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New public management and aquatic and recreation centre
planning and decision-making processes
Katie McDonald , John Tower and Clare Hanlon

Institute of Sport and Health, Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia

ABSTRACT
Rationale/Purpose: The purpose of the study was to explore how new public
management (NPM) components influence the planning and decision-making
of local government aquatic and recreation centre (ARCs) development.
Methodology: Two case studies were conducted in metropolitan Melbourne,
Australia. Data collection comprised documents (n = 264) and semi-structured
interviews (n = 19) to understand the real-life experiences of people involved in
ARC planning and decision-making. Deductive analysis was used to identify
how NPM components influenced the ARC planning and decision-making
process.
Findings: ARC planners were primarily driven by financial outputs. Results
identified four of the seven NPM components are active in the planning and
decision-making across both cases. These include management skills, output
controls, creating competition and resource efficiency.
Practical implications: From a theoretical perspective, the findings suggest
that resource efficiency decisions were prioritised in the ARC decision-
making process. Local governments need to consider their motivations
towards achieving financial efficiencies and the subsequent impacts on ARC
provision. This approach influences local governments’ capacity to address
social planning objectives.
Research contribution: Local governments in Melbourne, Australia employ
NPM principles in their ARC planning and decision-making practices.
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Introduction

Aquatic and recreation centres (ARCs) are social
spaces that provide communities with opportu-
nities to be physically active. These centres
deliver important health, well-being and social
benefits to their communities and contribute to
local economies by providing job and income
opportunities (Howat et al., 2012; Tower et al.,
2014; VAGO, 2016). ARCs provide communities
with non-profitable outcomes, however, they
are not an attractive investment for the

commercial sector (Grieve & Sherry, 2012). As a
result, ARCs tend to be left for government,
especially local government, to develop. In Vic-
toria, Australia the local government estimated
spend in 2016–2020 was AUD$933 million of
capital expenditure on recreational and commu-
nity facilities (VAGO, 2016), with individual
centres capital budgets reaching over AUD$50
million. The justification for this expenditure
focused on the need to provide people in com-
munities with a “one-stop-shop” i.e. bigger and
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better centres to fulfil their aquatic and fitness
needs (Maddock, 2015, 26-28 august).

New Public Management (NPM) is a public
sector management theory designed to diminish
bureaucratic approaches and create a more
flexible and competitive government sector.
NPM was founded on the principles of achieving
improved financial management practices and
efficiency (Gruening, 2001) and has been respon-
sible for changing governmental practices in
many countries (Duncan & Chapman, 2010;
Hood, 1991). The impact ofNPMonARCplanning
and decision-making has not been investigated
in previous research, however, there is potential
to better understand ARC’s development via
NPM principles. NPM may explain local govern-
ment concerns about ensuring positive returns
on investment andhighlight thepressures associ-
ated with efficiently using scarce community
resources (VAGO, 2011). Local government
officials may be motivated to build ARCs to gen-
erate a positive return on investment and make
better use of community resources (Griffiths
et al., 2014; McShane, 2009). This study explored
whether NPM components influence the plan-
ning and decision-making of local government
ARC development. ARC planning and decision-
making processes have received little research
attention, despite the benefits and investment
associated with them. As a result, there has
beena call for research in thisfieldby leisureplan-
ners (Engels, 2019; Marriott et al., 2021; Tapper &
Kobayashi, 2018; Veal, 2013, 2020), leisure
decision-making researchers (Reid, 2009; Veal,
2017), and industry consultants (Marriott, 2012).
Leisure planning is defined as a continuous
process through which community resources,
attitudes, values and needs are reviewed and
evaluated to achieve goals and outcomes that
may not have been otherwise been achieved
(Marriott, et. al., 2021). The study builds on the
limited foundation knowledge to address the
needs and provides the foundation to under-
standhowNPMcomponents influenceARCplan-
ning and decision-making.

Aquatic and recreation centres

ARCs provide a range of infrastructure that
usually includes multiple water spaces includ-
ing a 50 m pool, hydrotherapy pool, zero
depth play areas and learn to swim pool. In
addition to the water spaces an ARC could
have a gymnasium, group fitness rooms, allied
health spaces, childcare, and a café (Butson
et al., 2021; Tower et al., 2014).

A positive association exists for ARCs to be
placed in communities to enable people to
engage in physical activity (Limstrand, 2008;
Sallis et al., 2012). Government provision and
services related to aquatic and recreation
infrastructure enhance the welfare of commu-
nities through improved health and well-
being (Eime et al., 2017; Lewi & Nichols,
2014). In particular, they provide psychologi-
cal benefits (Eime et al., 2013), increased phys-
ical activity participation levels (Prins et al.,
2011; Prins et al., 2012), and significant
socio-economic impacts to communities
(Barnsley et al., 2017; Tower et al., 2014). The
presence of sport and leisure infrastructure
not only increases the levels of physical
activity in the community, but it also provides
benefits to the non-users in the community.
These benefits include perceived intention,
(Prins et al., 2010) by providing people with
options to attend a centre, and perceived
community value, i.e. the level of worth a
community perceives based on its ability to
meet its needs and expectations (SGS Econ-
omics and Planning, 2010).

Two key findings emerge from the literature
reviewed on ARC planning and decision-
making. First, local governments have moved
from the outdoor single swimming pool to
the multi-purpose ARC or “one-stop-shop”
concept (Maddock, 2015, 26-28 august).
Second, performance measure tools are used
to assist the viability of planning and decision-
making (Howat, Crilley, et al., 2005; Lewi &
Nichols, 2014; McShane, 2006, 2009).
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The connection between leisure
planning and decision-making

Decisions can be made without planning, plan-
ning however, cannot be conducted without
making decisions. As a result, decisions are an
intrinsic part of planning (Parent, 2015). On
the other hand, planning provides the infor-
mation to guide decisions (Grünig & Kühn,
2013) and reinforces the strong connection
between planning and decision-making
process. Veal (2017) discusses that a leisure
planning process and a rational decision-
making process need to be considered simul-
taneously or “nested” (p. 145) together within
a leisure planning project. No evidence exists
to demonstrate the theory or applications
used in the development of a nested leisure
planning and decision-making process or the
connection between ARC planning and
decision-making.

Leisure planning as a field of study (Veal
et al., 2013) was established in the early
1900s (Engels, 2019; Veal, 2009). However,
there is limited literature about leisure plan-
ning during this time. It was not until the
1970s that leisure planning literature
explained the complexities via a number of
publications (e.g. Bannon, 1977; Gold, 1973,
1980; Mercer & Hamilton-Smith, 1980) and
conference topics (Burton, 1970). This period
was unique to leisure planning and produced
extensive critical inquiry and widespread
discussion.

Since the 1970s limited scholarly research on
leisure planning exists. Consequently, leisure
planning guidelines rigorously tested and
applied in the leisure industry are not evident
and only seven academic papers critique
leisure planning approaches including (Engels,
2019; Reid, 2007; Veal, 1984, 2011, 2012, 2013,
2020). The bulk of scholarly contributions
instead have been written in academic and
industry-based books, with 16 identified in
total. Eight of these publications are single edi-
tions and eight comprise multiple editions with

some up to four editions, e.g. Veal, 2017. The
absence of academic papers in this field illus-
trates a gap in scholarly knowledge on leisure
planning and reinforces the need to under-
stand current ARC planning and decision-mak-
ing processes, in this case through the
theorital lens of NPM.

New public management theory
(NPM)

NPM is a public sector management theory
used to explain how the creation of a more
flexible and competitive government sector
could be less bureaucratic than previous
public sector approaches. NPM theory focuses
on results rather than procedures (Gruening,
2001). Founded on the principles of financial
efficiency, NPM is responsible for changing gov-
ernance styles at national, state/provincial, and
local levels in many countries including the
United Kingdom, New Zealand, Australia, and
parts of Europe (Duncan & Chapman, 2010;
Hood, 1991). NPM was introduced into Australia
in the mid 1980s through the public reform
initiatives (Johnson, 2000). Seven components
exist within NPM, these are required to
achieve the goals of improved management
practices and understand the associated pro-
cesses (Hood, 1991, 1995; Yamamoto, 2003).

Seven components indicate the typical
public sector management practices required
within NPM and can be divided into two sec-
tions: personnel skills; and improved manage-
ment practices and efficiency. Regarding
personnel skills, the first two components, man-
agement skills (NPM 1) and measuring perform-
ance (NPM 2) refer to personal management
styles, professionalism and the explicit use of
goals and targets to meet performance
measures. The application of personnel skills is
expected to improve the quality of organis-
ational management and communication pro-
cesses and a person’s attitude towards a role.
People will deliver improved services if they
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feel satisfied and respected within their roles
(Brunetto & Farr- Wharton, 2007; Hood, 1991).
The combination of management skills and
measuring performance results in staff having
clearly defined roles of responsibility, essential
to measure accountability (Hood, 1991; Yama-
moto, 2003).

Improved management practices and
efficiency are processes covered by NPM com-
ponents 3–7. These five components, drawn
from private sector management processes,
focus on the outputs of the organisation.
Output controls (NPM 3) applies performance
targets and resource allocations to measure
performance (Yamamoto, 2003; Hood, 1991).
Separation of business units (NPM 4) applies
the characteristics of proven private sector
tools and the decentralisation of government
organisations bringing local government
restructuring into separate departments with
their own organisational identity (Duncan &
Chapman, 2010; Hood, 1991, 1995). Creating
competition (NPM 5) introduced competition
to the public sector, which was a new phenom-
enon in public sector management, previously
most community activities were government
funded and protected from competitive
markets (Hood, 1991; Webster & Harding,
2000). NPM 5 introduced the concept of com-
pulsory competitive tendering (CCT) to the
public sector, a process which, by law, required
governments to advertise for and employ com-
petent persons or organisations to manage and
operate government services on their behalf
(Hood, 1991; Yamamoto, 2003). Management
approaches (NPM 6) introduced the application
of proven private sector management tools,
allowing for greater flexibility in hiring staff
and in their salary packages e.g. bonuses and
flexible work arrangements (Hood, 1991,
1995). Finally, resource efficiency (NPM 7)
focuses on the use of resources; the departmen-
talisation of products, a better understanding of
economic influences, and flexibility in human
resource management, therefore providing a
better use of resources and delivery of

efficient and effective outcomes (Hood, 1991,
1995).

All seven NPM components are not equally
present in all circumstances however, they
provide control mechanisms to lead towards
an effective management system (Fatemi &
Behmanesh, 2012; Hood, 1991). NPM theory
has been utilised in the study as a lens to
better understand the ARC planning and
decision-making processes. This lens was used
as an overlay framework to see if the com-
ponents exist.

NPM impact on ARCs

Management teams within the leisure industry
(including ARC teams) constantly find them-
selves “doing more with less and having to
achieve value for money” (Thibault et al.,
2004, p. 121). The adoption of policies that
promote efficiency and market growth has
raised concerns that this may be the sole cri-
terion for assessing services, programs, and
partnership decisions (Frisby et al., 2004; Thi-
bault et al., 2004). In the 1990s it was noted
that a profit-orientated setting has occurred
within a public sector environment that has tra-
ditionally catered for community needs (Thi-
bault et al., 2004). Operating within this
environment has meant the NPM principles
had an impact on the operations of ARCs,
which has also influenced how planning and
decision-making occurs. ARCs exist in a
market driven environment that has increas-
ingly become result focused.

The development or redevelopment of ARCs
involve local governments in Australia to either
co-locate their sporting centres or redevelop
old outdoor swimming pools into multi-
purpose ARCs. The redevelopment of these
swimming pools has achieved a significant
increase in attendance numbers (Howat,
Crilley, et al., 2005) because there are a
greater variety of activities to meet leisure con-
sumer expectations (Howat, Murray, et al.,
2005). The output controls of efficiency and
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effectiveness may assist to increase community
participation and explain why local govern-
ments have moved to multi-purpose ARCs.
The implication for this change affects the
ARC planning and decision-making processes
to focus on the efficiency of output controls.
Criticism exists noting these multi-purpose or
“one-stop-shop” centres may marginalise the
core mission of local governments to enhance
the well-being of their local communities
(VAGO, 2011). Although there is an intention
for increased participation to enhance commu-
nity well-being, the participants are mostly
from higher socio-economic backgrounds, so
the whole community does not participate
and get the well-being benefits (Tower et al.,
2014). As a result, expenditure and asset invest-
ment decisions made by local government
were primarily driven by improved financial
ratios and not priorities emanating from
service and asset planning.

The use of performance measures can assist
in ARC planning and decision-making (Howat,
Crilley, et al., 2005) and ARC operational
decision-making (Howat, Crilley, et al., 2005;
Iversen, 2015, 2017). Performance measures
are a reliable benchmark to access financial
viability:

Decision-makers involved in the planning of
[ARCs] should aim to include multi-purpose
facilities with indoor pools and minimise facili-
ties with solely outdoor pools. This should
result in a greater likelihood of improved
financial viability and higher participation
rates (Howat, Crilley, et al., 2005, p. 14). This
finding is consistent with trends experienced
in metropolitan Melbourne, state of Victoria,
Australia, where local governments have devel-
oped many indoor multi-purpose ARCs.
Between 2016 and 2020, the expected spend
on indoor multi-purpose community and rec-
reational facilities by Victorian local govern-
ments was AUD$933 million dollars (VAGO,
2016).

NPM components that promote efficiency
and market growth could be at the expense

of community-focused values. Consequently,
community public rallies protested the redeve-
lopment of community outdoor 50-metre pools
(Lewi & Nichols, 2014). Examples include the
numerous “save the pool” campaigns con-
ducted around Victoria, Australia in the 1990s
(Lewi & Nichols, 2014). The campaigns to save
these pools were often prompted by an
emotional attachment, as typified by one resi-
dent “it’s not because I want to go and swim
in that pool, it’s what it represents as a family
place to go” (Preiss, 2015, p. 74).

The extent NPM components are applied to
ARC planning is unknown. Based on the litera-
ture reviewed, Table 1 provides a summary of
how NPM components may impact on ARC
planning and decision-making.

The application of NPM components, to
ARCs has enabled a basic understanding of
the extent to which commercialised, market-
oriented policies could guide ARC planning
and decision-making. NPM has the potential
to explain local government officials’ motiv-
ations to build ARCs, identify their concerns
about ensuring a positive return on investment,
and highlight the importance to use scarce
community resources efficiently (Griffiths
et al., 2014; McShane, 2009).

NPM values are embedded within local gov-
ernment policies that drive management prac-
tices today (Edwards et al., 2012). There are
two areas of local government practices
where NPM appears to have been applied to
ARC planning and decision-making. The first
involves a hybrid version of NPM (Lodge &
Gill, 2011) used to address competitive
market strategies and financial measures of
performance (Lapaley, 2008). The second is
the widespread increase in expenditure on
ARCs, which began in the early 2000s and is
now reflected in the development of multi-
million-dollar ARCs. The aim of the study was
to explore how NPM components are active
in public sector management and have
influenced the planning and decision-making
of ARCs.
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Methods

A qualitative multiple case study design was
adopted. Qualitative research seeks to under-
stand “how” questions (Yin, 2009). The study
sought to understand “how” local governments
conducted planning and decision-making for
the redevelopment/development of ARCs. An
explanatory perspective was adopted (Andrew
et al., 2011) within the multiple case-study
design.

Case selection

The case studies selected for this research were
identified using a convenience sample that
comprised purposefully selected multiple
cases, studied at the same time, with the under-
standing that findings from one study did not
impact the other (Thomas, 2016). The selection
of ARCs was determined through the

constraints of selection criteria. This was
applied to ensure the cases catered to the
needs of the study and information-rich cases
were selected (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2012). The fol-
lowing five criteria, with the selection expla-
nation noted in brackets, informed the
selection of ARCs cases:

. located in metropolitan Melbourne, Victoria,
Australia (Metropolitan Melbourne had a sig-
nificant rise in the number of ARC built
between 2000 and 2017 and the sample
was employed by applying convenience
sampling);

. open for fewer than three years at the time
the current study started (Carlon, 2016)

. multi-purpose including pools, gyms, etce-
tera (Victoria State Government policy stipu-
lated, funding would only be awarded to
multi-purpose infrastructure);

Table 1. Components of NPM.

Section Component Explanation of component
Relative to ARC planning and decision-

making

Personnel Skills NPM 1 –
management
skills

Specialized skills and clearly defined roles
of people to ensure efficient and
effective outcomes.

Establish a professional working
environment where all members of the
ARC planing team are professionally
trained, have specialized skills, and they
are accountable for outcomes.

NPM 2 –measuring
performance

Establish clear standards and criteria for
measuring performance.

Develop criteria for staff performance, and
the use of KPIs.

Improved
management
practices and
efficiency

NPM 3 – output
controls

Develop the use of output controls,
instead of using input controls. This
process is concerned with the results
rather than the procedures.

Establish controls of management
performance and efficiency and service
quality.

NPM 4 – seperation
of business units

Move towards the establishment of
singular groups to achieve efficiency
advantages.

Establish cost centres for each operational
unit.

NPM 5 – creating
competition

Move toward greater competition in the
public sector through establishing
compulsory competitive tendering
(CCT) procedures which leads to
“rivalry” which is the key to lower costs
and better standards.

Establish systems to incorperate CCT.
Services are completed by organisations
on behalf of the local government.

NPM 6 –
management
approaches

Emphasis on developing private sector
management practices.

Introduces the application of proven
private sector management tools,
allowing for greater flexibility in hiring
staff and in their compensation

NPM 7 – resource
efficiency

Prominence given to cost effective use of
resources.

Establish processes that prioritise methods
of operation that are more efficient.
Emphasis on self-sufficiency and
achieving financially efficient outcomes

Note. Adapted from “A Public Management for All Seasons,” by C. Hood, 1991, Public Administration, 69 (Spring), 3-19. “The “New Public
Management” in the 80s: Variations on A Theme.” By C. Hood, 1995, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 20(2-3), 93-109.
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. cost of the redevelopment is above AUD$30
million at completion (at the time of the
study the costs of building a new ARC
exceeded AUD$30 million; this figure was
chosen to guarantee there was a large
number of potential ARCs to be in the case
selection pool); and

. independent market catchment areas, i.e. a
radius further than 10 kilometres in diameter
(ensures the case-study ARCs were not
located in the same catchment area).

Two cases matched the five criteria. These
became the reported cases in the study.

Data sources

Documents and semi-structured interviews
were the data sources. A document analysis
was conducted to provide history, context and
track ARC planning and decision-making pro-
cesses over an extended period for each case.
Documents provided details that may have
been forgotten by respondents (Bowen, 2009)
and tracked changes over time, particularly
since the ARC planning process had concluded
and could not be observed. The documents
were selected based on the criteria of quality
assessment in terms of authenticity, credibility,
representativeness and meaning (Bryman,
2016). Data analysis was conducted using a
six-step thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006, 2013). Key themes that evolved from
the document analysis guided the develop-
ment of questions for the semi-structured
interviews.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted
to understand the lived experiences of respon-
dents (Yin, 2014). Insights into respondents’
work experiences and rich detail (Andersson &
Mattsson, 2010; Halinen et al., 2013) on political,
financial and community issues arising from the
ARC cases were identified. Key respondents
were selected based on their identification in
the document analysis. In addition, a “snowbal-
ling” sampling technique was adopted

(Bryman, 2016) to enable respondents to rec-
ommend key informants. Interviews ceased
once saturation of themes occurred (Murdock,
2008).

Data analysis

The seven components of NPM served as the
deductive themes in the six-step thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2013) related
to the document review and interview tran-
scripts. The purpose was to identify recurrent
themes in the ARC planning and decision-
making processes. Thematic analysis was indivi-
dually conducted for each ARC that enabled a
within and cross-case analyses. Data were ana-
lysed through a triangulation and pattern
matching process, the six-steps (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) included:

• Initial Reading of text to gain familiarity
• Repeated readings to code text
• Development of basic themes
• Consolidation into organising themes
• Deriving global themes and networks
• Producing the report

Results

A total of 264 documents were analysed. Docu-
ments included local government reports,
specialist reports, local government meeting
minutes, newspaper articles and other related
documents such as state government reports
and personalised documents from respon-
dents. Nineteen interviews were conducted
with respondents involved in the ARC planning
and decision-making. These respondents were
assigned an individual pseudonym and rep-
resented a range of roles, including local gov-
ernment officers, councillors, external
contractors, and a resident involved in the con-
sultation phases.

Results identified four of the seven NPM
components active in public sector manage-
ment across both cases. These four
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components assisted to explain ARC planning
and decision-making processes and how NPM
components guided the adoption of financial
efficiencies. These components included NPM
1 – management skills, NPM 3 – output con-
trols, NPM 5 – creating competition and NPM
7 – resource efficiency.

The management skills (NPM 1) component
brought together teams of specialised people
with relevant skills to ensure the local govern-
ment achieved efficient and effective ARC plan-
ning outcomes. Specifically, this referred to the
expertise and skill set of local government
officers and consultants who investigated the
need and demand for the ARC. The manage-
ment skills were applied in the preparation of
professional local government documents and
reports, such as business cases and feasibility
studies and the inclusion of the centre
manager in the ARC planning process. Evi-
dence-based data was gained from specialists
to assist with the ARC planning process. One
document statement (Doc 67, 4) reinforced
the importance of reports developed by pro-
fessionals to assist ARC planning:

Local government has commissioned various
reports over many years from various analyst
firms and technical experts discussing both
the viability of maintaining two outdoor facili-
ties and addressing the necessary repairs and
ongoing maintenance issues to keep the facili-
ties in a safe and operational condition.

The reliance on skill set expertise was reinforced
by respondents. Trevor explained:

[We went to the] in-house experts on play-
grounds because obviously local governments
do a lot of playgrounds. This is just a wet play-
ground. We took whatever expertise they had
and tried to apply it to a wet playground
environment. And they were great. They
were really informative. Because in terms of
child safety, they’re all over that.

The output controls (NPM 3) component
explained how the two cases used perform-
ance indicators and resource allocations to
measure performance to achieve efficient

and effective planning processes. The
findings from the documents identified eight
performance indicators to measure ARC per-
formance targets:

. visits per metre2;

. expense recovery ability including capital
repayment;

. operating profits per visit;

. program range returns and attendances;

. secondary spend returns;

. range of attendance types (e.g. adult/child
ratio);

. catchment area;

. revenue returns from health and fitness.

The performance indicators provided ARC
planners with data from an operational per-
spective to guide informed decisions. Respon-
dents provided a commentary on a variety of
performance indicators to explain how com-
mercial performance indicators assisted in
decision-making. These included visits per
metre2, catchment analysis and return on
investment. For example:

The gym was sized to get a commercial return,
and the components of the gym were
designed to get a commercial return as well.
So, there were commercial elements certainly
layered onto it to then provide what we
think was an operating model (Orlando).

The creating competition (NPM 5) component
explains the process used by the local govern-
ment to create competitive markets by enga-
ging services open to competition. Meeting
minutes documents included numerous refer-
rals to this component. These minutes
explained the CCT process applied to the ARC
planning process and provided a timeline of
how this process was undertaken. The services
open to competitive tenders aligned to the
construction or operations of the ARC are
listed in Table 2. Construction tenders com-
prised a range of specialised services sought
to construct the ARC. Operational tenders
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comprised management for the centre, café
and club-based basketball contracts.

The documents identified these local gov-
ernments used CCT within the ARC planning
process to encourage competition and ensure
financial efficiencies were achieved, e.g. “a com-
petitive tendering environment exist[ed]
[within the ARC planning process to] deliver
an expected or more favourable financial guar-
antee to local government” (Doc 72, p.12).

The resource efficiency (NPM 7) component
explains how the two cases made decisions to
effectively use resources to deliver efficient
and financially effective outcomes. The
resource efficiency strategies applied to the
ARC decision-making process included govern-
ment grants, financial goals, public private part-
nership, budget, economic operational goals,
complementary business and secondary
spend. Olly provided examples of resource
efficiency strategies that explained ARC
decision-making, “your multi-purpose side of
things represents financial efficiency. The idea
[of] building a stand-alone pool or something
like that, you cannot do it these days”. Theo-
dore stated financial viability could be achieved
by combining the high-income earnings of
health and fitness areas with the high oper-
ational costs of swimming pools. He explained:

The dry areas will provide the financial return,
the wet areas people pay for. If you can get
the balance right, then hopefully you’ll end
up making a small profit. So, things like the
gym, we recognised if we could make that as
large as practically as we could, then that was
going to help to drive the financial [return].

Discussion

NPM components influenced the ARC planning
and decision-making processes. Seven com-
ponents comprise the NPM discourse
(Andrews & Van de Walle, 2013; Hood, 1991,
1995), but only four NPM components were
identified in the ARC cases’ planning and
decision-makings processes. One component
related to personnel skills – management skills
(NPM 1) and three to management
efficiency – output controls (NPM 3), creating
competition (NPM 5), and resource efficiency
(NPM 7). The finding reinforces the notion
that NPM components are “not always equally
present in all cases” (Hood, 1991, p. 4) and not
all NPM components need to be present in
the ARC planning and decision-making process.

Management skills (NPM 1) brought
together teams of specialised people with rel-
evant skills to ensure these local governments
achieved efficient and effective ARC planning
outcomes. The two local government cases
established a professional working environ-
ment where they engaged employees and
professional consultants with clearly defined
roles to ensure the ARC planning process was
efficient and effective. This ensured the pro-
vision of adequate services, maintenance of
established norms and standards, and
reliability of professional work (Evetes, 2009;
Suddaby & Viale, 2011). Previous research
identified that the management skills com-
ponent aids the definition and standardisation
of local government management through the
employment or contracting of personnel with
specialised skills to improve departmental pro-
fessionalism (Kalimullah et al., 2012; Lodge &
Gill, 2011). One of the two ARCs for example,
drew on the skills and expertise of local gov-
ernment playground specialists to assist
develop the water-based playground. Local
government developed clearly defined roles
and matched them with specialised skills to
ensure long term professional outcomes
were achieved.

Table 2. ARC services tendered.
Construction Operational

Architect ARC management
Building Basketball courts
Landscape Point of sale
Pool design Café operations
Underground power installation Access control
Demolition Furniture and fit out
Drainage Gym equipment
Structural consultant
Cogeneration supply and install
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Output control (NPM 3) is acknowledged in
previous leisure planning literature in two
ways. First, literature discusses the value in
using output control measures to assist in
ARC planning decision-making (Howat, Crilley,
et al., 2005). Second, literature acknowledges
output controls mechanisms are common in
governmental organisations (Taylor, 2014).
Thus, output controls assist, support, and
improve decision-making (Agasisti et al., 2020)
by providing formalised quantifiable data. This
numerical value provides decision-makers
with analytical data used to guide actions. Find-
ings from the study reinforce that output
control measures assist decision-makers to
make decisions based on numeric values
about operations. Both cases in the study
exhibited what VAGO (2016) described as
business cases to support their development.
The business cases used output controls to
guide ARC decision-making.

Creating competition (NPM 5) was applied
through CCT. This is a regulatory process
adopted to achieve cost-effectiveness and
quality service (Webster & Harding, 2000). In
this case, services were completed by organisa-
tions on behalf of the local government. CCT
was applied to plan a range of services associ-
ated with ARC development and enabled
these services to be subjected to marketplace
competition. The process associated with
CCT comprised local governments advertising,
selecting, and contracting organisations. This
process aligns with the Victorian Local Govern-
ment (competitive tendering) Act 1994, which
states, “Local governments [are required] to
participate in competitive tendering arrange-
ments with respect to a specified percentage
of their total expenditure” (p. 801) to seek the
best value for their communities (VAGO, 2010;
Victoria State Government, 2021). This process
was implemented to ensure local governments
use their resources as efficiently and effectively
as possible (Victoria State Government, 2021).
The CCT process applied by the two cases
aligns with broader leisure management

studies (Pitas et al., 2022; Webster & Harding,
2000) and business practices for recreation
facilities (Sayers, 2012). Findings signify that
market liberation driven by government legis-
lation influenced the ARC planning process
and created an environment where ARC plan-
ners regularly apply CCT practices for the pro-
curement of services.

The resource efficiency (NPM 7) component
aligns with the local government leisure indus-
try’s implementation of resource efficiency
practices (Thibault et al., 2004). The reliance
on resource efficiency has not previously been
identified in ARC decision-making. What has
been recognised is that due to a decline in
financial resources available to sport and
recreation departments, efficiency practices
are present in local government leisure services
(Cureton & Frisby, 2011; Thibault et al., 2004).
The implementation of resource efficiency
strategies help increase efficiency and reduce
running costs (Flynn, 2002). The study’s data
showed decisions were strategically applied to
ensure profitable outcomes from ARC develop-
ments. In this case, the two local governments
decided to build a multi-purpose centre that
provided a range of services. The multi-
purpose development enabled the opportunity
to include resource efficiency strategies includ-
ing a large space for a gymnasium, multiple sec-
ondary spend options and complementary
services. From a theoretical perspective, the
findings suggest that resource efficiency
decisions were prioritised in the ARC decision-
making process.

The financial outputs within the NPM com-
ponents explain the financial discourse that
dominated ARC decision-making. These
findings are consistent with previous studies
(Griffiths et al., 2014; McShane, 2006). ARCs
are planned under a neo-liberal policy dis-
course, where local governments pursued
aggressive asset rationalisation and renewal
initiatives (McShane, 2006) to reduce the
financial dependency of community facilities.
To achieve this result, local governments have
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recognised that applying “market principles
and competition are the most effective and
efficient means of making goods and services
available to the public” (Griffiths et al., 2014,
p. 284).

Local governments build ARCs because they
are not attractive investments for the commer-
cial sector (Grieve & Sherry, 2012), yet local gov-
ernments consider them as commercial
businesses. Consequently, financial outputs
such as output controls (NPM 3) and resource
efficiency (NPM 7) have influenced ARC plan-
ning decisions. These findings reinforce con-
cerns raised by leisure management
researchers (Murdock, 1994; Thibault et al.,
2004), that local governments have strong
desires to meet economic criteria. The policies
to promote efficiency and market growth may
have become the sole criterion for assessing
performance (Murdock, 1994; Thibault et al.,
2004). Findings from the study agree with this
assessment, identifying reporting criteria was
solely based on quantitative financial
performance.

No community-based performance assess-
ments were completed by the two cases. The
emphasis on financial discourse may impact
community-based policy, resulting in a dimin-
ished focus on community objectives. This
finding is consistent with previous studies
(Liguori et al., 2012; VAGO, 2016). The VAGO
(2016) report suggests that “the cost of provid-
ing ARCs should be balanced against social and
other community outcomes” (p. x). The report
however, found that neither of the ARCs
audited assessed how they met local govern-
ments social, health and wellbeing policies. In
addition, public governance research acknowl-
edges profit should not always be a goal for
public organisations, rather, public value
should be determined through an analysis of
political policies and provision of programmes
and service and, as such, financial structure
and solvency are not perceived as relevant
(Liguori et al., 2012). The danger for local gov-
ernments and their communities is that

financial output controls do not measure com-
munity outcomes and provide only a narrow
assessment of performance (Liguori et al.,
2012). For example, in the study when develop-
ing an ARC, the local government could make a
choice between two alternatives. First, they
could decide to expand the gymnasium floor
space, this may be an area that could produce
a financial return on investment. Second, the
expansion could include the development of
several smaller activity rooms with less
financial return. These smaller activity rooms
may provide opportunities for community-
driven programmes that enable people to
connect with others or learn new skills i.e. an
arts or self-defense programme. Market driven
decisions in the ARC planning process may
limit the ability of ARCs to develop commu-
nity-driven programme spaces. The findings
from the study indicate that financial outputs
were a priority in ARC decision-making, empha-
sising financial sustainability rather than com-
munity-focused outcomes.

Limitations and future research

The findings provide new knowledge to explain
how NPM components influence ARC planning
and decision-making, however, limitations to
the study need to be noted. First, the planning
process was spread over a period of ten years,
thus there was a time-lapse between the
actual implementation of ARC planning and
decision-making and the conduct of interviews
(up to five years). The time-lapse had the poten-
tial to affect respondents’ memories of certain
events which reinforces the importance of
document analysis to validate timelines and
events. This limitation provides an opportunity
for future research to expand the study and
conduct an ethnographic study on an ARC plan-
ning project as it evolves. Insights could be
gained first-hand on planning and decision-
making as they occur. The second limitation is
our study was metropolitan Melbourne-based,
specifically associated with the planning
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approaches from two city-based cases. As a
result, the interpretation of findings should be
approached with caution, as strategies may
not be transferable to different settings within
Australia or other countries. However, it is a
start! To embrace a state, national or global per-
spective, future research could employ quanti-
tative methodologies to the planning of an
ARC or similar sport and recreation infrastruc-
ture development. Leisure planning specialists
from Australia and/or globally could be sur-
veyed to quantify the focus areas and
influence of NPM components in ARC planning
and decision-making. Researchers could use the
quantitative data to gain a broader scope of the
leisure planning process beyond the local gov-
ernment setting.

There has been limited analysis of how NPM
has impacted the local government leisure
industry. Findings from the study provide evi-
dence to indicate NPM principles explain how
four NPM components influence ARC planning
and decision-making practices. An opportunity
exists to investigate how NPM could be
applied to other local government leisure or
planning settings such as community libraries
or open space planning. Such an investigation
could be used to understand the influence
NPM has on other local government settings.

Conclusion

The purpose of the study was to explore how
NPM practices influence ARC developments’
planning and decision-making. The NPM lens
revealed how four NPM components influenced
the ARC planning and decision-making pro-
cesses of two local governments. First, these
two cases implemented management skills
(NPM 1), to establish a professional working
environment where they engaged employees
and professional consultants with clearly
defined roles to ensure the ARC planning
process was as efficient and effective as poss-
ible. Second, the output control (NPM 3) com-
ponent influenced ARC planning and decision-

making. The output control supports literature
that recognises output controls mechanisms
are common in governmental organisations
(Taylor, 2014). Third, creating competition
(NPM 5) was applied to improve management
practices and efficiency practices including
CCT for procurement of services. Finally,
resource efficiency (NPM 7) influenced the
ARC decision-making process whereby
decisions were strategically applied to ensure
profitable outcomes from the ARC develop-
ments. These findings reinforce the ethos of
achieving improved management practices
and efficiency which remains embedded in con-
temporary local government practices (Agasisti
et al., 2020; Andrews & Van de Walle, 2013).
These are important findings to current ARC
planning and decision-making processes.
Local governments need to consider their
motivations towards achieving financial
efficiencies when planning for an ARC and
determine if these strategies impact their
ability to address social planning objectives.
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