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The White Paper ‘Modernising Social 
Services’, and a number of other 
Government publications referred to 
the introduction of a new statistical 
‘performance assessment framework’. 

The aim of the framework was to 
‘provide the basis for a common 
understanding between central and 
local government on performance, 
value for money, and resourcing 
issues in social services. Basically, the 
consultation set out the Department of 
Health’s proposals for:

• a Performance Assessment 
Framework (PAF) incorporating key 
Performance Indicators (PIs) for 
social care;

• a new and more proactive 
approach to social services 
performance within a performance 
assessment system that would 
bring together the PAF, SSI 
Inspections, Joint Reviews and the 
ongoing engagement of the SSI 
Regional Offices with individual 
authorities

It described how these initiatives would 
build on and support the Government’s 
wider proposals for Best Value in local 
government.

An SSRG event entitled “Social Services 
Performance Assessment Framework: 
Influencing the Agenda” was held 
on 17th February 1999 at the Council 
House in Birmingham. 

The event was Chaired by Chris Davies, 
then President of the Association of 
Directors of Social Services and Director 
of Social Services in Somerset.  I asked 
Chris and other speakers – Peter Steele 
and Nick Miller to share some thoughts 
on 

The PAF and put together a few 
paragraphs to outline: 

• their role and areas of  
responsibility at the time 

• the background to and aims of the 
PAF, and  

• a bit on what they are doing at the 
moment

PAF Anniversary - Chris Davies
Most of my memories of my year as 
President of ADSS are now worryingly 
vague. But I well remember this event, 
because SSRG had timed it (by accident 
or design) so immaculately.

The first PAF was literally hot off the 
press as we met, and we all struggled 
to grasp its implications. There were 
bits that we liked and bits that we did 
not, and there was a sense that “at 
least it could have been worse”. But 
so much of the day’s discussion pre-
staged the worries and debates of 
the next 10 years. Were the measures 
well enough defined to allow for valid 
bench-marking between Councils? 
What would be the opportunity costs 
of collecting all the data? Were we 

measuring those things we were 
capable of measuring, rather than the 
things that really mattered? How would 
this information be used by politicians 
both locally and nationally and by the 
media? Although the language was 
not of “league-tables”, were they not 
inevitable once this information was 
available to the press and interest 
groups?

The folk gathered that day certainly 
engaged with the issues in a mature 
way, fully accepting the need for 
improvement through using this data 
to manage-up performance, and 
to be publicly accountable for the 
effectiveness of our delivery in a service 
which spent then ( and even more 
now!) a great deal of public money. 
But there was also the chill in the 
room about where this might lead. 
Would not the pressure always be 
there ever to expand the number of 
national indicators? Would nothing be 
“important” now unless it was subject 
to its own measure? Would the data be 
used to encourage improvement, or to 
micro-manage Councils from Whitehall, 
or even to “name and shame”?  And 
there the rub came shortly afterwards. 
Alan Millburn’s calling out of the 
register of the poor performers at the 
national conference confirmed the 
worst fears of the sceptics.

But the social care sector has a 
capacity to ride the punches and come 
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back off the ropes. It has coped with 
the star-ratings, though there have 
been casualties of that system, some of 
them unjust.

And there is no doubt that the meeting 
of need in social care has become 
more efficient in key areas over 
the last ten years. It is encouraging 
that debates are now turning to an 
examination of whether we have lost 
some humanity in that quest, and 
whether we have lost sight of the 
wood as we focussed on the trees 
within it. Maybe all things are cyclical, 
and we are now seeing a restoring 
of balance which will put a proper 
focus on performance measurement 
in its broader context of mature 
management for quality?

As I view things now from somewhere 
near the sidelines, I am encouraged 
to see a new focus on leadership of 
ideas, and an interest in the “vision” 
of big transforming themes, which 
we certainly need. And have lacked 
in a decade of focus on process and 
measurement, ushered in on that day 
in 1999.

A PAF down memory lane 
– Peter Steele
Has it really been ten years?  My 
memories are dim at such a distance.  
As I stretch back into my mental 
vaults my head spins, I see stars, and 
everything goes blobby…

In all seriousness, I have fond 
memories of my time working on social 
services performance.  I worked with 

many people, with many perspectives, 
and I think together we achieved a 
great deal.

How did it all start?  I’m not sure, but 
there may have been an element of 
“me too”.  The NHS had a Performance 
Assessment Framework, so there had 
to be one for Social Services as well.  
In the end, I think you could make a 
case that we ended up with something 
rather better…

I remember when it started out as 
just a set of performance indicators 
grouped under some logical headings.  
Jonathan Marron and I consulted on 
what the indicators would be.  At a 
big consultation event, possibly in 
Birmingham, one woman from the 
floor told us she didn’t believe it was 
a real consultation, and we’d just do 
what we wanted.  I’m not completely 
sure why she came to the consultation 
event if that was her view, but she 
was of course entitled to it.  As it 
happens, I think we changed around 

a third of the indicator set as a result 
of the consultation, and I think we 
established a useful ongoing process 
of consultation on the indicators and 
broader performance assessment.

A bit later we published some actual 
numbers against the indicators.  And 
we got into trouble with this.  These 
were close to dreaded “league tables” 
(although I thought we published 
authorities in groups, rather than a 
full ranking, which is what I’d call a 
league table?).  There had certainly 
been no plan to produce league 
tables when the indicator set was first 
developed.  I’m afraid I honestly can’t 
remember how the not-quite-league-
tables came to be published.  It may 
have been that ministers wanted 
people to pay closer attention than 
previously to the indicators, and look 
more closely at performance.  But I 
can’t really remember.  I think it’s fair 
to say that Social Services performance 
is examined more closely now it was 
than ten years ago, and that Social 
Services performance is better.

For the second set of performance 
indicators, Cathy Morgan and I came 
up with the idea of using “blobs” 
(formally “performance banding”, 
though even we rarely called them 
that) to make the information easier 
to understand.  This was also making 
a clear statement that we were not 
interested in naming and shaming, but 
prompting performance improvement: 
two blobs didn’t mean “poor”, it meant 
“ask questions about performance”.  
It’s gratifying that they’re still in use.  It 

Peter SteelePeter Steele
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makes me smile to imagine council 
officers and members having meetings 
discussing blobs.

When Cathy moved on to other things, 
I took the opportunity to take her job, 
switching from statistics to policy.  Two 
jobs later I still work on policy, but I’m 
not allowed to forget that I used to be 
a statistician, although I’ve forgotten 
everything about statistics.  

Of course the indicators were only ever 
part of the story, and the development 
of star ratings brought together a wide 
range of available evidence to feed 
into an assessment of performance.  
On this I worked with Mike Beazley.  
Now, finally, we could go beyond 
asking questions about performance 
and reaching judgements on whether 
performance was good or not.  One 
of my more vivid memories from this 
period was to do with our wanting to 
ensure that standards were consistently 
applied.  I remember observing a 
meeting of a hundred SSI inspectors (I 
exaggerate a bit) all sat around a table, 
comparing notes, and challenging each 
others’ assessments.  If you’ve ever 
been to a meeting in the basement of 
Wellington House, you’ll know what a 
fun time was had by all.

Where am I now?  I took the next 
logical step after working on social 
services performance policy to move 
to congestion performance policy at 
the Department for Transport.  At the 

moment, compared to social services 
performance, I’m working on the 
calmer, less controversial subject of 
road pricing.

Performance and Performance 
Indicators – what have we 
learned in 10 years? – Nick Miller
The ‘launch’ of the PSS PAF PIs took 
place at an SSRG event in Birmingham 
in early 1999. Some 50 PIs were 
announced across services for children 
and adults. The 50 were mainly 
constrained by needing to use data 
already available. Bandings were 
added in 1999-2000.

The introduction of PSS PIs reflected 
wider management trends and 
government seeking greater 
accountability, both of Departments and 
of councils. Reporting statistics on care 
services to the centre dates back to the 
workhouse. DH had started reporting 
local PSS measures in the 1980s with 
the large red files which may still be 
council archives. By 1999 joint reviews 
had already been under way for 3 
years and along with SSI themed 
inspections were using performance 
data extensively.

Was DH right to introduce the PIs in 
1999 and use them thereafter?

Yes – DH had to have some evidence 
of what councils were achieving on 
key policies and to be able to influence 

change. The creators of the PI set 
identified ‘domains’ which are still 
relevant today.1  

But – there are issues about whether 
government has used PIs and other 
data intelligently at different levels 
and whether there was sufficient 
later development to bring in better 
measures (‘what doesn’t get measured 
doesn’t get done’).

Has the introduction of PSS PIs 
changed anything for the better for 
council residents who need help? 

Yes – the PIs values have shifted for 
most councils (sometimes markedly) 
towards what was defined as ‘better’ 
performance: assessments are 
more timely, reviews are carried out, 
permanent admissions to care homes 
and delayed transfers out of hospital 
are reducing. With the scrutiny of PIs 
and the introduction of star ratings, 

Nick Miller

1 A. National priorities and strategic objectives; B. Cost and efficiency; C. Effectiveness of service delivery and outcomes; D. Quality of 
services for users and carers; E. Fair access

2 Perhaps most noticeably in respect of child protection as evidenced by the recent evidence from Ofsted
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for some councils this ‘improvement’ 
may have in part resulted from data 
manipulation, or just ‘ticking boxes’. 
For some PIs we still don’t know what 
really is ‘good‘ performance.  

But – the PI regime has undoubtedly 
caused problems by: skewing 
local priorities, under-estimating 
the complexity of the world being 
represented by individual PIs2,  
focussing on efficiency not effectiveness 
and outcomes for those using services 
(and those  not able to access 
help), highlighting speed not quality. 
There’s been a lack of concern about 
appropriate targeting, Value for Money, 
workforce issues and joined-up-ness, 
and there’s been crude local (and 
some central) ‘policing’ of PI values.  

Has the accountability regime 
improved in the 10 years?

Yes – there’s been important dialogue 
between DH and DfES and local 
government leading to improvements 
in PIs over time –– some have been 
dropped, some revised, some added 
as policy emphases have changed. 
Best Value was tried across local 
government to seek better evidence 
and improvement. SSI and CSCI sought 
to widen the available evidence 
base for judging performance with 
inspections and the Delivery and 
Improvement Statement (later the Self 
Assessment survey). 

But some LPSAs and LAA negotiations 
and some attempts to ‘drive up’ 
performance locally almost certainly 
have been misdirected.

Will the NIS approach take improving 
performance and residents’ 
experience of wellbeing and council 
services further forward?

Yes - from 2008 the new NI regime 
within CAA seeks to deal with the 
issues often complained of – it widens 
scrutiny to all local partners, looking 
across the board to ‘well being’ 
in a place, encompassing health, 
employment, housing etc. It is striving 
towards reporting on outcomes rather 
than processes, and, by allowing local 
choice of up to 35 LAA measures, puts 
some choice of priorities at local level.

But - some new measures may be 
focussed on the right issues but it is 
not clear what they will deliver; it is not 
yet clear how inspectorates will use the 
190+ PIs to make judgements about 
performance (e.g. what NI national 
targets/ bands will be set and how); 
whether the use of CAA to drive local 
collaboration will work remains to be 
demonstrated, both for the central 
government agenda and in local 
delivery; some key issues are absent. 

DASSs (and Children’s Directors too) 
will need to decide what measures 
they manage by, beyond their LAA 
targets and the NIS PIs3 . There are 

risks, especially in times which look 
to be taxing for the whole of local 
government: a loss of focus on those 
likely to be vulnerable (probably 10-
15% of older people, and very much 
smaller proportions of those aged 
under 65). There are important gaps 
– no focus on the shift in the balance 
of care services to non-institutional 
settings, relatively little on personalised 
care arrangements and their outcomes, 
on early input to prevent ongoing 
dependency, on the quality of care 
delivered and on safeguarding. Will 
the NIS regime deliver on the equality 
agenda and focus on the differences 
in experience for residents living in 
specific localities within council areas? 
Directors must not lose sight of these.

Government is already planning 
for a revised NI set for the next 
Comprehensive Spending Review. What 
chance is there that the circle can be 
squared between councils and their 
partners being left to run their own 
affairs effectively and central needs to 
ensure policies are implemented? The 
challenge lies in deploying less money 
to meet more demand by better use 
of resources in a more joined-up way.  
As in 1999, SSRG members’ practical 
experience of the reality of work with 
people in need, and how we can best 
report it to deliver the best services we 
can, is still very much needed in the 
debate…

2 Perhaps most noticeably in respect of child protection as evidenced by the recent evidence from Ofsted
3 Some central initiatives to assist with this (and, as a by-product, to provide central government a clearer picture) look promising but will 

be demanding in implementation (e.g. NASCIS, SfC ASC workforce NMDS, PSSEX1, CRILL).
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Nick Miller worked on research and 
information in Inner London and a 
county from 1973 to 2004 - then 
with CSCI to 2008. He wrote SSRG’s 
critical reviews of the PAF PIs. He has 
contributed to CSCI’s PAF PIs volumes 
and its State of Social Care reports 
(see www.csci.org.uk). This contribution 

focuses primarily on adult care.

Thanks to Chris, Peter and Nick for their 
reflections. Jonathan Marron hasn’t 
had the opportunity to reply. Jonathan 
is currently Policy Director for Monitor, 
the Independent Regulator of NHS 
Foundation Trusts. 

The original report and other links are 
still available at:

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/
Consultations/Closedconsultations/
DH_4087900
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Results of Ofsted Consultation on New Local 
Authority Children’s Services Inspection Proposals

The consultation which closed 
on 4 December 2008 was in two 
parts. The first part set out Ofsted’s 
proposals for discharging its duty to 
provide an annual performance rating 
for councils’ children’s services by 
introducing a ‘performance profile’ for 
each local authority area. The second 
part set out Ofsted’s proposals for 
inspecting safeguarding and services 
for looked after children.  Some key 
findings from the consultation are:

Part one - children’s services 
performance profile and annual 
rating 
• Ofsted will not rely on 

performance bands only, but 
will also look at comparative 

performance and trend data 
where these are available. 

• Ofsted will not provide a direction 
of travel rating as part of the 
profile in 2009. As National 
Indicator Sets become available, 
Ofsted will test the application of 
performance bands and discuss 
with stakeholders and users 
before June 2009. 

• Ofsted will not require a separate 
self-evaluation for children’s 
services as part of CAA but will 
make use of annual self-reviews 
of progress against Children and 
Young People’s Plans, as well as 
area or authority self-evaluation, of 
which children’s services will be a 
part. 

• Ofsted will survey the views 
of children and young people 
as part of the inspection of 
safeguarding and services for 
looked after children. As they 
become available, Ofsted will 
draw on new surveys such as the 
schools’ survey of children’s well-
being. Ofsted will also undertake 
a survey of voluntary and 
community sectors’ views in each 
area. 

Part two: new inspection of 
safeguarding and looked after 
children’s services 
• Ofsted recognises the importance 

of joint working in keeping 
children and young people 

On 6th February 2009, Ofsted  published the results of its consultation on new proposals for assessing 
local authority children’s services and inspecting safeguarding and services for looked after children 
from April 2009. 
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