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Key messages 

1 Local government in Scotland continues to operate in a complex and changing environment that 
involves increasing levels of uncertainty. While details of the terms for the UK’s withdrawal from 
the European Union are not yet clear, there will be significant and profound implications for our 32 
councils. Meanwhile, the Scottish Government remains committed to a significant pace of public 
sector reform, with some major changes for local government at key stages of implementation. These 
events are taking place in the overall context of substantial reductions in public spending alongside 
increasing demand for many local public services.

2 Developing new ways of working – or transformational change – is now an essential part of the agenda 
for councils as they respond to these challenges. Delivering savings is becoming increasingly critical, 
with forecast funding gaps higher than current levels of reserves for some councils. Where councils 
have properly scoped, resourced and managed their transformational work, they are more likely to 
successfully deliver sustainable service change. Cohesive, decisive leadership is required that brings 
officers, councillors and their communities together to address the major challenges councils face. 

3 Councils are engaging with the increasingly difficult task of managing the competing priorities of 
reducing costs and maintaining services for an ageing population. Under current arrangements, some 
councils can expect to see government funding reduced further than others as their overall population 
falls but their older population grows and demand for key services, such as social care, increases. 
Councils are also implementing significant policy and legislative changes, some of which increase 
expectations on, or the duties of, councils and many will have additional resource implications. The 
detail of what these changes will mean is not yet clear in some cases.  
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4 Councils have done a considerable amount to manage the impact of continued budget reductions, 
and national indicators suggest they have maintained or improved performance in a number of areas. 
However, there is also evidence that budget cuts are having an impact on services, and customer 
satisfaction levels have fallen. Some services are not keeping up with demand and there is a risk that 
quality is being affected. Smaller services, which often include important regulatory functions, have 
borne the brunt of funding reductions although the impact of this on these services is not always made 
clear. In making difficult choices, councils need to continue to work with communities to understand 
the impact of reduced spending on services and communities and to clearly report this to the public. 

Recommendations

While councils have done much to reduce spend, deliver services differently and work with their 
communities, financial and population pressures are likely to continue. Effective leadership and robust 
planning is more important than ever to ensure council services remain sustainable.

Councils should ensure they are continuously improving their work in key areas by: 

• looking to the future:

 – continuing to improve understanding on how the landscape within which their council operates may 
change, by considering its demographics, the public spending environment and policy changes

 – using this information to inform council priorities 

 – developing long-term financial and scenario planning that takes these factors into account and 
considers the impact on all their services and their users 

 – considering how to make the most of new technology, for example streamlining processes and 
communicating differently with service users 

• working with communities - so that they are actively involved in decision-making, know the effect 
decisions are expected to have on services and communities and see the impact of community 
empowerment
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• focusing on the delivery of priority outcomes through: 

 – working with communities to understand their needs 

 – establishing effective cross-party relationships to work together and make the sometimes 
difficult decisions needed to achieve the council's priorities

 – clearly linking budgets to plans and outcomes

• establishing robust change strategies and developing realistic plans for transforming services, 
which incorporate:

 – effective leadership and good governance arrangements

 – robust options appraisal

 – strong financial management

 – properly scoped and resourced plans 

• ensuring change strategies are supported by:

 – realistic savings plans with long-term implications and mitigation against unintended impact on 
other services and communities

 – effective workforce planning to retain and recruit people with the right skills to deliver 
sustainable future services

 – income generation plans

 – workforce and member support, training and development 

• evaluating and reporting:

 – the impact that significant budget reductions, savings, workforce changes and service redesign 
are expected to have and have had on service delivery and quality 

 – use the data collected and monitored to report publicly on the quality of services, as well as 
user satisfaction with those services.
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Scrutiny tool checklist for councillors 
This scrutiny tool captures a number of potential questions for councillors and relates to our report Local government in Scotland: Challenges and performance 2018 . It is 
designed to provide councillors with examples of questions they may wish to consider to help them better understand their council's position and to scrutinise performance.

How well informed am I?

Questions for councillors to consider What do I know? Do I need to ask any further questions?

Community empowerment (paragraphs 7 to 12) 

How are you involving local communities and 
empowering them to design and deliver services that 
suit local need?

Does your council have regular discussions with 
communities about service priorities and what level of 
service the council can afford to provide in the future? 
What is your role as a councillor in this?

Training for councillors (paragraphs 13 to 16) 

Do you know what training is available to help you fulfil 
your duties?

Does the training meet your needs?  If not, do you 
know who to speak to?

Factors affecting demand for services and council funding (Exhibit 1 and paragraphs 24 to 33) 

Have you considered how policy and legislative 
change will affect how your council operates?

Have you considered the demographics of your 
council and how this will impact on service delivery 
and funding in the future?

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf 
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=13
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=14
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=11
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=17
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How well informed am I?

Questions for councillors to consider What do I know? Do I need to ask any further questions?

Financial planning (paragraphs 34 to 38) 

Does your council have medium and long-term 
financial plans in place?

Does your council link budgets to plans and outcomes 
and report on these?

Making savings and generating income (paragraphs 39 to 51) 

Does your council have the right structures in place 
to ensure that all your efficiency, improvement and 
transformational approaches are working together to 
maximise savings?

How is your council looking to maximise income?

Does your council compare its policies and priorities to 
raise income with other councils?

Does your council have an organisation-wide workforce 
plan? Does it contain information about the numbers, 
costs, and skills of the actual and desired workforce?

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=21
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=22
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How well informed am I?

Questions for councillors to consider What do I know? Do I need to ask any further questions?

Transformation (paragraphs 52 to 65) 

Does your transformation strategy contain plans for 
truly transformational change? Will it improve services 
and save money?

Have you invested in the right resources for your 
transformation strategy to achieve its planned savings?

Does your council have the necessary governance 
structures to effectively oversee and monitor its 
transformation activity?

What is your council's risk appetite for transformational 
change? Are risks properly monitored?

What will the financial repercussions be for your 
council if your transformation strategy fails to meet its 
savings targets?

Does your council follow the core principals for 
successfully planning digital projects outlined in 
our Principles for a digital future  published in 
May  2017?

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=25
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2017/briefing_170511_digital_future.pdf
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Audit Scotland, 4th Floor, 102 West Port, Edinburgh EH3 9DN
T: 0131 625 1500  E: info@audit-scotland.gov.uk 
www.audit-scotland.gov.uk 

For the latest news, reports  
and updates, follow us on:

How well informed am I?

Questions for councillors to consider What do I know? Do I need to ask any further questions?

Service performance and performance reporting (paragraphs 66 to 95) 

How well does your council report performance to 
local communities? Is there a link to priorities and 
budgets in your performance reporting?

Have you considered what lessons you can learn from 
other councils who are delivering services well?

Do you know the impact of spending reductions on 
the services your council provides?

How can you better engage with local communities to 
understand why public satisfaction is declining?

How are your council and IJB managing demand for 
social care services? What preventative measures are 
available in your council?

Do you know how budget cuts have affected your 
smaller services?

mailto:info%40audit-scotland.gov.uk?subject=
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/
https://auditscotland.wordpress.com
https://twitter.com/AuditScotland
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/UKAS/subscriber/new?pop=t
https://www.facebook.com/Audit-Scotland-1649085352037675/timeline/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/audit-scotland
https://uk.pinterest.com/AuditScotland/
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180405_local_government_performance.pdf#page=28

