Single Outcome Agreements – a review of publications

Introduction
This summary reviews key documents relating to Single Outcome Agreements (SOAs) – principally policy, guidance and research – and has been written with the Scottish voluntary sector specifically in mind.  It also seeks to provide some background to the arrangements in place with respect to the provision of public services in Scotland since the signing of the Concordat between the Scottish Government and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (CoSLA) on 14 November 2007.  For those in the Scottish voluntary sector who may be approaching the subject of Single Outcome Agreements for the first time, it is particularly hoped that this short review will help to make these arrangements more comprehensible.

Background
In terms of public sector policy instruments, ‘Outcome Agreements’ are not unique to Scotland and have been in existence in England and Wales since 2004-05. In England they are known as Local Area Agreements (LAAs) and in Wales they are called Policy Agreements (PAs). Basically they are three-year agreements between a local area (i.e. the local authority and its strategic partners) and central government. Outcome Agreements describe how local priorities will be met by delivering local solutions. They also contribute to the national priorities set out by the government. 

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

Over the course of the next few years, the (then) Scottish Executive piloted the Outcome Agreement approach around particular policy areas and funding streams such as the Better Neighbourhood Services Fund (BNSF) and in a number of ‘pathfinder’ authorities. Against the background of the Scottish Compact Implementation Strategy 2003-2006 highlighting the importance of Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs) as a vehicle for the promotion of local Compacts
, the Executive also began to draw attention to the changing environment in which social enterprises and voluntary organisations were operating by signalling a greater emphasis on funding outcomes rather than just outputs. This move was typified by the 2006 publication ‘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’. 
Outcomes and indicators
The concept of ‘Outcome Agreements’ which was eventually articulated in the Concordat states that progress towards outcomes should be measured through a range of performance indicators set out in each SOA.  Each of the Scottish Government’s national outcomes and indicators are explained on the Scotland Performs website, which also sets out current performance. Scotland Performs follows the National Performance Framework, which was published as part of the 2007 Spending Review. It draws on the success of the outcomes-based performance model used in the Commonwealth of Virginia in the United States. In addition, a good account of the relationship between outcomes and indicators and an analysis of the ways in which indicators were used across Scotland in SOAs for the period 2008-09 was produced by the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) in September 2008.  This Briefing Paper also provides an overview of the initial 32 Single Outcome Agreements which were signed in June 2008. 
Since then, the Improvement Service (IS) in Scotland has been working with the Office of the Chief Statistician (OCS) and Analytical Services Divisions (ASDs) within the Scottish Government to improve the menu of local outcome indicators based on the robustness and availability of data at a local level. An updated version of this menu (version 3) was published in December 2008 and this document can be accessed, along with other key development materials, on the Improvement Service’s website at: http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/core-programmes/single-outcome-agreements-/ 

Oversight Arrangements

In December 2008, the Concordat Oversight Group (COG) merged with the High Level Steering Group (HLSG). Both groups were established by the Concordat to oversee the implementation of SOAs. COG, which comprises Audit Scotland, CoSLA, the Scottish Government, Improvement Service and Local Authority Senior Managers (SOLACE), has now fully assumed this responsibility. On 18 June 2008, the Scottish Parliament’s Local Government and Communities Committee took oral evidence from the HLSG prior to the merger. The Committee also agreed to take evidence on a rolling basis from a grouping of local authorities in order to track progress on SOAs as well as from voluntary and community groups, the Scottish Government and the COG. As part of this process, following separate written submissions, Community Care Providers Scotland (CCPS) and SCVO presented oral evidence to the Committee on 20 May 2009. Further business of the Committee also includes the publication on 21 May 2009 of a Report on the role of Single Outcome Agreements in eradicating child poverty in Scotland.
The work of the Third Sector Task Group

The Third Sector Task Group consists of representatives from CoSLA, the Scottish Government, SOLACE and SCVO and it has come together to work on a number of issues of particular pertinence to third sector organisations in the light of the new landscape of local governance. The group has taken on work in the areas of Partnership, Funding Relationships, Building Capacity as well as through a work stream labelled ‘Making Change’.  This work stream has a research component and is dedicated to ensuring that there is evidence to demonstrate the contribution of the third sector to Single Outcome Agreements and Community Planning. In addition it will be seeking to arrive at a composite measure for the turnover of the social economy. To find out more about the work of the Task Group, including its research programme, please view: http://www.scvo.org.uk/taskgroup/Home/Home.aspx 
The review process
The most recent review document of interest to the voluntary sector is the Interim Report from Local Government on the First Phase Single Outcome Agreements 2008-09, published by CoSLA, SOLACE and the Improvement Service in April 2009. Prior to this, on 31 October 2008, the HLSG published a set of ten key messages regarding the Outcomes Process along with a set of Guidance Notes (see paragraph below).  Around this time, the Improvement Service presented the agency’s view of progress when it published a briefing, reviewing the 2008 SOAs, the development and delivery of 2009 SOAs by Community Planning Partnerships and other SOA development work.

During 2008, the topic of SOAs was discussed frequently during proceedings in the Scottish Parliament. One parliamentary exchange in particular concerned itself with the question of whether SOAs would undergo Equality and Human Rights Impact Assessments. (In Scotland, national and local governments are both subject to the same equality duties.)  In December 2008, the Scottish Government published details of its Equality Impact Assessment Scheme for Single Outcome Agreements and this was immediately welcomed by the Scottish Equality and Human Rights Commission.
Guidance
In October 2008, a key guidance document was published by the HLSG for use by the voluntary sector and other Community Planning Partners.  It updated previous guidance and provided further support to CPPs including assistance with SOA formatting and templates. This guidance was followed-up with a good practice advice note on governance and accountability for SOAs issued on 5 February 2009 and prepared by the COG.

In November 2008, Audit Scotland published its National Planning Tool for Local Government – Priorities and Risks Framework for 2008-09 to 2010-11 which is a well-established part of the regulatory body’s approach to local government audit. This was followed by the publication on 26 February 2009 of an Overview of the Local Authority Audits 2008, prepared for the Accounts Commission. The report states that although the agreement of the first set of SOAs marked a ‘real achievement’, there was ‘still a good deal to be done to make sure SOAs fulfill their potential’. 

At organisational level, a number of useful guidance documents have been produced to inform practitioners of the possibilities that have become open to them through the apparatus of SOAs.  One good example is the Local Footprints Project, a joint initiative of WWF Scotland and Sustainable Scotland Network (SSN), designed to help local authorities make an effective contribution towards reducing Scotland’s ecological footprint. Other organisations such as Scottish Natural Heritage, have also produced guidance on SOAs in order to inform their operations with respect to delivering on their strategic objectives including the provision of public services. 

Research

Research into SOAs in Scotland has emanated from a variety of sources. As far as the voluntary sector is concerned, research has been led by Community Care Providers Scotland in a paper entitled Single Outcome Agreements 2008-2009: an analysis. This report sets out to assess whether or not CCPS’s concerns about the coverage of issues set out in the social care ‘Changing Lives’ review paper were well founded, and whether or not Ministers’ aspirations for the role of social care in the Single Outcome Agreements have been met.

During the 6-month period between April and September 2008, SCVO produced three short analyses relating to SOAs. The first analysis, a telephone survey, was concerned with assessing the level of engagement of Councils for Voluntary Service (CVS) in the development of their respective local SOAs. The second analysis, an online survey, focused on the nature of activities undertaken by intermediary voluntary sector networks with respect to the monitoring and evaluation of SOAs. The third, an interim briefing paper, took the form of a content analysis of voluntary sector references and their variants as they appear in the text of each Year-1 SOA.  

More recently, the CVS regional network in the West of Scotland produced the results of a survey which assessed the network’s regional engagement in the development of SOAs. Although the survey assessed involvement in the SOA process it did not assess the outcomes of that involvement. 

At central government level, the Third Sector Division of the Scottish Government is currently (1st June 2009) seeking expressions of interest to conduct a study entitled ‘Engagement in Community Planning Partnerships in the Third Sector’. The work hopes to capture both formal and informal links and will concentrate on policy design and delivery, rather than procurement. At local government level, CoSLA is undertaking a six-year longitudinal study into how the Third Sector interacts with Community Planning structures at local level. In terms of individual councils, North Ayrshire Council has surveyed a representative sample of the population in North Ayrshire on the subject of local outcomes for SOAs, whilst Dumfries and Galloway Council has used a number of different research methods to ensure a wide engagement in SOAs across public, private, voluntary and community organisations.
Finally, insofar as it is useful or desirable to think in terms of national case study comparators, recent research by the independent London-based think tank New Local Government Network suggests that in England LAAs have supported a more devolved, joined-up policy framework within which local authorities and their partners are more comfortable, coherent and optimistic with regards to the future of local service delivery.
 Nevertheless, the research also points out that organisations in the private and voluntary sectors, as non-statutory but vital players in local delivery, remain least engaged with the LAA process – as you might expect, given the relative distance of these partners from Government control.
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Single Outcome Agreements: Research, Review and Guidance Activity in 12 month period
       since the signing of the Concordat between CoSLA and the Scottish Government.
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Useful web links:
Audit Scotland

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/performance/ 
CoSLA

http://www.cosla.gov.uk/index.asp?pageId=100017E7D-12250021&leftId=10001DD3D-10775015&rightId=10001DD3D-10776516&hybrid=false
Improvement Service
http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/community-planning/community-planning/news/single-outcome-agreements---guidance-for-cpps-issued.html 

Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations
http://www.scvo.org.uk/taskgroup/Home/Home.aspx 

Scottish Government

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/scotPerforms 
Concordat signed 14 November 2007





Improvement Service SOA Analysis 2008-09





High Level Group SOA Guidance for Community Planning Partners  2009 published 31 October





Task Group meets 15 August





SOAs 2008-09 sign-off





Task Group meets 19 November





Written evidence provided by High Level Steering Group to Parliamentary Committee, 18 June 





High Level Steering Group SOA Guidance, Format and Indicators for local government published





SCVO survey of CVS  engagement in development of SOAs 20 April





SCVO interim briefing on voluntary sector references in SOAs 1 September


1 September





SCVO survey of Intermediaries’ monitoring of SOAs 14 August





SPICe


Briefing


Published 16 Sept.





CCPS SOA Analysis Published





S Govt SOA Equality Impact Assessment





SOA Development and Self-Assessment Toolkit published
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