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Scrutiny and Improvement at Aberdeenshire

This document forms part of the council’s Scheme of Governance and provides
information and guidance on how Aberdeenshire Council monitors and reviews
performance and service delivery and undertakes scrutiny.

What Is Scrutiny?

Scrutiny, or challenge and review is fundamental to transparent, accountable
decision making and performance improvement. Scrutiny is about assessing the
impact of the council’s strategic policy and planning on communities and residents
and the performance and quality of services.

This document is complemented by both the Council’s Performance Management
Framework, which provides a comprehensive and robust approach to managing
performance across the organisation, and the Policy Development and Review
Framework, which contains guidance on how the council develops and reviews its
policies.

Members’ Responsibilities

Members’ responsibility for scrutiny is underpinned by four principles:

To reflect the
voice and
concerns of
residents and
communities

Member Role

To provide
‘critical friend’
challenge to
decision making

To have a
To lead and own positive impact
the on the delivery
scrutiny process and improvement
of services

Members will undertake both “pre-decision” and “post-decision” scrutiny. “Pre-
decision” is where Members are scrutinising information in order to take decisions on
policies and proposals. “Post-decision” is where Members are assessing the
implementation of those policies and proposals and impact on service delivery.
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1.3 Governance

In the same way that scrutiny is the responsibility of every Member, every committee
has a scrutiny remit.

Receive, consider and make decisions
on reports referred to it by a committee
in terms of the
Scrutiny at Aberdeenshire process.

Full Council

Responsible for reviewing the
effectiveness of policy implementation
and service delivery in respect of any

function within its remit. Identifying
and implementing improvements
as appropriate in accordance with
the Policy Development & Review
Framework, and Committee Review
Process.

Policy
Committees

Responsible for reviewing new proposals
to change council policy, reviewing
effectiveness of policy implementation
and service delivery within their Area and
identifying improvements in accordance
with the Policy Development & Review
Framework, and Committee Review
Process.

Area
Committees

Responsible for undertaking scrutiny
in specific circumstances and report to
Policy Committee or Full Council, as

required.

Audit
Committee

N R
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1.4 In Practice

Members are undertaking scrutiny continually whether when considering
performance reports, approving new policies, plans and strategies, or considering
regular budget monitoring reports. Examples of formal and informal scrutiny include:

[ Formal ]

» Performance reports (including benchmarking)

» Strategies (where these carry performance-related information
for monitoring)

» Policy development/approval/review
 Capital & Revenue monitoring

« Management information

» External inspection reports

* Internal/external Audit reports

» Resident consutation/feedback (e.g. Reputation Tracker,
Citizen Panel, Complaints, Local consultation)

» Referral from Audit Committee

[ Informal ]

Performance sessions outwith committee

Members’ surgeries
Ward forums
Joint Area Committee/Area Management Team meetings

1.5 Delving Deeper

There will be occasions when area and policy committees and the Audit Committee
will wish to further assure themselves and may want to undertake further scrutiny.

The Annual Scrutiny and Improvement Report, as detailed in Section 1.6 of this
guidance, will seek to identify areas which may be appropriate for further scrutiny by
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the Committee. Alternatively, the Committee may highlight particular issues in the
course of its business to explore further.

When identifying what may require further scrutiny, Committees should take a
forward thinking approach, looking at where positive changes can be made to
improve outcomes for communities.

Triggers for further scrutiny may include:
For area and policy committees only -

e Performance monitoring (via trends, targets) or monitoring of projects/actions
is indicating that performance is continually declining or static — this includes
customer satisfaction/outcome indicators,

¢ National performance audits or benchmarking data indicates our residents are
not experiencing as effective service delivery as others in Scotland/region or
we are not improving as quickly or significantly as others,

e Internal or external scrutiny activity has indicated a requirement for
improvements in an area of service delivery,

e Advice from the Feedback team based on complaints received,

e Feedback from constituents,

e Awareness of local issues that are becoming critical.

For the Audit Committee only -

e Where the report from the Chief Officer of the Integration Joint Board on the
Council’s delivery of adult social work services under direction of the
Integration Joint Board identifies a requirement for improvement,

e Where internal or external audit reports have indicated a requirement for
improvements in an area of service delivery and the response from the policy
committee does not provide sufficient reassurance,

e At the request of the Chief Executive or Full Council, to investigate any matter
in which the Council has an interest.

The Committees can seek further assurance or take action by either of the following
means:

e By seeking a further report from the Chief Officer providing further detail on the
issues identified by the Committee;

¢ By instigating through the three stage process outlined in the diagram below,
known as the Committee Review Process.

When requesting further scrutiny, the Committee must be clear on what the matter
identified for improvement is, and what improvements are expected. These must be
realistic and achievable, and capable of being measured through the use of SMART
(Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timescale) indicators.
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Stage 1

~

Request a report
from the Service/Area
Report Manager providing further
information about the
issue and action being
taken.
Does report provide
adequate re-assurance
to Committee?

N

Request the delivery of a
workshop to the Committee Stage 2 <— Yes
which allows for further
exploration of the issue and WorkShOp

identification of potential
improvement actions.

Does the follow up report
provide adequate re-

Continue to
scrutinise

through routine
assurance to Committee that reports
performance is now on track?
N J
Yes _> Stage 3
l Investigation

Continue to
scrutinise

through routine

Undertake an
reports

investigation in line

with the Committee
Review Process
and report back

Continue to
scrutinise
through routine
reports

The outcome of any of these three stages can be to make recommendations for

improvement action or policy review to the appropriate governance structure. There
is further guidance available on lead officer roles and responsibilities for each stage
and on undertaking an investigation.
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1.6 Planning and Monitoring

Each Committee will receive an Annual Scrutiny and Improvement Report. The report
is prepared by the appropriate Director or Area Manager.

The Annual Scrutiny and Improvement Report will include:-

e A summary of key scrutiny activity undertaken by the Committee over the past
year, with a focus on improvement; and

e A programme of scrutiny activity over the coming year. This may include areas
identified by the Director or Area Manager as appropriate for further scrutiny
by the Committee as well as items on future agendas relating to performance
information, regulator reports or any other reports relevant to the Committee’s
scrutiny role.

In identifying areas for scrutiny activity by the Committee, the Director or Area
Manager may undertake consultation with the Committee in the preparation of the
Annual Scrutiny and Improvement Report. The criteria outlined in Section 4 of this
document can also be used when prioritising matters for inclusion in the scrutiny
programme.

The Committee may also consider the scheduling of scrutiny reports so as to ensure
sufficient time can be allocated for such activity, for example by setting aside time at
a particular meeting or by holding a special meeting for the consideration of scrutiny
activity. This will however be dependent on the availability of time and resources.

In addition to the Annual Scrutiny and Improvement Report, the Committee may
receive such other reports as required which will confirm the outcome of any further
assurance scrutiny processes that the Committee has undertaken during the year.
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Committee Review Process

The Committee Review Process specifies the roles and responsibilities of
Committees and lead officers in the review process and provides a step by step
guide to delivering the three stage scrutiny process in a clear and consistent manner.

Area Committees — Responsible for reviewing new proposals to change council
policy, reviewing effectiveness of policy implementation and service delivery within
their Area and identifying potential improvements in accordance with the Policy
Development and Review Framework. This also allows area committees to have a
holistic review of a particular local issue involving different Services.

Policy Committees — Responsible for reviewing the effectiveness of policy
implementation and service delivery in respect of any function within its remit and
identifying and implementing improvements as appropriate in accordance with the
Policy Development and Review Framework.

Audit Committee is responsible for reviewing:-

e The effectiveness of the Council’s delivery of adult social work services on
behalf of and under direction from the Integration Joint Board,

¢ In terms of its own remit, an area of service delivery identified for
improvement from an audit report where, in exceptional circumstances, having
already referred the matter to the relevant policy committee for consideration
and having not received sufficient reassurance,

e Any matter in which the Council has an interest following a request from the
Chief Executive or Full Council.

When Audit Committee determine to refer a matter to a policy committee, the referral
process is detailed in the flow chart below is to be followed.

There are template reports and guidance for officers on Arcadia. This is in internal link
only and will only work for those with access to Arcadia. Those without access to Arcadia
will need to contact the Democratic Services team in Legal and Governance by email
governance@aberdeenshire.gov.uk
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Audit Committee Scrutiny Referral Process

e ™
Audit Committee Referral
The decision made is clear to which meeting of the policy committee the request to initiate the Committee
Review Process (CRP) is going to and when decision is to be reported back to Audit Committee
(Audit) (template decision available)
) v
s
Report to agreed meeting of Policy PC says NO to request - Audit can
Committee (PC) with Audit request Report back to Audit proceed with
(template report available) to agreed meeting. CRP (stage 1)
.
4 ™ Y
PC says YES
Decision includes requirement to come Report to
back with Stage 1 Report to next PC meeting — Audit with
(or other timetable as detemined by PC) decision of PC
and also appoint lead officer
(. / \. J/
' N )
PC says received —[ Agree that itis ]
by reassured.
Stage 1 Report assurance
received by PC Stage 1 report — » Audit can:
decision of PC goes
to Audit Proceed to W
\_ \ ) Stage 2 of CRP
-
PC not reassured by Stage 1 Report -
go to Stage 2 of CRP
(workshop) (guidance indicates
to be commenced within 2 months)
j v
e . ) Agree that it is
. PC says received reassured
Following workshop - assurance - '
Stag_e 2 Report Stage 2 Report and Audit can:
received by PC decision of PC goes
to Audit Proceed to W
\_ ) Stage 3 of CRP
-~
PC says not reassured
Go to Stage 3 (investigation)
(guidance indicates to be
commenced within 2 months)
. * p
g B
PC receives Stage 3 :
report and makes final tr?:?gsﬁtl)ttgf
recommendations and the Stage 3
instructs to send Final g(
Report to Audit Feport.
- /
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Lead Officers — Responsible for managing delivery of the three stage scrutiny
process. Further guidance on lead officer responsibilities is included here.

The following will apply for ALL stages of the review process —

1. How? - The Review Process is instigated by the committee by a request in the
minutes of the meeting.

2. Who? - The Lead Officers are:

Area Committee - Area Manager,
Policy and Audit Committees - Service Appointed Officer.

Further guidance on lead officer responsibilities is included here.

3. Consultation - The lead officer should consult with Services through Area or
Service Management Teams to determine:

e Is atopic already being addressed? If so, report findings from review
underway to committee to determine if further assurance is required, or

¢ Is new legislation or guidance expected within the next year, and

e Can they support the request for further assurance with current
resources/information? If not refer to Directorate.

4. Prioritising - In the unlikely event that a significant number of requests for further
reassurance are received, Lead Officers should use their professional judgement
and the scoring mechanism to prioritise requests.

5. Outcome - A report must go back to the relevant Committee for the decision on
findings and any improvement action to be recommended.
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3 Lead Officer Roles & Responsibilities

This section specifies the Lead Officer roles and responsibilities in terms of managing
the three stage scrutiny process to ensure this is delivered in a clear and consistent
manner.

STAGE 1 — Report

Prepare Report in response indicating either that the issues are already known
about and action is being taken or that the issue has been noted and the
review will be progressed. This should normally be delivered to the next
meeting of the policy committee or other date that has been agreed by the
policy committee. If not achievable, deliver progress report within that
timescale.

Present Report to the Committee.

Respond to outcome of Committee consideration, as appropriate.

STAGE 2 — Workshop

Agree date of Workshop. If not identified by the Committee, this should
normally be delivered within a maximum of 2 calendar months of the decision
to move to Stage 2. If not achievable, deliver progress report within that
timescale.

Prepare pre Workshop briefing note to Committee.

Deliver Workshop - Informal session bringing key officers/external partners
together with Members to further explore the issue and identify potential
improvement actions. Could also be start of scoping something more
substantial where required.

Note-take Workshop including outcomes (Service Administrative Support
Team).

Report Workshop outcomes and any associated service actions back to
Committee for consideration of further action required.

STAGE 3 - Investigation

Follow the formal investigation process here.

When - if not identified by the Committee, this should be commenced within a
maximum of 2 calendar months of the decision to move to Stage 3. If not
achievable, deliver progress report within that timescale.

Agree and prepare scope of investigation using SMART (Specific,
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Timescale) principles with Committee.
Prepare background briefing — the written briefing contains links to any
research with which the Committee may wish to familiarise themselves.
Identify internal, and where appropriate, external witnesses to provide
evidence.
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e Invite witnesses to evidence gathering sessions (Service Administrative
Support Team).

e Support Committee to identify key questions to ask witnesses.

e Deliver Lead Officer presentation to start investigation.

e Note-take all evidence gathering sessions (Service Administrative Support
Team).

e Provide factual summary note of each session and make available via Ward
Pages (Service Administrative Support Team).

e Support Investigation Group to draft report and their recommendations based
on evidence gathered.

e Final report to be agreed by Investigation Group.

e Report recommendations to Strategic Leadership Team, where considered
appropriate, and prepare management response and action plan.

¢ Report investigation outcomes and any associated service actions back to
Committee for agreement.

¢ Report recommendations to appropriate Committee or Full Council where
required.

e Provide update on management response and the progression of
implementing recommendations to appropriate committees as part of annual
reporting process or more frequently where requested.

4 Scoring Mechanism for Lead Officer— Prioritising Requests

This scoring mechanism is a tool which can be used in addition to professional
judgement to assist Lead Officers in identifying priorities for review in the unlikely
event that multiple requests are received from Committees.
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Criterion

e Topic is subject to, or arising from, new legislation or
process (within 6 months)

e Topic is already subject to Service Review

e Topic is already under investigation by another
Committee (unless joint approach agreed)

e Topic is going to come before Committee within
forthcoming 6 months

Allow this process to
conclude before
further consideration

e Topic is outwith council’s control

1
e There is the ability to resource improvement action
and/or have powers to do so 2
¢ Significant issue which has been the focus of media
attention or other wider public interest 2

¢ Significant and systemic issue raised by multiple
individuals or group through direct contact with Elected
Member(s) e.g. via surgeries which gives rise to cause 2
for concern in terms of the operation of a service

¢ Significant systemic issue which Member(s) have
identified as a concern 2

¢ Significant systemic issue raised through the community
via a community organisation 3

e This is a topic of consistent under performance as
demonstrated by performance reporting at area/service
level, benchmarking or external inspection or audit 4
report(s)

e ltis possible to undertake early intervention and/or
impact of scrutiny on effectiveness or service
performance of topic in question

The scoring should be added with those scoring highest representing highest priority
and a spreadsheet is available to assist with calculation.
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Stage 3 - Investigation Process

This section provides guidance on undertaking an investigation as specified in stage
three of the scrutiny process, where it is deemed to be required.

Who

The Group undertaking the investigation (Investigation Group) could include all
members of the committee, a smaller group of Members only, a joint Member/Officer
working group or joint group of Members and external partners but the decision on
any action required should always be taken by the Committee that instigated the
investigation. Where all members of a committee are appointed to the Investigation
Group, the Chair of the Committee will Chair the Investigation Group and in all other
cases the Chair will be appointed by members of the Investigation Group.

How

The investigation could be undertaken ‘traditionally’ over a period of weeks, or
through a rapid improvement event. The stages described below would happen in
both types of investigation, however if undertaken as a rapid improvement event, the
timeline would be condensed.

Defining the remit

As originally proposed, a topic may be quite loosely defined. If chosen for
investigation, the definition of the issue must be clarified to allow a precise focus.
The previous workshop session is likely to have focused and defined the area of
interest.

Additional information can be sought which will further define the remit of any
subsequent investigation. This work is carried out by the lead officer.

A terms of reference should be completed and agreed by the Investigation Group.
This will define the specific scope of the investigation, identify potential experts and
witnesses who it is thought may advance the investigation, and indicate potential
costs which may be incurred in completing the investigation. The terms of reference
statement defines the intent, as it is perceived at the start of the process, of how the
investigation will proceed, but may need to be amended to allow the Investigation
Group to pursue additional evidence sources, or lines of questioning which arise
during the investigation timetable.
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Utilising external experts

In the process of agreeing the remit of the investigation, the Investigation Group may
decide to engage an external expert to be part of the review. If it is decided that such
assistance would benefit the investigation, a survey will be made of appropriate
experts who may be able to guide the Investigation Group. These experts are
generally external to the council, accredited professionals, or academics, with a
background in the topic under discussion. They have the role of being able to
provide a framework of general understanding of the issue, acting as a touchstone
for assessing and responding to the information gathered during the investigation
process, and also sharing their experience of the issue in its context wider than
Aberdeenshire. External experts must be engaged through the appropriate
processes under procurement procedures and financial regulations.

Background papers

When an investigation remit has been agreed, the lead officer should identify any
information on the topic that could be considered by the Investigation Group to
provide general awareness and context. This may take the form of internal
spreadsheets, policy documents or committee reports, published research, or other
external information. It could also be a session with the external expert, if one is
appointed.

Setting in context

When the background papers have been made available to the Investigation Group,
and any contextual briefing has been provided by the external expert, the
investigation process should begin with a session led by the service(s) concerned,
which identifies the current situation relating to the topic under discussion. This
session is intended to allow members of the Investigation Group to increase their
awareness of the current status of the issue under investigation, in addition to
providing a service perspective. This may not be required if the Stage 2 workshop
has already provided this to members’ expectations.

Gathering Evidence

Evidence gathering sessions hear from witnesses, either individually, or in groups.
The witnesses should have been identified in the terms of reference adopted for the
investigation. Witnesses may be either external to the authority, or may be drawn
from its staff resources. This may include the undernoted:-

e Members and council employees, at any level, asked to attend because they
have particular knowledge or expertise relevant to the investigation topic,

e Representatives of the Council’s partner organisations invited to give an
external viewpoint on the area being investigated. This is an important
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opportunity to develop relationships with partner and external organisations,
and to increase the Council’'s understanding of their work,

e Representatives of service users, invited to attend to give their views on how
services are meeting their needs and possible improvements,

e Officers from other councils/bodies doing the same/academics.

All appropriate means are used to inform members of the Investigation Group of the
matter under review. Investigations could involve fact-finding visits to council offices
or facilities to meet service users and employees on the front line. Visits to other
local authorities, or providers of similar services may also be undertaken.

Prior to any session, the lead officer should brief withesses appropriately. Witnesses
are encouraged to provide comprehensive answers and to feel free to raise
additional issues related to the topic.

Notes should be taken of the session, highlighting factual, salient points of the
discussion. These notes should be confirmed for factual accuracy and
representation by the witness, officers and members attending the session.

Generally, evidence gathering sessions are not held in public. This is intended to
allow witnesses to give comprehensive answers which may involve the disclosure of
confidential information.

Preparing Recommendations

Once the Investigation Group has heard all the evidence, and drawn its conclusions
and recommendations, a formal investigation report is prepared by the lead officer on
behalf of the Investigation Group. This is best achieved through a ‘wrap-up’ session,
where the Investigation Group meet informally, with all withess session notes
available to them, and discuss what has been learnt in the investigation. The report
should highlight key points, the Investigation Group’s conclusions and
recommendations.

Agreeing Actions

The appropriate leadership or directorate team should confirm actions to be taken in
response to the recommendations. The investigation report, along with the action
plan should be formally reported back to the Committee.

Monitoring

When the action plan has been approved, the Committee should be provided with
progress updates as part of the annual reporting exercise, or more frequently, where
requested. Committee should formally confirm when no further progress updates are
required.
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