidenced during the inter-war
years, yet it was not until the beginning of planning for the post-war period that the provision
of a universal health service free to all and funded from taxation began to emerge as reality.
During the years of consensus polities in Britain there was acceptance of the mixed economy
and the role of the state in the provision of welfare. What was in dispute was the extent to
which such provision should be the exclusive preserve of the state and the way in which it

should be managed.

From 1979, successive Conservative governments, motivated by the tenets of neo-liberalism
and the thinking of the "New Right", introduced into the NHS many managerial practices
previously to be found only in the private sector and thought to be inappropriate within a
public sector context. All of these changes can be seen to be in accord with the professed aim
of successive Conservative governments since 1979 to introduce the tenets of their ideology
into the NHS. They stand in marked contrast to the broadly based cross-party agreement on
policy during the consensus years and reflect a market orientation and an emphasis upon
individualism. This has come to replace the former emphasis upon the mixed economy and a
commitment to the Welfare State as it was for so long envisaged. The NHS has been
transformed to accord with the Conservative view that the introduction of private sector
managenalism provides the best method by which public sector organisations can be made to
exhibit the features of efficiency, effectiveness and economy. These have been previously
seen as being the exclusive preserve of the private sector. In essence, the health policy of
Conservative governments over the 18 years between 1979-1997 has focussed upon the
attainment of the 3 Es through legislation, which has removed, or at least lessened, the
administrative culture, which typified the NHS from its foundation until 1979. Such a culture
17
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family practitioner services, and local health authority services), but had three operating
levels; Region, Area and District. The new structure fell some way short of overcoming all of
the divisions of the former structure and failed to deliver the promised unity and co-

ordination.

The following significant charges were levelled against it: the perceived Lack of unity had
several aspects among which were that occupational and environmental health services were
excluded from the NHS; family practitioner services were not fully integrated with hospital
and community health schemes/District and Area Health Authority boundaries were based
on local government boundaries and were not appropriate for medical needs; that health was

separated from housing, education and personal social services added to the perception.

Administration and management had several elements merged and were too bureaucratic
resulting in slow decision making and ineffective use of resources. This was felt to be because
of the multi-tiered structure; the form of management proposed was inappropriate and out
of date as it reflected a mechanistic hierarchical “top down” approach rather than an organic,
participative “bottom up” approach. The resultant power was left in the hands of the medical
professionals who formed a “medical technocracy” with its views dominating what are often

social rather than medical needs.

In its response to the public, it was contended that the reorganisation was deliberately aimed
to secure effective management with the representative function going from Community
Health Councils, which meant that the voice of the public was limited (Byme and Padfield
1983). Such criticisms resulted in the creation of a Royal Commission on the NHS (1975) to
“consider in the interest both of the patients and those who work in the NHS, the best use
and management of the financial and manpower resources of the NHS”. The Royal
Commission reported in 1979 and within twelve months was followed by the Black Report
(1980). Both investigations confirmed disparities between differing medical services, between
different geographical regions and between different social classes. They both agreed that
despite the fact that the cost of the NHS had sisen from £500 million in 1951 to £7000
million in 1974, social justice and the effective use of resources could only be achieved
through more open access to health provision and a reallocation of resources. The
Government’s response was to issue a White Paper (1989) to rectify the “well founded”
criticisms of the existing arrangements, which were seen to have produced too many tiers of

administration, too many administrators and too much money wasted.
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For these defects to be corrected, four courses of action were seen to be necessary: (1) Better
use_of existing resources; since under the new structure too many man-hours were being
wasted especially when doctors and nurses had to attend numerous consensus management
committees and too many administrators were being maintained. In addition, poor financial
control systems and treatment regardless of cost were seen to be unnecessarily consuming
resources. (i) The possibility of more rationally determining priorities between the different
arms of the service had to be considered. (iii) Cost reduction through prevention via health

boards had to be investigated. (iv) Consideration had to be given to the possibility of

expanding the private sector (Stuart Haywood 1986).

In 1979 the incoming Conservative Government embarked upon the above four courses of
action which marked a departure from the ideas and values of the “consensus years”
supported by both post war Conservative and Labour governments which had hitherto
underpinned the NHS. But these ideas and values fitted well alongside the philosophy being
espoused by the incoming Government under the leadership of Mrs Thatcher, which showed
a marked ideological preference for what was termed neo-liberalism. In place of the three key
elements of the consensus years, the new Conservative Government had a belief in the
superiority of the market. Successive subsequent Conservative govermnments have been
committed to the neo-liberal view that the market was the best mechanism for producing and
distributing resources and is preferable to state run or state regulated processes. The market
was seen as being more efficient, more responsive to people’s needs and ultimately more
productive than any state system. This in tumn led to the Government’s strategy of rolling
back the frontiers of the state and fostered policies of privatisation, liberalisation and
deregulation and the encouragement of competitive tendering and contracting out both in

the NHS and elsewhere in the public sector.

Unlike the philosophies espoused during the post war consensus years, Individualism was
now seen as being closely linked to a belief in the superiority of the market in that the
individual was seen as self-reliant and responsible for his/her own actions. Too much state
provision was viewed as reducing individual self-reliance and individual responsibility and
credited with the creation of a ‘dependency culture’. The incoming Conservative
Government saw the post-war Welfare State as having damaged individual self-responsibility

and “to roll back the welfare state” was held to be the way to rekindle the individualist ethos
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through the offer of greater choice. In terms of the NHS, this meant the choice between

health-care provided by either the state or private sector.

A belief in strong government: the notion was of firm or resolute government, which would

sweep away the corporatist ethos of the consensus years and create in its place a framework
for the attainment of the 3Es through leaving the running of enterprises, both public and
private, to their respective managements which were held to be best placed to determine and
meet customer demands. In the NHS this was to mean the ending of consensus
management, the strengthening of the right of managers to manage through the introduction
of private sector managenalism; which would itself be aided by a reduction in trade union
mfluence (Savage and Robins 1990) . It was these tenets of neo-liberalism that were to serve
as the underpinning rationale of the policy of successive Conservative governments to the
NHS in the decade following 1979. This new orientation was evidenced in the early days of
the first government under Mrs Thatcher that issued a White Paper (1989) “Working for

patients”.

The Changes

The “area” tier of organisation was abolished in 1982 and the proportion of the budget spent
on administration was reduced. Annual reviews of the performance of Regional Health
Authorities (RHA) by Ministers and the Department of Health and Soctal Security (DHSS)
began in 1982 and have been extended to RHA reviews of District Health Authorities
(DHA) and DHA reviews of Unit General Managers. From 1983, performance indicators
have informed these reviews, which have themselves, reinforced the importance of
ministerial and RHA views on policies and priorities and enhanced upward accountability.
The NHS Management Inquiry, which reported in 1983 (Circular HC(84)13), led to the
introduction of the concept of “general management” in place of corporate, consensus
decision-making. The intention here being that this change would increase effectiveness and
ensure that expenditure reached its intended target and that management of the health

service was geared primarily to the interests of patients.

Value for money initiatives have featured in the NHS since 1979. For example “Health Care
and its Costs” HMSO and the National Audit Office Value for Money (1983) The Annual
Report for the Health Service in England, (Report 1985) contended that “Getting the best

out of resources in terms of maximising the services to patients is a fundamental challenge
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for the government”. This was to be achieved through improvements in the structure and
management of the service, improved accountability of health authorities, better utilisation of
manpower and the execution of substantial and sustained cost-improvement programmes.
This latter initiative embraced the policy of competitive tendering, which involves contracting
with the private sector for the provision of services (HC(83)13). It was advocated by the then
Minister for Health, Dr Gerard Vaughan, in 1980 and 1981, and was the subject of a draft
circular in 1983 and appeared in the Conservative Party Manifesto for the 1983 general
election before definitive guidance followed later that year. (Conservative Party Manifesto
1983) Efficiency was the underlying rationale of competitive tendering, which was itself seen

as a way of securing cost reductions.

By the mid-1980s, the above changes brought about in the daily operation of the NHS were
the subject of much political debate and controversy. At the general election of June 1987,
the NHS was a major issue, as the Service seemed to be plagued by a financial crisis of
unprecedented proportions. Ward closures and delays in treatment captured media attention
as patients sought legal protection for their rights to treatment. At the Conservative Party
Conference in September 1987, the newly appointed Secretary of State, John Moore (1987),
attacked the Welfare State as breeding a dependency culture. Whilst the Prime Minister
(1987) felt it prudent to assure both supporters and critics of her Government’s health policy
that “The NHS is safe in our hands”, the controversy surrounding the nature and degree of
change brought about in the NHS by successive governmental initiatives failed to go away
and reached a new peak in early 1988. Under increasing pressure, both within and without
Parliament, Mrs Thatcher announced a review of the NHS.

The NHS Review (1989) was seen by the Opposition both as a muddled response to the
NHS “crisis of Service” and as a cynical strategy by which the NHS was to be allowed to run
into a crisis; thus making the radical alternative of pnvate medical care more attractive.
Irrespective of motive, the thrust of the Review was toward improved efficiency in the

service rather than toward increased funding of it (Dunlevy, Gamble & Peele 1990).

The NHS Review (1989) worked in secret and the identity of the members of the team was
not made public. The findings of the Review were revealed in January 1989 and contained a
mixture of radical and consensus measures. The most radical proposals were to enable
hospitals to manage their own affairs independently of the Health Authorities (HAs) of

which they were a part and to give GPs budgets that they could spend on purchasing care for
22
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