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Key points 
 

• Single outcome agreements (SOAs) were introduced in 2008 following a ‘Condordat’ 
between central and local government in Scotland.  

• The main policy objective was to devolve decision making to local authorities and their 
strategic partners. In this way, councils could be more responsive to local needs. 

• Much ring fenced funding was removed with the outcome that many voluntary 
organisations expressed concern that their service users would lose out to more pressing 
national concerns (such as the economy or alcohol abuse) 

• While it is acknowledged that SOAs should respond to local needs, certain client groups 
have received little attention.  

• The sheer volume of indicators being utilised make the system unwieldy and complex.  

• Despite being an ‘outcome’ based model, ‘outcomes’ were being used inconsistently by 
both central and local government.  

• Overall, there is a lack of public understanding as to how progress made will be reported 
and monitored.  
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Introduction 
 
In November 2007 the Scottish Government entered into a ‘Concordat’ with local authorities, 
setting out a new relationship between the two tiers of government based on mutual respect, 
trust and joint accountability. Central to this way of working has been the replacement of 
much ring-fenced funding with block grants, thereby giving councils more discretion over how 
to allocate their budgets.  
 
A key element of the Concordat has been the introduction of the Single Outcome Agreement 
(SOA). A SOA is a document which sets out the outcomes which each local authority is 
seeking to achieve. Not only should a SOA reflect local needs and priorities, but it should also 
be related to national outcomes. The first round of SOAs was in place by June 2008 and the 
second round was submitted to the Scottish Government in February 2009, for agreement by 
May 2009.  
 
For those working with and researching families and relationships, these recent changes have 
raised a number of concerns: 
 

• That the movement from national to local prioritisation could result in the loss of a 
strategic approach and reduce the priority given to groups in need of social care and 
support.  

• The removal of the ring-fence from a number of social care and support funding streams 
may result in funding being absorbed into the main local government settlement and 
subsequently reduced. That within the new framework there is an absence of clear 
indicators and targets which would enable local and central government to measure 
performance.  

 
This briefing outlines: 
 

• The history of outcome agreements 

• The current national framework 

• SOAs and what they mean for local government  

• Key issues emerging from the first round of SOAs 

• Implications for those working with children and families  

• Thinking ahead to the second round of SOAs 
 
The history of outcome agreements 
 
Outcome agreements are not a new policy tool, having been in place in England and Wales 
since 2001. In England they are known as Local Area Agreements (LAAs) and in Wales they 
are Policy Agreements (PAs)

1
. An outcome agreement is essentially a plan between a local 

area (i.e. the local authority and its strategic partners) and central government which sets out 
how local priorities will be met. They also contribute to the national priorities set by the 
government. Importantly, outcome agreements do not focus on or measure the process or 
prescribe the means of achieving any agreed outcome, e.g. numbers of staff or level of 
finance, but should monitor achievement of the outcome e.g. x% improvement in exam 
grades. 

In Scotland, the concept was first developed as part of the joint Scottish Executive/CoSLA 
Strategic Issues Working Group, which in 2000 was considering the renewal of the local 
government finance system. The Group recommended that local outcome agreements be 
established to better link national policy priorities and targets with local priorities and 
circumstances, lessen the reporting requirements on councils and reduce the ring-fencing of 
resources (CoSLA 2002:2).  

                                                 
1
 See Laffin, M., Taylor, G. & Thomas, A. (2002) A New Partnership? The National Assembly for Wales and Local 

Government, York: JRF for further details of Policy Agreements in Wales 
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Over the next few years, the outcome agreement model was implemented in a number of 
specific policy areas, including regeneration, homelessness and antisocial behaviour. In line 
with concerns expressed by CoSLA in 2002, this proliferation of single issue outcome 
agreements meant that reporting requirements increased and it became difficult for both 
central and local government to focus on the most important policy areas. CoSLA thus 
supported a framework which would be based on one single overarching outcome agreement 
in each council area based on a set of shared limited policy priorities agreed between the 
Scottish Executive and CoSLA. 

At the same time the Scottish Compact Implementation Strategy 2003-2006 began to 
highlight the importance of Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs) as a vehicle for 
enabling public agencies work in partnership to deliver local and national priorities (Scottish 
Executive 2004). This also signalled a greater emphasis on funding outcomes rather than 
outputs, as shown in ‘Making the Case: Social Added Value Guide’ which talks of ‘a shift in 
the relationship between the public sector and the social economy from a grant aid culture 
towards a contract culture’ (Communities Scotland 2006:5).  

The National Framework 
 
The concept of the Single Outcome Agreement was established in 2007, following 
negotiations between the Scottish Government and local government on a new framework for 
government relations. The outcome was a ‘Concordat’ – a document setting out “the terms of 
a new relationship between the Scottish Government and local government, based on mutual 
respect and partnership” (Scottish Government / CoSLA 2007:1). Under the terms of the 
agreement the Scottish Government is responsible for setting the direction of policy and the 
over-arching outcomes that the public sector in Scotland is expected to achieve. In return, the 
Scottish Government committed to reducing the level of micro-management and bureaucracy, 
enabling local government to focus on service delivery and develop their own local outcomes 
and targets in line with national outcomes.  
 
The Concordat underpins local government funding for the period 2008/09 to 2010/11. 
Alongside block grants to each of the 32 local authorities, the agreement has significantly 
reduced the number of ring-fenced funding streams, streamlined the bureaucracy and 
reporting requirements of councils, allowed councils to retain efficiency savings to re-deploy 
against ongoing pressures and made a commitment to there being no structural reform of 
local government (Scottish Government / CoSLA 2007:7). Furthermore, through the 
framework there is a formal shift towards an outcomes based approach to performance 
management, which according to the Scottish Government means that both central and local 
government will be “judged … on the results that we achieve; results which reflect real and 
meaningful improvements in public services and quality of life for people in Scotland” 
(2007:45).  
 
The new National Performance Framework (as published in the 2007 Spending Review) 
underpins the government’s agenda. Based on an outcomes-based performance model used 
in the Commonwealth of Virginia in the United States the framework

2
 has four component 

parts: 

• The Government's Purpose and its associated targets  

• Five Strategic Objectives that describe where we will focus our actions  

• 15 National Outcomes that describe what the Government wants to achieve  

• 45 National Indicators that enable us to track progress 

As illustrated in Figure 1, its aim is to provide a clear and logical vision for Scotland, with 
quantifiable benchmarks against which progress can be assessed. Working correctly, each 
component part of the performance framework should contribute to the Scottish 

                                                 
2
 See Scotland Performs at http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/scotPerforms for full details of the national performance 

framework  
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Government’s single overarching purpose – “to create a more successful country where all of 
Scotland can flourish through increasing sustainable economic growth”. 

Figure 1: National performance framework 

 

What should Single Outcome Agreements look like? 
 
From 2008-09 each council has been required to submit a Single Outcome Agreement to the 
Scottish Government for approval, setting out how it will contribute to both national outcomes 
and local needs

3
. The agreements cover all local government services, as well as a significant 

range of the responsibilities of Community Planning Partnerships where local authorities have 
a significant part to play (Scottish Government / CoSLA 2007:3). With the exception of 
statutory requirements or other ongoing transitional arrangements, local authorities will not be 
asked to submit any other monitoring returns or plans to the Scottish Government without 
prior agreement. As such, SOAs should (in principle) contribute to the government objective 
of reducing monitoring and reporting.  
 
The ‘crux’ of each SOA is the national outcomes and each agreement is expected to give 
thought to all 15, even if they are considered to be a low priority locally. Using research 
evidence the SOA should outline the local relevance of each national outcome and develop a 
set of local outcomes which inform it. Each local outcome should be accompanied with 
relevant indicators and associated targets and timescales. An example of this is provided in 
appendix B.  
 
Local authorities can make use of a wide range of indicators to track progress towards 
national and local outcomes. The Scottish Government has developed a set of 45 ‘national 
indicators’ and as part of the process of supporting local authorities in the development of 
their SOAs the Improvement Service has produced guidance with a menu of 55 ‘local 
outcome indicators’ which local authorities can choose from. Local authorities are also able to 
incorporate ‘Statutory Performance Indicators’ (SPIs) into their SOAs, of which there were 71 
in 2008/09 (Herbert 2008:4). Lastly reflecting the importance of local discretion, authorities 
can also develop their own ‘local indicators’. There is no requirement to use set indicators in 
relation to specific national outcomes – instead, both the national and local indicators can be 
used flexibility by local authorities to ensure they reflect local needs.   
 
The notion of “obligatory partnership”, where the Government has transferred responsibilities 
to both local government and their wider partners is a central component of the SOA (CIH 
2008:6). SOAs must not only demonstrate their own commitment to delivering outcomes, but 
work in partnership with Community Planning Partners to reach these shared priorities. 
Around half of the SOAs submitted in 2008/09 involved CPPs, either as participants or 
consultees and virtually all stated that they had taken account of the existing community 
planning strategy in shaping the priorities of the SOA (Herbert 2008:5). In 2009/10 the role of 

                                                 
3
 All 32 SOAs can be accessed via the Improvement Service website at:  

http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/component/option,com_docman/Itemid,43/task,cat_view/gid,561/ 
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the Community Planning Partnerships will be further strengthened with the new requirement 
for all CPPs to either review or develop their SOAs. Each agreement must be endorsed by 
the CPP Board and signed by the Scottish Government, local authority, statutory Community 
Planning partners and also, at a minimum, by those other public bodies in the Community 
Planning Partnership (Improvement Service 2008:3). 
 
Figure 2: Single Outcome Agreement Process Map 
 

 
Finally, it is important to note that SOAs are not intended to be a local authority service plan; 
rather they are high level strategic documents. There is no requirement to include details 
about all the activities and services being delivered in an area, nor is there need to reiterate 
the details of core planning documents (such as the corporate plan, service plans or the 
community plan). Instead, supporting plans and activities should lie “below the water line” 
(Improvement Service 2008:5), with appropriate links being built into the SOA which takes the 
reader to further documents or information as required (Improvement Service 2008b:15).  
 
The First Round of SOAs  
 
Research into the 2008/09 SOAs has to a large extent been confined to the voluntary sector, 
with most reports being published on specific issues (see for example Community Care 
Providers Scotland (2008), Engender (2008) and Women’s Aid (2008)). A report by SPICE 
(Herbert 2008) has provided a useful overview of all 32 SOAs, while an unpublished report by 
the author aimed to give an overview of the impact of SOAs on services for children and 
young people. Academic work meanwhile has been confined to the business management 
sector (Midwinter 2009, 2009b). This section summarises the key issues emerging from this 
body of work.  
 
Strategic focus 
 
Although SOAs are intended to be strategic documents, differing approaches have been 
adopted across the first round of SOAs. Some include extensive information on the operation 
of local services, while others have taken a purely strategic approach (CCPS 2008:128). A 
lack of clarity in how SOAs should be linked to other local planning documents is also noted, 
with some councils stating that SOAs should be read alongside other planning documents 
and others concluding that it is SOA that should feed into other plans (Davidson 2009:18).  
 
This also raises the question of how local authorities go about deciding which issues are 
strategically important enough to include in the SOA. A number of voluntary organisations are 
concerned that issues of national importance are being omitted from SOAs. For example, 
nine local authorities made no reference to domestic abuse (SWA 2008:5), while very few 
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give specific mention to learning disabilities (CCPS 2008:5). None refer to gender in the 
context of poverty (Engender 2009:6). 
 
CCPS (2008:19) argued that it is reasonable to conclude that those issues not mentioned in 
the SOA are not priorities for that area. However, Herbert (2008:5) states if a particular issue 
or service is not referred to in a SOA, it does not necessarily imply that the council does not 
treat the issue seriously or does not intend to provide that service. Indeed, this latter 
perspective was confirmed by a Scottish Government representative at a recent presentation 
on SOAs (Scottish Government 2008).  
 
While it is clear that issues not considered in a SOA are not necessarily being neglected (for 
example, there is one local authority undertaking extensive work on young people and play 
which goes unmentioned in their SOA), there is very little information on how local priorities 
are actually set. CCPS has expressed concern that issues or client groups mentioned in the 
SOA will receive more attention and resources from the local authority and its partners 
(2008:19). This raises legitimate fears, particularly in areas where funding was previously 
ring-fenced, around how the SOAs can accommodate issues or client groups not considered 
in the SOA and what will happen to their financing should they be deemed too low a priority to 
be included in the agreement.  
 
Understanding outcomes? 
 
In his review of the 32 SOAs Herbert (2008) found that the majority followed the format 
described above (i.e. aligning locally identified outcomes to national outcomes) and most 
covered all 15 national indicators. In relation to local outcomes, the report found 1,215 across 
the 32 documents, representing an average of 38 outcomes per SOA. The number of local 
outcomes ranged from 14 in Orkney to 82 in Argyll and Bute and the types most frequently 
cited were statements of intent or strategic objectives (Herbert 2008:7). 
 
Herbert (2008:7) also found that although SOAs are intended to be driven by outcomes, the 
32 agreements included a total of 3,599 indicators

4
 - an average of 112 per SOA. Of these, 

68% were local, 12% were national; 10% were from the Improvement Service menu of 
indicators, and 10% were Statutory Performance Indicators. In terms of the targets set against 
the indicators, 59% had set SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time 
related) targets, 29% had set only ‘direction of travel’ targets (i.e. ‘increase the percentage of 
respondents stating they feel very safe or fairly safe going out after dark’) and 12% had yet to 
define any targets. 
 
While the 15 national outcomes appear to be understood and used consistently across all the 
SOAs, the sheer volume of indicators available has certainly contributed to the complexity of 
the system. Furthermore, there appears to be some misunderstanding over the differences 
between a ‘target’, an ‘indicator’ and an ‘outcome’, with these terms frequently being used 
interchangeably within the Improvement Service and Scottish Government guidance 
(Davidson 2009:18). Midwinter (2009b:para 10) also highlights fundamental terminology being 
used inconsistently in the SOA guidance. For example, it defines school pupils as an input 
when they are an output (pupils taught) of the education service, while the attainment of 
highers is considered to be an output when it is an outcome, measuring educational 
attainment. 
 
Priority given to children’s issues and services 
 
There has been little work which has considered the extent to which SOAs have considered 
children’s services in a broad sense. Much of the following section is therefore based on an 
unpublished analysis of the SOAs conducted by the author on behalf of the Children’s 
Voluntary Sector Policy Officers’ Network

5
. The aim of the report was to provide an overview 

of the extent to which key children’s issues are addressed and prioritised across all 32 SOAs  

                                                 
4
 As indicators may appear more than once in a single SOAs the analysis there may include a element of double-

counting 
5
 The Children’s Voluntary Sector Policy Officers’ Network is an informal Network which meets approximately every 

three months to discuss legislative and policy developments affecting children and young people in Scotland. A range 
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The review found that three of the fifteen national outcomes make direct references to 
children and/or families and this has helped to ensure that children’s issues at a general level 
are being prioritised. Indeed, based on the frequency of references to ‘children and families’, 
the group overall are given a significant amount of coverage in all 32 SOAs.  
 
While link to national outcomes have served to prioritise children’s issues on a general level, 
they have also influenced the types of issues receiving attention. National outcomes three, 
four and five all focus on education, learning and giving children ‘the best start in life’. 
Combined with the SOAs broader focus on economic development, education, physical 
health and child protection are all given a fairly high level of attention, with children frequently 
being portrayed as Scotland’s future and something that requires long term investment.  
 
Conversely, disability (especially learning disability), independent living, mental health, play 
and children’s rights are given lower priority. Although local authorities are expected to set 
strategic priorities according to both national and local needs, it appears difficult for these 
issues and client groups to compete with issues given a clear national lead, such as alcohol 
and the economy.  
 
The review also found that SOAs tend to conceptualise children principally in terms of their 
vulnerability and their need for protection. The frequent, and often unquestioned, association 
between children and antisocial behaviour is not as strong in the SOAs as might have been 
predicted. Rather, it is children’s need and welfare which takes a more dominant position. 
While this emphasis is positive and reflects the principles of the Children’s Hearing System in 
Scotland, there is limited attention to children as active agents with the right to be consulted 
on services that affect them. Across the 32 SOAs, there is little or no mention of involving 
children in the services they use or in the design or development of new services. Connected 
to this, rather than being seen as individuals, children are most commonly discussed as part 
of a family unit.  
 
A key factor in the coverage of children’s issues relates to the fact that the SOAs frequently 
discuss issues without any reference to a specific social group. For example, mental health is 
fairly well discussed in a generic sense but children are mentioned infrequently. Many of the 
outcomes and indicators relate specifically to adults rather than children (for example, carers) 
and the data sources being used do not suggest that data should be aggregated by age. Most 
of the child focused indicators relate to education and health – again limiting how children are 
conceptualised in the context of the SOAs. This presents issues in terms of monitoring – will 
local authorities only be monitoring adults and if not, will data on children be presented 
separately? There is also significant variation in terms of which indicators local authorities 
have picked – while this is the purpose of the SOAs, it is unclear whether the SOAs will only 
be judged according to the indicators they have chosen. 
 
Priority given to other client groups 
There are a number of reports produced within the voluntary sector looking at the priority 
given to specific client groups. A study by the Housing Support Enabling Unit (2008) into 
Single Outcome Agreements and housing support provides some useful data. Some client 
groups and issues are mentioned with more frequency than others in the SOAs: 

• 100% of SOAs specifically mention services for older people  

• 90% of SOAs specifically mention homelessness 

• 59% of SOAs specifically mention domestic violence  

• 59% of SOAs specifically mention suicide prevention  

However, other client groups served by housing support, such as people with learning 
disabilities or physical disabilities, are less prominent. Those that do are Edinburgh, North 
Ayrshire, Scottish Borders, Shetland, and South Lanarkshire. People with physical disabilities 

                                                                                                                                            
of organisations is represented in the Network including Aberlour Child Care Trust, Barnardo’s Scotland, Capability 
Scotland, Children 1st, Family Fund, Quarriers, Save the Children, Scottish Refugee Council, Shelter Scotland and 
YouthLink Scotland. 
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are referred to by Aberdeenshire, East Renfrewshire, Edinburgh, and Shetland. Most SOAs 
make reference to older people or those with vulnerabilities, rather than disabilities. 
This finding is in line with work completed by Community Care Providers Scotland (2008). It 
found: 
 

• That many SOAs refer to the need to shift the balance of care from residential to 
homecare or community-based services – however, few consider what effect this shift 
might have on the person receiving the service 

• All 32 documents mention employability in some way – this is in line with central 
governments focus on the economy. 

• Few SOAs mention learning disability, rather refering generically to ‘disability’. 

• The majority mention physical disabilities, more commonly in relation to accessibility 
issues. 

• All mention mental health, principally in relation to suicide, hospital admissions and 
prescriptions. There is little about support.  

• Older people are a significant priority across all 32 SOAs, mainly in relation to homecare. 

• Drugs and alcohol services are also commonly mentioned, frequently at the same time as 
discussions on crime and disorder.  

• Child protection is mentioned in all 32 SOAs, although adult protection is given a far lower 
priority.  

• 27 of the 32 documents states that domestic abuse contain a local outcome relating to 
domestic abuse – however, this conflicts with the Womens Aid report which states that 
only 23 give reference to domestic abuse.  

• Less than half of the SOAs have a local outcome relating to carers.  
 
Budgeting and resources 
 
It is not clear yet what impact the SOAs are having on funding decisions. However, it should 
be remembered that there is no requirement for SOAs to refer to the ongoing statutory duties 
nor to areas of local need currently deemed to be catered for adequately. SOAs, therefore, 
not the only driver guiding funding decisions.  
 
A survey conducted by Community Care Providers Scotland (2008b) found that since the 
removal of the ring-fence in 2008/09 funding has either been at a standstill or has been 
uplifted for inflation. However, a significant percentage (39%) had experienced funding 
reductions and only a very small minority experienced funding increases. Half of the 
respondents felt that only by 2009/10 would the impact of the removal of the ring-fencing fully 
filtered through the system..  
Herbert (2008:12) noted that most of the agreements included requests for additional funding. 
Suggestions that the Grant Aided Expenditure

6
 resource allocation mechanism should be 

reviewed to take account of local issues such as rurality and demographic changes were 
frequently made. More broadly local authorities requested further guidance on how funding 
should be allocated following the removal of ring-fencing. In personal communication to 
Herbert, the Scottish Government responded as follows:  

 
“The general position of the Scottish Government on this is that funding allocations 
for the current Spending Review period have been announced and no more funding 
is available. Requests for future funding requirements will be considered as part of 
the next Spending Review” (Scottish Government, 2008).   

 
Although the central aim of the Concordat is to achieve efficiency savings, the SOAs contain 
very limited references to how their activities and outcomes are being financed. According to 
Midwinter (2009), the Concordat is essentially an uncosted package of service developments 
with councils are being held accountable for delivering results. While SOAs are based on an 

                                                 
6
 Grant Aided Expenditure or GAE is not actual funding but represents a provision to spend. It is the figure that the 

Executive uses as an estimate for the cost of providing a particular service and it is used as the basis for calculating 
the amount of Revenue Support Grant that the Executive provides to Local Authorities. GAE lines are agreed by the 
Executive in consultation with the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) and are set using a number of 
indicators. These indicators can vary in number and type but could include data such as: population, pupil numbers, 
or deprivation. 
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ethos of freedom and local discretion he argues that they are in fact operating under a model 
of ‘regulated autonomy’. Thus while councils are not subject to constant monitoring by central 
government, they are operating within a policy and resource framework set by ministers: 
 

“This loss of political autonomy, ironically, will make it difficult for councils to manage 
the funding squeeze, and despite the partnership rhetoric, effectively controls 
spending levels and leaves the hard choices on cutbacks to councils” (Midwinter 
2009:68). 
 

Scott (2009) has suggested that some councillors and public sector commentators are 
sceptical about the level of freedom from central controls that councils expect and that there 
is a fear that civil servants will treat the Concordat as a binding ‘contract’ that will require 
councils to comply with Government demands. The Concordat’s requirement that councils 
freeze council tax – a policy that has already been delivered throughout Scottish local 
government – is one such example (Scott, 2008:8). According to Midwinter (2009:69) while 
the distinctive constitutional status of Scotland’s local authorities is highlighted by the SOAs, 
their ability to amend council tax levels - a power central to its political autonomy – has in fact 
been neutralised.   
 
Monitoring and reporting  
 
The Concordat Oversight Group (formerly the High Level Steering Group) which comprises 
Audit Scotland, COSLA, the Scottish Government, Improvement Service and SOLACE is 
responsible for overseeing the reporting of Single Outcome Agreements to the Scottish 
Government. 
 
The main focus of SOA reporting is to local communities. Local authorities, on behalf of the 
Community Planning Partnership, will therefore report and review progress in two ways: 
 

• through an annual review process through which progress and changing circumstances 
can be considered;  

• through Public Performance Reporting which both reports to communities on the delivery 
of outcomes within the local area and to the Scottish Government on the local contribution 
toward relevant National Outcomes and Purpose Targets. 

 
The Concordat expects Councils to submit an annual report to the Scottish Government 
setting out their progress and achievements towards the National Outcomes. It was originally 
proposed that annual reports would be submitted at the start of the financial year. However, 
given the timing of when many indicators become available for reporting and the extension of 
SOAs to cover CPPs, the Concordat Oversight Group has concluded that Councils should 
produce those reports on behalf of CPPs in September of each year. 
 
Community Care Providers Scotland (2008:19) have raised a number of concerns in relation 
to how local areas will report on their performance in SOAs: 
 

• There is a lack of clarity whether issues discussed in the SOAs but not specifically 
included as a local outcome or indicator, will be used in monitoring the performance of 
authorities. 

• It is not clear whether measurement of outcomes will only be based on the indicators 
given – for example, where an outcome relates to independent living and older people, 
will only that specific area judged or will all social care client groups be included?  

• It is not clear what the interaction between the monitoring of performance in the Single 
Outcome Agreements and other more standardised reporting systems such as those 
used by regulatory bodies actually. Some local areas have included Statutory 
Performance Indicators and performance in inspections by the Care Commission, SWIA 
etc as indicators in their SOAs. Others have made no such connection. This raises the 
question as to which reporting requirement will take precedence over the other. 

 
Community Care Providers Scotland (2008) also concluded that the diversity of the SOAs will 
make it difficult to develop a national picture in relation to particular issues. The same 
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conclusion was made by Herbert (2008:9). He found that in terms of the types of indicators 
being used, only a small selection of indicators were being used across the majority of the 
SOAs - yet the most striking feature of the SOAs was the degree of variation which exists 
across the 32 agreements, making any comparative analysis limited. Indeed, many SOAs 
specifically stated that the agreement was not designed to be a tool for comparative analysis, 
but a means of tracking local activity.  
 
While the lack of a national picture presents challenges to gaining an overall picture of how 
children and families in Scotland are faring, it should also be questioned whether SOAs are 
the best route for collating national data. Midwinter (2009:68) argues that there are 
fundamental problems with the monitoring framework established by the SOAs and 
inconsistent use of indicators. For example, some of the indicators measure process, such as 
increasing the % of criminal cases dealt with within 26 weeks; some are subjective, such as 
public perceptions of crime; while others are simply outputs, such as new house building, 
journeys to work. Only a few indicators actually achieve their aim and measure outcomes, 
such as smoking rates and dental disease (Midwinter 2009:68).  
 
Moving forward 
 
This performance framework is new for both national and local government and local 
authorities and their partners are still in the process of embedding this way of working. The 
timescales for completing the 2008/09 SOAs was extremely limited and reduced the amount 
of time available for consultation, reflection and prioritisation. However, this paper has 
identified fundamental issues with the first round of SOAs, including the inconsistent use of 
key concepts (i.e. outcomes, targets and indicators), an overly complex system of indicators 
and a lack of targets to effectively measure outcomes. Furthermore, there is a lack of 
transparency in relation to how priorities are set and what the implications are when an issue 
fails to be included in an agreement.  
 
In relation to children and families, many national priorities have failed to find their way into 
the 32 SOAs. Key priorities such as looked after children, children with disabilities, play and 
the implementation of the UNCRC receive little or no attention in the indicators used. 
Additionally, the published indicators give inadequate attention to children’s issues and tend 
to refer only to adults. Where children are considered, it is most commonly in relation to their 
poverty or their vulnerability. A similar picture is revealed for other client groups. Certain 
groups and certain priorities dominant the SOAs (for example, older people and independent 
living, employability and alcohol) however, other client groups such as people with learning 
disabilities and service types, specifically individual support are given much lower priority.  
 
There is clearly further work to be done to ensure that issues relating to families and 
relationships, both national and local, receive priority in future SOAs. The voluntary sector 
and other agencies working in this area have an important role to play here. At a local level, 
there is already a much stronger commitment to involve partners in the production of new 
agreements through Community Planning Partnerships. However, given the varying success 
of CPPs across Scotland it is unclear how effective this arrangement will work.  
 
In terms of wider partnership working, it remains to be seen how representative those 
consulted on the SOA will be and how much opportunity voluntary organisations - especially 
national organisations representing children - will have in influencing the priorities set up in 
each of the 32 SOAs.  
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