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The Transparency in Outcomes consultation document is 65 pages long, 24 of which are devoted to the proposed 
outcome measures – that’s 38% of the total.  

Already SSRG has produced an analysis 
of the proposed measures that runs to 
a hundred densely packed pages and 
the debate across the country amongst 
Adult Social Care leaders as well as 
performance people seems to be most 
hearty around these measures.  

But arguably the proposed measures 
are the least important aspect of what’s 
in the consultation document.  We know 
that the pattern proposed is a match 
for the approach for the NHS...so it’s 
going to happen.  Although there are 
a couple of new measures proposed 
most in the document are either current 
measures or familiar looking friends and 
for those that have presented problems 
attempts are being made to make them 
friendlier.  What’s more a good fist seems 
to have been made of moving towards 
measures which are outcome focussed.  
This is thoroughly familiar territory, the 
detail easy to entertain ourselves with and 
provides plenty of arm wrestling material 
for ADASS, the DH and other partners.  
Simple familiarity explains the focus on 
these measures, but such focus is not only 
misguided but dangerous.

This is for two reasons.  First of all 
identifying the near perfect nationally 
prescribed outcome measure is the adult 
social care version of turning base metal 
into gold. We have as a sector been 
on this quest for at least four years and 
have been rewarded with limited success 
despite the enthusiasm, determination 
and skill which has gone into it.  We have 
got closer, have developed an outcome 
language and identified some measures 
which fit.  But have we got close enough 
to make carrying on with this detailed 
focus worthwhile? This is not a counsel 

of despair, rather an acceptance that as 
Einstein observed, the closer to the speed 
of light an object comes the mass of an 
object increases exponentially preventing 
its ever achieving the speed of light1.   

Secondly although the proposed annual 
pattern of setting priorities, collecting 
evidence and measuring and reporting 
success is similar to what we have now 
there are significant differences. The 
‘localism’ aspect and end to ‘top down 
targets’ have attracted the fanfare, but 
more subtle developments are more 
important for us to grapple with.  It seems 
to me that the key to the future of is the 
development of Quality Standards.  If we 
have a standard, or standards to work 
to then much else will flow from these, 
including measures.  But we have to 
make sure that such standards:  

a. are co-produced and reviewed 
continuously 

b. reflect the way services and supports 
are made available and are not just 
bunched round traditional ‘service user 
groups’ or traditional patterns of service

c. incorporate citizen, service user and 
carer views of effectiveness, as well as 
cost effectiveness, legislative and policy 
requirements and being informed by 
evidence from research, feedback and 
practice.

d. reflect the muddy and contestable 
human territory of social care and 
do not just reintroduce a ‘standards’ 
version of the original quantitatively 
dominated Performance Assessment 
Framework.                 

The task of producing standards, according 
to Transparency in Outcomes, is to be 

outsourced to NICE.  The cultural challenges, 
let alone practical ones, in this proposal 
have to be addressed immediately and 
a work programme devised led by the 
social care sector – if social care is to 
heavily influence the standards and retain 
its credibility this work.    

And think how much work there is to 
do.  Just establishing across the sector 
a reasonable consensus about the 
principles underpinning such standards 
is a gargantuan piece of work.  Part 
of that must include identifying what 
citizens, service users and carers view as 
effectiveness in social care, something 
that has to be there to underpin the 
principles underpinning the standards – 
another massive piece of work.  But even 
identifying who should be involved in that 
and how we ensure a reasonable level 
of nationwide representation in this work 
poses huge challenges.

Perhaps everyone reached this conclusion 
before me and finds it easier to bicker 
about the definitions of the proposed 
measures.  So tempting.   

Dave Burnham, 25th January 2011                    

1 This is the first time I have managed to get 
any aspect of the Special Theory of Relativity 
into anything I have written.
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