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Resisting government rendered surveillance in a local authority

Abstract

The paper illustrates and discusses how the performance management systems in a UK local
authority are transformed into a surveillance system. A case study analysis reveals that the
surveillance is engendered by central government and enacted by senior managers who
conform to policies demanding the introduction of strict performance management systems
that dehumanize work processes because employees are deemed untrustworthy. The paper
shows that employees resist this government rendered surveillance because they believe it
undermines their interests as well as the interests of the public by damaging the quality of the

services delivered.
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Introduction

Successive governments in the UK have drawn upon New Public Management to launch an
array of initiatives known as the 'local government modernising agenda' which aims to
transform the performance of local authorities (Martin 2002; Dooren, Bouckaert, and
Halligan 2015). This has changed the public discourse and has resulted in the transformation
of local authorities through the principles of the free market, competition, efficiency, and
performance management (Broadbent and Guthrie 1992; Martin 2002; Dooren, Bouckaert,
and Halligan 2015). Work processes have intensified through the introduction of
comprehensive performance management systems that measure and assess individual and
organizational performance (Pollitt 2013; Broadbent and Guthrie 1992; Hood 1995; Elston,
MacCarthaigh, and Verhoest 2018). Enterprise systems capable of monitoring and measuring
individual and organizational performance formed part of this change process and have been
adopted throughout local authorities to ensure performance targets are achieved (Frye et al.
2007; Cabinet Office 2011). These policy driven changes intensified with the 2008 financial
crisis as a means of reducing costs in local authorities (Pollitt 2010). This is despite
diminishing evidence supporting the claim that expanding the use of performance
management techniques to measure public sector organizations will improve the service
(Fryer, Antony, and Ogden 2009; Micheli and Pavlov 2017).

There is a raft of research examining performance management in the public sector (e.g.
Heinrich 2002; Heinrich and Marschke 2010; McAdam, Hazlett, and Casey 2005; Dooren,
Bouckaert, and Halligan 2015; Andrews, Boyne, and Enticott 2006; Helden, Johnsen, and
Vakkuri 2008; Walker et al. 2011). However, while research focusing on the private sector
acknowledges the emergence of surveillance from performance management (Ball and
Wilson 2000; Marx 1999; Sewell 2012), there is a dearth of research examining the

emergence of surveillance from public-sector performance management systems in local



authorities. Studying performance management through the rubric of surveillance provides
insight into the ways in which working practices are compromised and negatively affect
existing levels of control, autonomy, and trust (Ball 2010). It also highlights controversial
behavioural issues in the workplace and the broader organizational processes that control
access to different levels of the organization itself (Ball 2010; Ball 2001). The purpose of this
research is to identify and examine contextual outcomes when public sector performance
management systems are adopted within the context of surveillance. This paper contributes
by analysing how a performance management system, underpinned by an enterprise system,
is transformed into a surveillance system that subjects employees in a local authority to a
relentless gaze that judges those who fail to conform to expectations embedded in the gaze by
central government. The paper reveals that the effects of surveillance are challenged by
employees who resist what they perceive to be ill-conceived changes that undermine their
interests whilst damaging the quality of the service delivered to the public.

The paper begins with a discussion of surveillance theory to understand its emergence
from performance management systems and to contextualize its appropriation in the
workplace. The following section then discusses resistance to provide a lens to analyse how
public-sector employees challenge government’s gaze. The context of the local authority,
hereafter referred to as Council Omega, is then discussed to provide a historical overview of
its social, political, and technological context. The methodology section outlines the
justification for a qualitative case study analysis of a local authority. The findings are then
presented to show how government induced surveillance emerges, how it operates, and how
employees resist its effects. The findings are then discussed to outline the paper’s
contributions. The paper concludes by discussing the implications of the research, its

limitations, and future research opportunities.



Surveillance
Through the principles of New Public Management successive British governments have
incorporated performance management practices derived from the private sector into the
public sector (Martin 2002; Diefenbach 2009; Dooren, Bouckaert, and Halligan 2015). As a
consequence, the public sector has been reorganized to replace traditional rule-based,
authority driven processes with market-based, competition-driven tactics centred around
performance management (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). This has seen local authorities
undergo significant transformation through the adoption of a range of performance
management techniques including balanced scorecards, customer satisfaction ratings,
efficiency targets, key performance indicators, performance reviews, personal development
plans, and quality measures. These techniques involve managers monitoring employees to
determine whether they have achieved predefined performance expectations. Micheli and
Pavlov (2017) argue that the performance information derived from such performance
management techniques can be used in multiple ways. It can be used ‘passively’ to ensure
monitoring, control, and reporting or it can be used ‘purposefully’ to improve efficiency and
effectiveness. It has also been argued that employees expect managers to use performance
information to monitor, measure, and evaluate their performance in order to improve
efficiency and effectiveness (Marx 1999; Ball and Wilson 2000; Ball 2010). Moreover, if
employees are rewarded according to the quantity and quality of their work or if it helps them
improve their performance through feedback, then they may accept performance management
as a fair practice (Marx 1999). Employees may even perceive performance monitoring as
beneficial if it supports organizational goals, maintains workplace safety, or protects
organizational activities and information (Fusi and Feeney 2018).

Although workplace surveillance often emerges from performance management systems

(e.g. Marx 1999; Ball 2010; Townsend 2005; Mulholland 2004; Gilliom and Monahan 2012;



Sewell 1998; Sewell and Wilkinson 1992; Sewell and Barker 2006; Sewell, Barker, and
Nyberg 2011; Collinson 1999), it differs significantly from performance monitoring.
Performance monitoring is considered a less provocative term than surveillance as it does not
raise the same political or social-theoretical issues (Sewell, Barker, and Nyberg 2011; Zweig
and Webster 2002; Ball 2010). Psychologists tend to use monitoring as a politically neutral
term whereas surveillance is used by industrial and organizational sociologists to determine
the extent to which employees diverge from expectations embedded in management’s gaze
(Sewell, Barker, and Nyberg 2011; Ball 2010). Surveillance has dystopian characteristics
concerned with power, politics, and resistance and it intensifies the feeling that organizations
measure everything that moves in the workplace (Ball 2010; Sewell, Barker, and Nyberg
2011; Agre 1994; Marx 1999). The central idea of workplace surveillance is that when
employees are subjected to it they will conform to it by enacting the behaviours desired by
those managers watching them whilst identifying with the expectations embedded in the gaze
(Iedema and Rhodes 2010). As such, surveillance goes beyond notions of monitoring and
evaluating employees to improve performance and is instead underpinned by the notion that
employees cannot be trusted to fulfil their contractual obligations (Sewell 2012; Marx 1999;
Ball 2010). Surveillance is therefore justified on the grounds that managers need to know
whether employees are doing what is expected of them (Sewell 2012). This lack of trust sees
employees subjected to a managerial gaze that relentlessly observes, records, and tracks their
performance, behaviour, and personal characteristics in real-time as part of the broader
organizational process (Ball 2010).

There are different renditions of workplace surveillance emerging from performance
management systems that underpin the capitalist enterprise. Bentham (1791) designed the
panopticon as an architectural apparatus to control the behaviour of prison inmates through

observations coupled with disciplinary punishments. This process involves a few inspectors



watching many inmates through the apparatus of a prison building. Foucault (1977) extended
the panopticon and used it as a metaphor to examine the surveillance and disciplinary power
rendered throughout a society’s institutions. Its operation involves disciplinary punishments
enforced alongside surveillance to create a power relation in which those subjected to its gaze
regulate their own behaviour to render observers superfluous. It has been argued that
capitalism has seen management adopt the panopticon to scrutinize the workforce, as it is an
effective mechanism to control behaviour and improve individual and organizational
performance (Fox 1989; Haggerty 2006; Thompson 1967). Despite its significant influence
on the field of surveillance, the panopticon is not a comprehensive rubric of surveillance
(Haggerty 2006; Lyon 2006). Horizontal (or peer surveillance) differs from the panopticon as
it involves employees scrutinising and categorising their peers to create a mutual gaze in
which the group punishes those who fail to achieve their expectations (Barker 1993; Sewell
1998). Vertical surveillance involves a supervisor policing the conduct of a subordinate to
determine whether their performance is acceptable or not (Sewell 2012, 1998). Self-
surveillance is an increasingly common form of workplace surveillance which involves
employees internalising conformity in the absence of a managerial gaze (Iledema and Rhodes
2010). Sewell and Barker (2006) claim that surveillance can be caring or coercive.
Surveillance as caring defines employees as subjects who cannot be trusted to fulfil their
contractual obligations and therefore need constantly observing to identify any unacceptable
behaviour. It has its roots in liberal political economy theory and presents surveillance as a
means of ‘policing the contractual arrangement between principal and agent to minimize
opportunistic behaviour such as freeriding’ (Sewell, Barker, and Nyberg 2011, 191). The
discourse of surveillance as coercion is rooted in ‘radical political economy and presents
surveillance as means of increasing the subordination of an employee’ (Sewell, Barker, and

Nyberg 2011, 191). Its purpose is to ensure that employees always work as hard as they can.



Hence, if you are an employer it is almost always ‘good’ because it ensures the full efforts of
your workforce. However, if you are an employee it is almost always ‘bad’ because it
intensifies work, reduces autonomy, and increases stress.

Surveillance can be rendered through manual observations as in Taylor’s (1911) analysis
of employee performance in the iron and steel industries or it can be undertaken through
information technologies that automatically generate performance information about the
workforce. Workplace surveillance has been more widely adopted as new technologies have
enabled a broadening of application to sites where hitherto it would not have been used
(Iedema and Rhodes, 2010). The diffusion of information technology in the workplace
extends notions of surveillance by creating digital infrastructures that extend organizational
memories across space and time to provide managers with systems able to observe employees
in the past, present, and future (Ball 2006; Lyon 2007; Marx 1985). Zuboff (1988) argues that
surveillance technologies are not constrained by the physical arrangement of buildings or the
administration needed to record employee performance. These surveillance technologies do
not even require an observer as performance information is automatically generated by the
digital infrastructure embedded in organizations. According to Soss, Fording, and Schram
(2011), performance management systems serve as the core technology for tracking
operations and imposing accountability. They guide decisions about renewing or terminating
contracts; they provide government officials with a ‘yardstick and a prod’ for the
achievement of goals; and they constitute the major way in which programs are evaluated by
government officials. Such technologies have even been used to render performance
management systems that not only observe and discipline employees, but also sanction
welfare clients for failing to achieve organisational expectations.

This broadening and diversification of new technologies has implications for how we

think about surveillance. It also places responsibility with users of technology to be



consciously aware of the ethics of using surveillance technologies and how they often hide
the observer from the observed (West and Bowman 2014). Enterprise systems are one such
technology that automatically generate the performance information needed to support and
underpin workplace surveillance (Elmes, Strong, and Volkoff 2005; Kayas et al. 2008; Maas,
Fenema, and Soeters 2014; Sia et al. 2002; Alvarez 2008). This is enabled through a series of
integrated application modules that record and track employees whenever they log on to the
enterprise system, providing management with real-time performance information across
organizational divisions and geographic boundaries (Kayas et al. 2008). Despite
management’s attempts to render surveillance technologies designed to eradicate employee
hiding places, there are always blind spots where individuals can resist the rationalising

nature of surveillance (Sewell 1998).

Resistance

Resistance can be explained as a struggle against the capitalist labour process to prevent
managerial encroachments and to challenge or disrupt their assumptions, discourses, and
power relations (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Collinson 1994; Fleming and Spicer 2007,
Mumby, Thomas, and Marti 2017). Resistance in the public-sector manifests and is instituted
in different forms (Broadbent and Laughlin 1998). Torres and Pina (2004) investigated the
impact of New Public Management on the modernisation of the public administration to
emphasize customer focus, service delivery, quality measures, and information technologies.
They found that employees were sceptical of these changes and resisted because they were
not convinced by government’s intention to undertake actual reforms. McAdam, Hazlett, and
Casey (2005) explored the issues emerging from the implementation of performance
management activities in a UK public sector organization. They found that the organization

relied heavily on a balanced scorecard dominated by the customer perspective at the expense



of employees. Those employees who felt sidelined resisted the balanced scorecard by actively
complaining to management. Ackroyd, Kirkpatrick, and Walker (2007) claim that the extent
to which public management reforms are resisted or accommodated varies because of the
extent to which professional values and institutions are directed. Elsewhere research has
shown how public-sector employees resist the introduction of e-government policies (Ebbers
and van Dijk 2007) and new information technologies underpinned by sanctions for poor
performance (Timmons 2003a, 2003b). While research examines resistance to public sector
performance management systems, there is a lack of research investigating resistance to the
surveillance emerging from public sector performance management systems.

Surveillance studies focusing on the workplace show that employees whose interests
oppose those who enact surveillance often react through individual or group resistance (Ball
2005; Introna 2000; Kidwell and Sprague 2009; Iedema and Rhodes 2010). Moreover, if
employees feel distrusted then it can lead to employee resistance and retaliation (Ball 2010).
Research on resistance to surveillance tends to focus on the private sector, especially call-
centres which employ extensive surveillance techniques (Ball 2010; Thompson 2003;
Thompson and van den Broek 2010). Townsend’s (2005) study of an Australian call-centre
revealed that employees individually and collectively resisted management’s use of electronic
surveillance aimed at controlling their behaviour. Mulholland (2004) criticizes managerial
accounts of resistance to surveillance in an Irish call-centre for failing to see that the source
of conflict was located in the employment relationship and the intensification of work.
Through their investigation of an Australian manufacturing firm, ledema, Rhodes, and
Scheeres (2006) introduce the term observance. They use it to understand employee
subjugation through disciplinary practices of surveillance and responses to it in terms of
compliance and resistance. Factory workers have also been found to foil management

surveillance systems intended to micromanage the shop floor (Gilliom and Monahan 2012).



The discussion above highlights a stream of research examining resistance to public
sector performance management systems and a stream of research examining resistance to
workplace surveillance in the private sector. There is, however, a lack of research bringing
these two streams together to explore resistance to the surveillance emerging from public

sector performance management systems.

Context

This section provides a historical overview of Council Omega’s social, political, and
technological context to reveal the conditions which influenced its adoption of performance
management systems. These factors are important as local authorities are accountable to a
wider range of stakeholders than firms in the private sector (Ellwood and Garcia-Lacalle
2015; Fusi and Feeney 2018).

Council Omega is the local authority for a metropolitan borough in the UK. It employs
over 10,000 people and serves over 200,000 residents. The Council is composed of
councillors who are democratically accountable to residents of their ward. They make
decisions within a constitution that provides them with a framework outlining how they must
conduct their business. The Council’s departments are located on different sites and are
divided into 15 services: Jobs; Council Tax; Children and families; Environment; Births,
deaths and marriages; Benefits; Bins, rubbish and recycling; Adult social care and support;
Housing; Community; Schools; Planning and building control; Libraries; Transport, streets
and parking; and Sport and leisure.

Council Omega did not prioritize performance management until the publication of the
Gershon Review (2004). Prior to its publication, performance management was not driven by
senior management and when it was undertaken it was done on an ad-hoc basis at the behest
of individual managers. However, with the Gershon Review’s publication, local authorities

had to prioritize performance management to achieve its efficiency targets (Elston,



MacCarthaigh, and Verhoest 2018). The review considered the release of resources through
improved efficiencies in public sector activities: ‘Auditable and transparent measures of
performance are vital if departments are to be effectively held to account for their progress
against their efficiency agreement.’ It identified back office services as areas where savings
could be made by reforming the transactional elements of human resources, finance, and
information technology. Efficiency was to be achieved by: increasing the volume of
transactions processed electronically thus reducing the cost of data input and corrections;
standardising technology to enable the integration and interchange of data; and cutting 84,000
administrative and support posts in the Civil Service. The Gershon Review claimed that the
level of information visibility required for monitoring these targets could be provided through
integrative information technology that would be used as part of the change programme to
improve transactional efficiencies.

Council Omega’s legacy systems were unable to generate the performance information
needed to monitor and measure individual and organizational-wide performance. The Council
therefore decided to purchase an enterprise system to conform to the Gershon Review’s
demand to utilize integrative information technology and to ensure its performance targets
were achieved. The Council considered several vendors eventually committing to SAP’s
mySAP application, believing it was the only option that would enable them to monitor and
measure individual and council-wide performance. The mySAP application was introduced
through a phased implementation and became operational in 2005. Today it includes the
following modules: Financials; Enterprise Buyer Pro; Customer Service and Plant
Maintenance; Property and Estate Management; Records Management for Local
Government; and Business Information Warehouse. These different modules support the
Council’s corporate strategy by automatically generating the performance information needed

to determine whether targets have been achieved. Alongside the enterprise system’s



implementation, the Council also introduced annual performance reports outlining their
targets for each year, recommendations for achieving them, and arrangements for monitoring
and reporting on progress each quarter. These changes ensured Council Omega was aligned
with the demands outlined in the Gershon Review.

While the Gershon Review was instrumental in changing the Council’s logic to one
centred around performance management, after the 2008 financial crisis, a series further of
policy reports entrenched notions of performance management to reduce costs (Pollitt 2010).
These policy reports include but are not limited to: the Operational Efficiency Programme
(HM Treasury 2009); Government Shared Services: A Strategic Vision (Cabinet Office
2011); 50 ways to save: Examples of sensible savings in local government (Department for
Communities and Local Government 2012); Measure for measure: Using performance
information in tough times (The Association for Public Service Excellence 2012); Efficiency
by Design: Stories of Best Practice in Public Bodies (Cabinet Office 2014); Shared service
centres (National Audit Office 2016); and Delivering better outcomes for citizens: practical
steps for unlocking public value (Barber 2017). The performance management demands
outlined in these policy reports were embedded into the Council’s annual corporate strategies
and performance strategies: ‘In line with policy demands we have introduced more stringent
and visible targets for improvement and embedded regular and consistent reporting of

performance’ (Corporate Plan).

Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative methodology underpinned by the notion that knowledge
and our understanding of it is socially constructed (Berger and Luckman 1966; Creswell
2013). This was bound in a case study analysis of a single local authority to understand its

particular context in detail (Stake 1995, 2005; Creswell 2013; Flyvbjerg 2006). An



information orientated selection approach was adopted to maximise the utility of information
from the local authority (Flyvbjerg 2006). Whilst not claiming seminal status for this case
study, it is a revelatory case, as it gave the researchers the opportunity to investigate
government induced surveillance hitherto unobserved in a local authority (Yin 2009). To
protect its identity the local authority is referred to as Council Omega. Through the case study
analysis, the researchers were able to examine how surveillance emerges from performance
management systems and is challenged by employees responding to the changes driven by
central government.

Data were collected through interviews and observations of local government employees
between March and June 2015. The participants worked in different departments and sites to
yield multiple perspectives. Eight managers and 16 workers were interviewed at different
levels along the Council’s hierarchy. Following the social constructionist approach, the
interviews and observations enabled the researchers to explore the perspective of local
government employees on performance management and surveillance. The interviews were
undertaken in private and comments were restated and discussed to enhance credibility
through respondent validation (Creswell 2013). Each interview lasted approximately one
hour, was audio-recorded with consent to ensure reliability, and then transcribed. The
observations were undertaken during staff meetings, presentations, training sessions, and
during informal conversations with employees (Angrosino 2005). Anonymous notes were
recorded in a field journal (Patton 2002). The interviews and observations were
complemented by an extensive range of documentation to offer insight into Council Omega’s
sociopolitical context as well as the decisions pertaining to the acquisition and
implementation of an enterprise system. This included government reports, council reports,
and technical reports. Combining the interviews, observations, and documentation increased

the study’s credibility, allowing for detailed and rich insights into Council Omega from



multiple perspectives (Patton 2002). The empirical research was authenticated using
approaches suitable for qualitative methods (Creswell 2013; Miles and Huberman 1994).
Once the interviews were transcribed, they were used alongside the observations drawing
constant comparisons with documentary evidence as well as the extant literature and
interpreted by the researchers to enhance the reliability of the analysis. Research rigour was
established by following established procedures to ensure credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability (Guba and Lincoln 1981).

A thematic analysis was undertaken to identify and interpret patterns in the data (Boyatzis
1998; Braun and Clarke 2006). The multiple sources of data were analysed as it developed to
serve as a member checking, confirmation or revision mechanism through which construct
validity was established, supporting and illuminating the interpretation of the data (Stake,
1995). This also enabled the researchers to identify interesting areas to pursue as they
emerged and to ensure one person did not dominate the theoretical horizon (Gibbs 2007).
Drawing upon the empirical data, patterns of experiences were identified and defined
(Aronson 1995; Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 2012). All the data pertaining to these
patterns were then collated and expounded on (Boyatzis 1998). By relating the empirical data
to the literature it enabled the researchers to build valid arguments for choosing themes
(Aronson 1995). Two themes emerged from the analysis: the surveillance theme explored the
form of surveillance rendered and how it operates; and the resistance theme examined how

employees resist the surveillance.

Findings
Surveillance
The policy reports outlining the adoption and implementation of performance management

systems do not tell the whole story. Employees at different levels in the Council’s hierarchy



claim the performance management systems have been transformed into a surveillance
system that relentlessly observes their performance because they are deemed untrustworthy.
The Executive IT Manager stated: ‘Do we trust staff? It isn’t a question of trust. We’re under
immense pressure [from central government] to improve the productivity of front-line staff
whilst reducing staff costs.” In this respect, he is acknowledging the lack of trust because of
the need to continually scrutinize individual performance to ensure the Council meets the
performance targets defined by central government. This lack of trust was reflected by many
of the employees who were interviewed and observed. A Counter Assistant of over 25 years
was frustrated by the lack of trust: ‘It started years ago [with the Gershon Review]... It’s
targets, targets, targets all the time. And the recording of the work became the objective,
rather than the content of the work. They used to trust us to do our job, but that’s gone.” This
employee is reminiscing about a time when she was trusted to do her job to a satisfactory
level, but with the scrutiny Council Omega now faces from central government, trust is no
longer part of the equation. Instead it is about observing and evaluating everything employees
do to determine whether performance targets are achieved. A Customer Service Assistant
shares this frustration and it is evident when she describes the working environment: ‘It’s
guilty until proven innocent. Management don’t trust us, so they just check everything that
we do.” This employee is acknowledging the lack of trust and describing how the Council’s
performance management systems have been transformed into a surveillance system that
deems her and her colleagues untrustworthy.

These findings show that employees are observed because they are no longer trusted to do
their job. The employees that were interviewed and observed clearly understand that this lack
of trust stems from the targets outlined in the Gershon Review as well as the policy reports
that followed the 2008 financial crisis. This policy driven change towards intensive

performance management was the beginning of the end for managers trusting employees. It



signifies a new era in which central government forces the Council’s managers to give
primacy to performance management systems that dehumanize work processes and deem
employees untrustworthy. The enterprise system was adopted for this very reason as it
provides the digital infrastructure needed to observe and evaluate the performance targets
embedded in the Council’s performance management policies. Prior to the enterprise
system’s introduction, the Council’s legacy systems were unable to generate performance
information about each employee. However, with the enterprise system’s introduction, the
Council’s reorientation towards performance management, and a workforce redefined as
untrustworthy, came a form of government induced surveillance that relentlessly generates
performance information about each employee on a council-wide scale.

This government induced surveillance is underpinned by the enterprise system and
operated by management: ‘SAP automatically creates performance data for all our services in
real-time and sends it to Service Managers, Line Managers, Department Heads, and the
Executive Branch. Being able to monitor performance on a council-wide scale is a dream
come true because it means we can understand what’s happening in real-time’ (Executive HR
Manager). The quantitative performance information generated by the enterprise system can
be drilled-down from a council-wide perspective to each department within each service area
and further down to each employee. This performance information is made available through
dashboards and is displayed using numbers and graphs: ‘We have a dashboard which displays
a range of performance indicators that show, at a glance, how well the Council is meeting its
plans’ (Head of Policy and Performance). The Director of Community Services elaborates on
the dashboard: ‘It’s traffic-lighted around our performance targets so we can see whether
we’re on track or not... It provides line managers with a record for each staff member, so
they can check their productivity at any point in time’. The dashboard creates high levels of

visibility by providing managers with a detailed overview of each employee: ‘We know



exactly where the jobs are up to. SAP provides an action log telling us exactly who the last
person to make an adjustment to that job was, what time they went onto the job, and what
materials went onto the job. If you’re not hitting your targets, you can’t hide’ (Senior
Accountant). This performance information enables Council managers to continuously
evaluate each employee to determine whether they have achieved defined performance
targets. The surveillance rendered goes beyond the managerial level outlined above, however,
as Council Omega must report its performance to central government. All of the employees
interviewed understand this point: ‘Management need records for the Government showing
that the Council’s meeting its targets... They use the targets to report to the Government
rather than for the benefit of the customer’ (Counter Assistant).

The surveillance rendered is overt in nature as employees know they are subjected to a
surveillance system that continuously observes and evaluates their performance. The
enterprise system automatically informs employees of their performance through onscreen
notifications: “We get a big notification popping up on the screen telling us how many calls
we’ve dealt with and how many we’ve missed’ (Customer Service Officer). An Information
Service Officer reinforces this point: “You’ve got all these calls coming through and you’ve
got a notification coming up on the screen saying you’ve missed so many calls during the
day. You’ve got to clear as many as you can because your manager’s checking your
performance’. Employees also explained that they are given targets pertaining to how many
transactions they need to complete and whether they conform to management’s expectations:
‘Managers run reports to highlight how many tree inspections you’ve done. It can highlight
somebody who isn’t pulling their weight, so from my manager’s point of view, SAP’s the
stick to beat somebody with’ (Tree Inspector). A Customer Service Officer explains how the
enterprise system also records the length of time employees in the contact centre take to

complete customer enquiries: ‘Management have told us for a pest control enquiry it’s only



four minutes to finish whereas council tax enquires are nine minutes’. Another Customer
Service Officer describes how the enterprise system records their performance using their
unique login details: ‘If you’re reporting a highway problem and it hasn’t gone through the
correct procedure, then it falls back on you. Once you’ve logged in and saved it, your name’s
on it, so you’ve got to get it right’. A Waste Management Officer provides an honest account
of how difficult it is to exaggerate his performance: ‘It’s hard to bull with SAP. Managers can
do trails and run reports to see what you’ve been doing’.

With the Council’s reorientation towards performance management and the subsequent
emergence of surveillance came the introduction of disciplinary punishments. The Director of
Community Services explains why disciplinary punishments were introduced: ‘We have to
streamline the Council to ensure we’re meeting the government’s targets as efficiently as we
can. Those who fail to achieve their targets are at risk of losing their jobs, but with the
scrutiny we’re facing, we can’t afford to carry anyone’. The Executive HR Manager confirms
how the Council’s business processes enable managers to identify those who are not
performing and subject them to disciplinary punishments: ‘SAP’s dashboard is great because
line managers can use the performance information to identify those staff who aren’t
performing and who should be let go’. The Council’s Corporate Plan outlines the corrective
action taken if targets are not achieved: ‘We will monitor staff performance continually and
take effective action where improvement is needed’. The Corporate Plan also explains the
importance of management ‘securing planned achievements, taking remedial action where
necessary, and ensuring the accountability of staff at all levels’.

The findings from Council Omega reveal that the surveillance is driven by central
government’s desire to intensify work processes through performance management practices
underpinned by an enterprise system that automatically generates performance information

about everything an employee does. Senior management enact government’s demand to



continuously observe employees by using the dashboard to make them visible through the
relentless recording and tracking of their performance. The surveillance is overt in nature as
employees know they are subjected to the gaze of both central government and management.
This vertical form of surveillance sees central government and managers observe and police
employee performance because they are deemed untrustworthy and so need continually
scrutinising to ensure they achieve their contractual agreements. Those who do not achieve
the performance expectations embedded in the gaze are dismissed. The following theme

reveals how employees resist this surveillance and its effects.

Resistance
While central government may attempt to impose a surveillance system on Council
employees, they are not a docile body that can be easily manipulated. Employees engaged in
different forms of resistance against the effects of surveillance. A common form of resistance
identified in the Council involves employees ignoring performance targets that undermine
service quality. A Customer Service Officer explains how she resists the surveillance by
ignoring her targets: ‘Last week an elderly man with poor hearing came in who didn’t
understand his tax bill. Do management really think I’'m going to worry about a nine-minute
deadline? I was more concerned with helping this poor man, so I spent about half an hour
with him.” A Customer Service Assistant in the tourist office also resists by ignoring her
performance targets: ‘If a customer wants to book a holiday you can’t just rush them through
it. I often go over my deadline because customers can’t always make a decision about their
holiday in 10 minutes. My manager’s great about it because she doesn’t mither you about
your targets. She understands that you’ve got to be sensible’.

The following statement demonstrates how performance targets are ignored because

employees prioritize their safety over performance: ‘When we’re called out to fell a tree



we’re given a time limit that my boss checks, but it’s a load of crap. You can’t always predict
how long it’ll take. It could take a few hours, but it could end up taking all day. To be honest,
me and the lads don’t pay attention to it because we know it’s bullshit. Felling a tree can be a
dangerous job so we’re not going to rush it and risk an accident just because my boss wants
to tick a box on his form’ (Tree Inspector). Some employees resist their performance targets
by complaining to their line manager: ‘Me and the girls are always talking about our targets
and what a load of rubbish they are. I often speak to my manager and she’s sympathetic
because she also thinks it’s nonsense, but her hands are tied because the Council’s got to
prove to the government that it’s meeting its targets’ (Customer Service Officer). Some
managers, however, are unsympathetic to their complaints: ‘You always get people moaning
about their targets, but they’ve just got to get on with it’ (Service Manager).

Another form of resistance identified amongst employees was absenteeism. This was
often undertaken by employees who had already been subjected to disciplinary punishments
and avoided work to reduce the possibility of being dismissed. The following quote suggests
that management are worried that if employees are subject to disciplinary punishments
having been off work sick with stress, they could face a backlash from the union: ‘One of my
colleagues went off sick for two months because he’d been disciplined for missing his
targets. He got a doctor’s note for stress, so he didn’t have to come in for a while. He avoided
work so his manager would ease off. Managers know they’ve got to be careful if someone’s
been off sick for stress or else it could be a union job. (Counter Assistant). Absenteeism was
highlighted by employees throughout the Council: ‘A friend of mine went off sick because of
the stress. He was struggling with his targets and couldn’t hack the pressure... I know quite a
few others who’ve been off sick for stress’.

It is not just employees who resist surveillance. Line managers also resist the effects of

surveillance to ensure service quality. One low-level manager explained how he defied senior



management by reconfiguring the enterprise system so certain tasks could not be observed:
‘My team was expected to record every single customer enquiry. If a customer came in and
asked for a leaflet, they had to record their name, address, and telephone number. Customers
weren’t happy about that, so I got SAP changed so you could just click a button to say you’d
helped a customer without having to record their personal details.” Some line managers resist
by not holding weekly reviews with employees who have missed their performance targets.
That is because they are more concerned with ensuring service quality rather than achieving
instrumental performance targets. This diminishes surveillance as employees know they are
not subject to management’s gaze: ‘I’m supposed to have regular performance meetings with
my team about their targets, but it’s not just about how many calls you complete per hour, it’s
about the quality of the service you deliver. The powers that be don’t care about that. If my
team’s delivering a high-quality service for customers, then I lay off the [performance]
meetings. (Line Manager). These findings suggest that managers and employees are not
automatons persuaded by the Government’s discourse of performance management. Instead,
they have the ability to successfully resist surveillance to shape working practices that best

serve their interests as well as those of the public.

Discussion

The paper makes three contributions which are rooted in the context of the public sector and
more specifically a single local authority. First, the surveillance is engendered in Council
Omega by central government and enacted by senior managers who conform to policies
demanding the introduction of strict performance management systems that intensify work
processes because employees are deemed untrustworthy. This differs from surveillance in the
private sector which emerges from performance management systems induced by managers

because employees are deemed untrustworthy. Secondly, the overt and vertical nature of the



government induced surveillance identified in Council Omega is defined. Thirdly, employees
and low-level managers in Council Omega resist government rendered surveillance because
they believe it is ill-conceived as it undermines their interests whilst damaging the quality of
the service delivered to the public. Each of these contributions is discussed in detail below.

The surveillance identified in Council Omega is consistent with other private sector
studies that explain its emergence from performance management systems (Marx 1999; Ball
2010; Townsend 2005; Mulholland 2004; Gilliom and Monahan 2012; Sewell 1998; Sewell
and Wilkinson 1992; Sewell and Barker 2006; Sewell, Barker, and Nyberg 2011; Collinson
1999). However, unlike extant research focusing on surveillance in the private sector, the
local government employees interviewed and observed in Council Omega are subjected to the
powerful demands of central government. Private sector firms do not have to conform to
instrumental government demands codified in policies that mandate the rendering of
surveillance systems through performance management practices. Senior managers in
Council Omega, on the other hand, are duty-bound and must respond to central government
and implement their policies (Rose and Miller 2010; Martin 2002; Feiock, Jeong, and Kim
2003). The Gershon Review highlights this point. Prior to its publication, Council Omega did
not prioritize performance management practices, nor did it utilize technologies capable of
automatically rendering a continuous gaze that relentlessly records and tracks individual
performance. These changes were influenced by central government and enacted by senior
managers who had to abide by their demands to implement a surveillance system.

The evidence therefore reveals that the government induced surveillance emerged in
Council Omega because of the performance targets outlined in the Gershon Review in 2004.
While this indicates that the austerity measures outlined in the policy reports that followed
the 2008 financial crisis did not influence the initial emergence of surveillance, they certainly

entrenched notions of surveillance throughout Council Omega and heightened the need for



management to dismiss staff to reduce costs. These policy reports are rooted in the principles
of New Public Management (Diefenbach 2009; Hartley, Butler, and Benington 2002) and do
not explicitly state that surveillance systems need rendering in local authorities. However,
surveillance is implicit in the policy reports. They clearly outline the importance of
introducing strict performance targets, intensifying work processes, creating high levels of
information visibility, improving efficiencies, implementing integrative information
technologies with performance management capabilities, and reducing staff costs through
dismissals (Diefenbach 2009; Hood 1991). The rational nature of these performance
management practices dehumanizes work processes and deems local government employees
untrustworthy. Everything employees do therefore needs constantly observing and evaluating
to determine whether they are achieving their contractual obligations (Sewell 2012). Under
these conditions, local government employees find themselves subjected to a relentless gaze
that goes beyond notions of performance management and into a dystopian surveillance
system imbued with notions of power and politics (Ball 2010).

The government rendered surveillance identified in Council Omega is deeply dependent
on information technology. The enterprise system the Council implemented is crucial to its
operation as it automatically records and tracks the performance of every single local
government employee. Whenever an employee logs on to the enterprise system their unique
login details make them visible to management, as every task they work on has their name
assigned to it. The enterprise system underpinning this government induced surveillance
supports the claim that political leadership uses technology to exert control over local
government (Ahn and Bretschneider 2011). The findings also reveal that the surveillance
itself is vertical and aligns with the Council’s hierarchy: senior managers, middle-managers,
and low-level managers have access to performance information through dashboards

allowing them to drill-down from a council-wide perspective to each individual employee.



Employees, on the other hand, do not have access to dashboards. They are, however, told
whether they have deviated from expectations embedded in the gaze by automated
notifications displayed by the enterprise system as well as during weekly performance
reviews with their line-manager. In this sense, the government induced surveillance identified
in Council Omega is overt in nature as employees are aware of the scrutiny they are subjected
to: it is not undertaken without their knowledge. Moreover, employees know that the
surveillance stems from central government and is enacted by management.

The disciplinary consequences of surveillance are codified in the Council’s strategies and
are enforced by managers. Those local government employees who deviate from the
expectations embedded in the gaze face the possibility of dismissal, which forms part of
government’s stated plan to reduce staff costs (Gershon Review 2004; Cabinet Office 2014;
Department for Communities and Local Government 2012). The decisions around dismissals
are informed by quarterly performance reports published by Council Omega and then relayed
to central government. This heightens the vertical nature of the surveillance as it involves the
government continually observing the Council’s performance through reports generated by
the enterprise system based on senior management’s observations of individual employees.
The Council’s employees therefore find themselves subjected to government’s omnipresent
gaze in addition to management’s gaze. This differs from the surveillance found in the private
sector which tends to only involve managers or other employees from within the firm
observing subordinates (e.g. Sewell, Barker, and Nyberg 2011; Bain and Taylor 2000; Ellway
2013; Collinson 1999; Sewell and Wilkinson 1992; Townsend 2005; ledema, Rhodes, and
Scheeres 2006).

Although surveillance is supposed to overcome acts of resistance by illuminating
employees and their hiding places (Haggerty and Ericson 2006; Marx 2003), the evidence

from the people interviewed and observed suggests that it has not successfully colonized



employees. The findings from Council Omega are therefore consistent with extant research
examining resistance in the workplace. Absenteeism, for example, was identified as a
common form of resistance amongst those employees at Council Omega who had been
disciplined for failing to achieve the expectations embedded in the gaze (Ackroyd and
Thompson 1999; Roscigno and Hodson 2004; Collinson and Ackroyd 2005). Employees at
Council Omega rightly believed that by being absent for work-related stress, it would
diminish management’s ability to observe and dismiss them because they would have an
incomplete annual record of their performance. This was exacerbated because both
employees and managers knew that the union would intervene in situations where an
employee faced dismissal if they had previously been absent for work-related stress. The line-
managers who were interviewed and observed for this research also resisted the surveillance
by reconfiguring the enterprise system to prevent senior managers from observing the
performance of their team. These technological workarounds demonstrate how the rational
nature of the surveillance embedded in the enterprise system was resisted and is not totalising
(Alvarez 2008; Ferneley and Sobreperez 2006). Employees at Council Omega also
individually and collectively resisted the surveillance by informally complaining to their line-
managers about what they perceived to be instrumental performance demands underpinned
by the notion that they cannot be trusted to fulfil their contractual obligations. Some of the
managers that were interviewed were sympathetic to these concerns, but others misconstrued
their complaints and did not consider them as carefully articulated grievances alerting them to
the shortcomings of the surveillance (Prasad and Prasad 2000).

The case study findings go on to reveal that, unlike employees in the private sector who
tend to resist the power relations embedded in performance management systems because it
undermines their individual or collective interests (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Fleming

and Spicer 2007), low-level managers and employees in Council Omega also resist on behalf



of the public. This occurs when performance targets are ignored because employees in the
Council believe that it undermines the quality of the service delivered to the public. While the
public themselves are not resisting, this reframes resistance as an employee-management-

public dialectic and not just one centred around employees and management.

Conclusion

This case study shows how the performance management systems imposed on a local
authority are transformed into a surveillance system because central government deem
employees untrustworthy. The local government employees interviewed and observed in this
case study revealed that the surveillance in Council Omega stems from central government
and is enacted by senior managers who constantly scrutinize employees through an enterprise
system to ensure they achieve their contractual obligations. The performance information
generated by the enterprise system is used to inform decisions around dismissals. These
dismissals form a central tenant in government policies aimed at improving efficiencies and
reducing costs. However, the local government employees interviewed and observed in
Council Omega are not a docile body that easily submit themselves to the subjugation of
government and senior management. Policymakers and senior managers therefore need to
understand the negative impact these policies could have on the performance of local
authorities. While policymakers may have the best of intentions, this case study demonstrates
how employees in Council Omega resent the gaze that they have engendered as it deems
them untrustworthy. In response, employees and even managers resist the observation of their
performance if they believe it undermines their interests or the interests of the public. This
strengthens the claim that performance management can be viewed differently depending on
how people experience the impact of services (Lowe and Wilson 2017).

A limitation of this paper is that the interviews and observations focus on employees

within local government and not central government. This research was dependent on policy



documents and the views of local government employees to understand central government’s
perspective. However, this limitation presents a research opportunity. Going forward,
research could explore the perspective of policy makers from central government to get at the
heart of why they believe public sector employees are untrustworthy and need subjecting to
an omnipresent gaze. Another limitation of this research concerns the generalisability of the
findings from a single case study. However, this criticism somewhat misses the key point of
this research, as it was concerned with particularisation not generalisation (Stake 1995). It is
through the detailed study of the particular historical, social, political, and technological
conditions in a single local authority that the research was able to identify the specific
contextual outcomes that engendered government induced surveillance through performance

management.
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