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Councillor's guide: Improvement and assurance framework for local government 

This framework is designed to support members and officers to take appropriate 
measures to gain assurance both of the performance of their authority’s services 
and of its corporate governance. 

Introduction 

Councils are responsible for their own performance and improvement. This is 
recognised in the ‘sector-led improvement’ approach which is underpinned by the key 
principles that councils: 

• are primarily accountable locally, not nationally 

• have a sense of collective responsibility for the performance of the local 
government sector. 

The LGA’s role is to provide tools and support councils and also to maintain an overview 
of the performance of the sector. 

To comply with the Best Value Duty to secure continuous improvement in the way the 
authority’s functions are exercised, each council must take appropriate measures to 
gain assurance both of the performance of its services and of its corporate governance. 

Through a focus on effective assurance, councils can mitigate the risks and costs of 
failure and their impacts on local residents and businesses. 

This framework aims to: 

• support councils to understand how to use the components within the 
framework and how they fit together 

• increase the effectiveness of assurance in the sector.  While it cannot itself 
prevent failures, its use may reduce the risk – and costs - of statutory or non-
statutory intervention, whether by central government or other regulators; 

• make it easier for local residents and businesses to understand how to hold their 
local authority to account. 

Assurance may sometimes be seen as a dry topic, and accountability may, wrongly, be 
feared. However, the management and routine operation of internal controls and risk 
management support councils to manage the future constructively and safely. As one 
council leader said, ‘it’s what helps me to sleep at night’. 

All members have a responsibility to oversee effective governance, and all officers 
have a duty to comply with good governance and provide information to 
demonstrate that compliance. 
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Not all of the components of the system are currently working as well as they should.  In 
the context of the continuing crisis in local audit, it is more important than ever that 
councils should undertake their own assurance activities effectively. The LGA will 
continue to work with its partners to seek to ensure continuous improvement of the 
system and all of its components. 

Elected members play a crucial and continuous role in seeking assurance of the 
council’s activities and governance. This includes assurance of each council’s own 
local objectives, for which they are accountable to their local electorate. 

Councils will rightly make political choices in response to local circumstances: 
successful authorities make these choices within the context of good management 
practice, consideration of cost-effectiveness and value for money, robust controls and 
risk management. 

Councils exist to improve the quality of life of, and the quality of places for, the 
communities they serve. Therefore, the focus of councils’ assurance work is on the 
assurance they provide to local communities. 

This framework includes the key components of local authority assurance. Many of 
these are processes and structures. The framework also includes organisational 
culture, behaviours and ways of working. 

There is a crucial role for political and managerial leaders in challenging poor behaviour 
(in both formal and informal settings) and non-compliance. 

 

What is the scope and status of this framework? 

The framework is applicable to unitary, county, district and borough councils in 
England, and to English authorities with all types of governance system. 

The specific assurance requirements for combined authorities are set out in 
the English Devolution Assurance Framework but the principles in this framework will 
apply to combined authorities too. 

The framework is part of a suite of guidance, tools and resources for the sector 
produced by the LGA and other bodies. Effective assurance is achieved mainly through 
the application of best practice rather than statutory activity, although the framework 
points to statutory provisions where relevant. 

Failure in one service area may impact significantly on the whole organisation. This 
framework focuses on corporate areas and overarching governance, rather than 
including every service-specific source of assurance. Each service area will have its 
own mechanisms for assurance and accountability and councils will need to assure 
themselves of compliance with statutory duties in each case. Effective corporate 
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assurance will support assurance of individual services and the principles and good 
practice identified in this framework will apply to all services as well as corporate 
activities. 

 

What is the relationship between this framework, corporate peer challenge, best 
value standards and statutory interventions? 

At any one time, each local authority will be at a point on a continuum. At one end are 
authorities which have a strong awareness of their strengths and areas for 
development, are proactive in seeking opportunities for improvement and delivering 
best value (even where performance is strong) and elected members and officers take 
appropriate actions to assure themselves in relation to their performance and 
governance. 

The characteristics of a well-functioning authority set out in the best value 
standards include effective use of many of the framework’s components: equally, the 
standards’ indicators of potential failure may arise where assurance activity is not 
effective. A failure to deliver best value is, essentially, a failure of governance. 

At the other end, a small minority of authorities are not sufficiently self-aware, do not 
take effective action to achieve continuous improvement, do not have effective 
assurance arrangements and consequently have entered statutory intervention. Local 
authorities can and do move between points on this continuum over time. 

The LGA works with regional groupings of councils, professional bodies and others to 
support as many local authorities as possible to stay at the positive end of the 
continuum, aiming to prevent authorities from moving towards the ‘intervention’ end, 
so that they continue their improvement journey even further. 

The LGA’s corporate peer challenge is one of the improvement tools that councils can 
use as part of their assurance of their own performance and governance, so that they 
can address their own challenges where possible without central government or 
regulators needing to become involved. 

 

What do we mean by assurance? 

We have developed the following definition through consultation with the sector: 

Timely and accurate information, evidence and evaluation of how local authorities 
are delivering their duties, functions and outcomes, which can be used to hold 
them to account and may give confidence. 
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There should be no assumption that assurance will always be gained, particularly as 
the scale of challenges facing local government increases. 

A ‘not assured’ outcome, as long as it is acted upon, may be as valuable to an authority 
as ‘assured’. Where positive assurance is not possible there is support available, from 
the LGA and from others in the sector, to help the council put things right. 

By using the assurance system and its components effectively, councils can increase 
their chances of identifying issues and addressing them before they get more difficult – 
and costly – to fix. The cost of statutory intervention can be far greater than the cost of 
sector support. 

Assurance cannot be gained ‘by numbers’ or a one-off event: there is no simple list of 
yes/no indicators which will help a council decide whether or not it can be assured of 
its performance or governance. 

It is achieved through a series of nuanced, qualitative and triangulated judgements, to 
gain a view of the council in the round. 

 

What do we mean by accountability? 

The Review of Audit and Accountability defined accountability as: 

…the requirement to provide explanations about the stewardship of public money 
and how this money has been used. 

There are multiple elements of accountability in local government, for example: 

• councillors to their constituents 

• the executive (cabinet), where relevant, to the overview and scrutiny function 

• the executive, where relevant, and the organisation to the audit committee 

• officers to the council (through line management) 

• specific statutory officers to the full council (through reporting responsibilities) 

• officers to their professional bodies in relation to professional standards and 
conduct (where applicable) 

• the council for its stewardship of public resources (through external audit) 

• the council to ombudsmen / inspectors / regulators 

• the council to the courts/ redress schemes 

• the council to wider partnerships, bodies and authorities. 
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Components of the framework 

The key components of the improvement and assurance framework for local 
government are set out in the following categories, shown diagrammatically through the 
links below: 

• Actions to contribute to assurance of local authorities, by: 

o officers, not usually in public 

o members and officers, sometimes but not always in public 

o members and officers, in public 

o other bodies, not usually in public 

• Local authorities’ public accountability: 

o the authority holding itself to account 

o others holding the authority to account. 

Some of these components: 

• are required by legislation; 

• include a mixture of legislative requirements and best practice; 

• reflect practice which is not set down in statute but is necessary in a well-run 
authority; 

• reflect content from the best value standards and/or reports relating to ‘failed’ 
councils which identify where key activities were absent or poorly performed. 

More information about each component, with links to relevant guidance and 
improvement support, appears below.   

Engagement with sector support is itself a key component of the framework, whether 
from other authorities, regional, national and/or professional bodies. The 
LGA’s regional teams include member peers who can advise on a range of support for 
local authorities which will help understanding and implementation of the assurance 
activities shown below. This includes bespoke support and mentoring in addition to: 

• councillor and officer development 

• top team development 

• corporate, finance and governance peer challenges 

• transformation tools and support 
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https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/images/4.149%20Improvement%20assurance%20diagram_05.png
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-value-standards-and-intervention-a-statutory-guide-for-best-value-authorities/best-value-standards-and-intervention-a-statutory-guide-for-best-value-authorities
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https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/transformation


Appendix 3   
 

 

In addition to considering what the key components are, read on to consider how they 
are implemented, with information about key principles and what good looks like. 

 

The ‘three lines’ model 

The ‘three lines model’ outlines the different contributions that different sources of 
assurance can provide: 

Three lines model 

First line 

Actions by managers and staff who are responsible for identifying and managing 
risk as part of their day-to-day management and delivery of services. This includes: 

• actions by operational directors 

• corporate project and programme management 

Second line 

The way the authority oversees the effectiveness of its controls so that it operates 
effectively, for example, the responsibilities of: 

• Strategic Management Team 

• Corporate statutory officers 

• Audit Committee 

Third line Independent assurance, such as internal audit.  Accountable to Full Council. 

Governing body Full Council 

External 
assurance 
providers 

For example: 

• External audit 

• Regulators, inspectors 

There should be regular dialogue and coordination between the different ‘lines’ and 
escalation where appropriate. 

What actions contribute to assurance of local authorities by officers (not normally in 
public)? 
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Open a larger version of this diagram 

 

What should you expect of key officers? 

• The chief executive (head of paid service): 

o is responsible for ensuring the appropriate number, grades, organisation 
and management of staff for the discharge of the authority’s functions 

o ensures appropriately senior and skilled staff are employed, including for: 

▪ risk management 

▪ health and safety 

▪ emergency planning and business continuity 

o and that these arrangements are appropriately managed and 
coordinated: 

▪ ensures that an appropriate person leads the review of the 
effectiveness of the authority’s governance arrangements to 
inform the annual governance statement 

429

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/images/4.149%20Improvement%20assurance%20diagram_01.png
https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/publications/d/delivering-good-governance-in-local-government-framework-2016-edition
https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/publications/d/delivering-good-governance-in-local-government-framework-2016-edition


Appendix 3   
 

 

▪ ensures the adoption, effectiveness and regular review of 
the authority’s whistleblowing policy. 

• The monitoring officer: 

o regularly reviews the constitution to ensure that it reflects both legislation 
and good practice (working with Democratic Services) 

o oversees arrangements for member decision-making, ensuring their 
compliance with the constitution and legislation 

o acts as principal adviser to the Standards Committee. 

• The chief finance officer is responsible for ensuring proper administration of 
the authority’s financial affairs (including budget-setting, budgetary controls, 
procurement practices and the authority’s counter-fraud policy). 

• The head of paid service, monitoring officer and chief finance officer act 
together as the ‘Golden Triangle’ to ensure and support good governance in 
the authority. 

• The strategic management team effectively oversees operational and strategic 
delivery, including: 

o reporting and review of performance, finance and risk, including: 

▪ delivery of corporate plan objectives 

▪ compliance with statutory requirements and national outcomes 
frameworks 

▪ delivery of budget savings and medium term financial strategy 

▪ responses to and learning from complaints 

▪ corporate health indicators (for example, staff turnover, 
grievances) 

▪ staff and resident surveys and feedback from service user and 
community engagement 

▪ benchmarking with relevant organisations 

o considering and responding to annual reports by internal and external 
audit, ombudsmen, inspectors, regulators and peer reviews, and 
statutory/ non-statutory reviews. 

In addition to considering all of the above individually, it is essential that the strategic 
management team consider the cumulative impact where limited or no assurance is 
possible in relation to more than one issue or service. 
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a819ef5e5274a2e87dbe9e3/bis-15-200-whistleblowing-guidance-for-employers-and-code-of-practice.pdf
https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/reports/the-role-of-the-chief-financial-officer-in-local-government
https://llg.org.uk/news/consultation-on-the-code-of-practice-on-good-governance-for-statutory-officers/
https://llg.org.uk/news/consultation-on-the-code-of-practice-on-good-governance-for-statutory-officers/
https://lginform.local.gov.uk/
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• The head of internal audit provides independent assurance by: 

o preparing the annual internal audit plan, informed by risk in the authority, 
and implementing that plan; 

o auditing the authority’s governance, risk management, controls, policies, 
procedures and reporting; 

o developing and implementing the internal audit quality assurance and 
improvement programme, including external assessment against 
the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards. 

Working with auditors 

 

Open a larger version of this diagram 

 

What is members' role? 

All members have a responsibility to oversee and assure effective governance and 
accountability. 

• The Executive (Cabinet) / Policy and Resources Committee reviews 
performance, finance and risk reporting at a strategic level, including: 

o delivery of corporate plan objectives 
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o compliance with statutory requirements and national outcomes 
frameworks 

o delivery of the medium term financial strategy 

o corporate health indicators (for example, staff turnover, grievances). 

Reporting should be regular: good practice would be at least quarterly. 

• The Executive (Cabinet) / Policy and Resources Committee holds itself to 
account for delivery against performance targets, standards and benchmarks. 

• In authorities with the executive governance model and those with the 
committee system which choose to appoint them, overview and scrutiny 
committee(s): 

o review performance/ finance/ risk reporting 

o undertake pre-decision and/or budget scrutiny 

o call-in executive decisions 

o undertake scrutiny reviews in order to support policy development or 
consider and review strategic options. 

• Overview and scrutiny committees hold the Executive (Cabinet) to account for 
the decisions and actions that affect local communities. 

• The work of scrutiny is supported by the statutory scrutiny officer. 

• When reviewing finance and risk issues, scrutiny will need to have regard both to 
the work of the audit committee but also to the executive’s own role in oversight 
and assurance. 

• There is statutory guidance which sets out how effective overview and scrutiny 
should be conducted, and support and further guidance is available from 
the Centre for Governance and Scrutiny. For devolved areas, a scrutiny 
protocol provides further detail. 

• The Appointments Committee recommends to full council the appointment of 
appropriately qualified statutory officers. 

• The Audit Committee: 

o monitors and reviews the effectiveness of the authority’s internal 
controls, risk management and financial reporting holds internal and 
external audit to account 

o approves the internal audit plan, ensuring that it is informed by the 
strategic risks facing the authority. It oversees the plan’s implementation 
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https://www.cfgs.org.uk/?publication=scrutiny-practitioners-guide
https://www.cfgs.org.uk/?publication=scrutiny-practitioners-guide
https://www.cfgs.org.uk/?publication=publication-financial-scrutiny-a-guide-for-members
https://www.cfgs.org.uk/?publication=audit-scrutiny-and-risk
https://www.cfgs.org.uk/?publication=the-use-of-call-in-guidance-for-english-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-and-combined-authorities/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-and-combined-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-and-combined-authorities/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-and-combined-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scrutiny-protocol-for-english-institutions-with-devolved-powers/scrutiny-protocol
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scrutiny-protocol-for-english-institutions-with-devolved-powers/scrutiny-protocol
https://www.cipfa.org/services/support-for-audit-committees/local-authority-audit-committees
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/must-know-guide-working-auditors
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/must-know-guide-working-auditors
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and ensures compliance with the Public Sector Internal Audit 
Standards 

o reviews internal and external audit reports and opinions and oversees 
management responses 

o assesses its own practice (an annual external review is recommended) 

o may include lay members to provide additional expertise 

o holds management to account in relation to the opinions of internal and 
external audit and for the implementation of their recommendations 

o is held to account by Full Council through an annual report, which should 
include reference to a self-assessment of its own performance. 

CIPFA provides more detailed guidance, including terms of reference for Audit 
Committees. 

The LGA provides a range of support for audit committees: 

• Ten questions for audit committees to ask. 

• Audit Committees: Leadership Essentials. 

• Regional audit forums for audit committee chairs provide an opportunity to 
access training, share good practice and discuss common issues. Email for 
more information. 

The Centre for Governance and Scrutiny has produced guidance on the respective 
roles of audit and scrutiny committees. 

• The committee with delegated responsibility for governance: 

o reviews the draft annual governance statement 

o holds management (via the chief executive and lead member as 
signatories) to account for implementation of improvement actions 
identified in the annual governance statement 

o oversees regular reviews of the constitution. 

• Standards Committee: 

o reviews the member code of conduct and arrangements for 
investigating complaints into member conduct to ensure compliance 
with the Nolan Principles 

o reviews the monitoring officer’s annual report 

o seeks the perspective of the committee’s Independent Person(s). 
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https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/standards/public-sector-internal-audit-standards
https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/standards/public-sector-internal-audit-standards
https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/publications/a/audit-committees-practical-guidance-for-local-authorities-and-police-2022-edition
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/ten-questions-audit-committees
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/highlighting-political-leadership/leadership-essentials
mailto:ami.beeton@local.gov.uk?subject=Regional%20audit%20forums
mailto:ami.beeton@local.gov.uk?subject=Regional%20audit%20forums
https://www.cfgs.org.uk/?publication=audit-scrutiny-and-risk
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/civility-public-life-resources-councillors/councillor-conduct
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/guidance-member-model-code-conduct-complaints-handling
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/guidance-member-model-code-conduct-complaints-handling
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2
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In many authorities the committee is also responsible for overseeing the development 
and implementation of programmes of member training, ensuring their appropriateness 
and take-up by members.  If this is not within the remit of Standards Committee, the 
authority will need to ensure that another member-level body has that remit. 

The role of Standards Committee as part of the governance framework is distinct and 
should be separate from that of the Audit Committee which oversees the effectiveness 
of that framework. 

• Full Council is the body charged with the governance of the council and while it 
may delegate some responsibilities it remains accountable and therefore should 
seek assurance. It does this by: 

o considering the s.25 statement of the chief finance officer of the 
robustness of estimates and adequacy of reserves before approving the 
budget 

o reviewing (at least) an annual report from each of the chairs of the 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee (where relevant), Audit and Standards 
Committees and holding them to account 

o appointing appropriately qualified statutory officers 

o consideration of the external auditor’s annual report also represents 
good practice and ensuring appropriate responses to public interest 
reports, statutory recommendations and advisory notices from external 
audit. 

• Corporate statutory officers have a range of individual statutory duties to report 
to Full Council. These include, but are not limited to, the chief finance officer 
reporting actual or potential unlawful expenditure or an unbalanced budget 
(through a ‘Section 114’ notice), the monitoring officer reporting 
maladministration and the head of paid service reporting on the arrangements 
for the discharge of the authority’s functions.  

 

What actions contribute to assurance of local authorities by members and officers 
working together (sometimes but not always in public)? 

• Officers provide professional advice which informs members’ decisions. It is 
essential that this advice includes all relevant information (including 
consideration of risk and options analysis), is current and presented in a way 
that is comprehensible to the decision-makers. 

Where this information relates to a ‘key decision’, such information might appear in 
background papers which would normally be published. 
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Members and the public can be supported to understand the implications of the annual 
budget if the ‘s.25 statement’ by the chief finance officer on the council’s financial 
sustainability is clearly worded in non-technical language and is prominent as a 
separate report on the Cabinet/ Policy and Resources Committee and full council 
agendas. 

Where a decision is required on very technical matters (for example on treasury 
management or certain kinds of commercial decisions), the council may need to 
engage industry specialists to inform decision-making. 

• Each portfolio holder or policy committee chair meets regularly with directors 
relevant to their remit to review performance, finance and risk, consider 
activities required where assurance is not gained, and ensure appropriate formal 
reporting to members. 

• The community safety partnership has oversight of the development and 
implementation of relevant cross-organisation strategies. 

• Other boards and partnerships, such as Growth Boards or Joint Committees, are 
constituted to oversee activities which can only be achieved by the local 
authority working in partnership with others. Clear governance arrangements are 
essential to enable assurance of the partnership’s activity and accountability for 
delivery. 

• The authority may commission peer-led challenges for individual service areas 
and/or at corporate level, from the LGA (for example, corporate peer 
challenge), professional bodies (for example, CIPFA financial resilience 
advisory reports) and regional bodies. 

• The corporate peer challenge (CPC) considers the effectiveness of the 
authority’s political and managerial leadership, as well as its prioritisation, 
culture, governance, financial management and capacity to improve: authorities 
are expected to publish the report and action plan and have a follow-up visit to 
review progress. The preparation of an honest self-assessment ahead of a CPC 
is an important part of the process. 

• A Council Improvement Board or Independent Assurance Panel (for 
example, Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council) may provide additional focus 
to and assurance of the authority’s improvement activity, which may be targeted 
on prevention as opposed to recovery from failure. 

 

Other bodies’ contribution to local authority assurance (not usually in public) 
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https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/council-assurance-and-peer-challenge/peer-challenges-we-offer/corporate-peer-2
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• Grant funding bodies place many and varied reporting requirements in relation 
to their programmes, including where the local authority is the accountable body 
for other agencies and wider partnerships. 

• Regional networks may undertake benchmarking and maintain an overview of 
performance, providing constructive challenge and in some cases improvement 
support (for example, London’s Self Improvement Board). 

• Officials from the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
(MHCLG) undertake early engagement with local authorities where they become 
aware of indicators of potential failure, to understand their challenges in relation 
to governance, finance and service delivery and to gain assurance of how they 
are being managed. 

• Government departments make ad hoc requests for information and assurance 
where they have queries or concerns relating to local authority performance 
relevant to their remit. 

• Political parties have their own disciplinary processes in relation to the conduct 
of members of their parties – including elected members: 

o Conservative 

o Labour 

o Liberal Democrat 

The parties also have their own approaches to engagement with authorities where they 
are the largest party and where significant performance issues have been identified. 

• Local (external) audit undertakes assurance activity throughout the year and 
acts as a critical friend. 

• Professional bodies have varying roles in relation to standard setting, the 
specification and awarding of qualifications, capability and disciplinary 
procedures and guidance and tools to support decision making. 

• The LGA maintains an overview of the performance of the sector. 

How do others hold the authority to account? 

• Ombudsmen, inspectors, regulators and others issue reports which require the 
authority to take action. While most of these relate to specific services, a failure 
leading to an adverse judgement by one of these bodies is a probable indicator 
of wider failings in assurance: 

o Building Safety Regulator* 

o Care Quality Commission* 
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https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiayvPN2tqFAxXpUkEAHdKQAqwQFnoECA4QAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.londoncouncils.gov.uk%2Fnode%2F28739%23%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%2520Board%2520provides%2520Leaders%27%2520Committee%2Cand%2520seeks%2520to%2520drive%2520improvement.&usg=AOvVaw3WHg_DwPyOxydBsKxsMdPG&opi=89978449
https://www.conservatives.com/code-of-conduct
https://labour.org.uk/resources/codes-of-conduct-and-welfare/
https://www.libdems.org.uk/complaints
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o Equality and Human Rights Commission* 

o HMI Probation 

o Housing Ombudsman* 

o Information Commissioner* 

o Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman 

o Ofsted.* 

*Body with powers to take or trigger enforcement action. 

Where there are services with a greater degree of regulation, often those with the 
largest budgets, this may skew assurance activity and attention. It is important for 
authorities to understand the scale and nature of assurance (both internal and external) 
of all higher-risk services and to put additional measures in place where necessary. 

• There is guidance for members to help them understand their roles in relation to 
the assurance of children’s services: 

o Must know: The role of a council leader in improving outcomes for 
children. 

o 'Must knows' for children's services portfolio holders. 

• Government departments formally intervene by issuing directions (statutory 
interventions) or requests (non-statutory interventions): 

o adult social care 

o children’s social care 

o local planning authority performance. 

• A parliamentary select committee may require a local authority to appear in 
front of it in relation to concerns about its performance. 

• The judicial system may hold a local authority to account, whether through 
criminal or civil litigation, or judicial review. 

• Local residents and business and the media can hold their local authority to 
account by: 

o attending public decision-making and scrutiny meetings, asking 
questions where permitted by the constitution 

o making use of complaints or redress schemes 

o invoking rights to ask the auditor questions and/or raise objections. 
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https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/must-know-role-council-leader-improving-outcomes-children
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/must-know-role-council-leader-improving-outcomes-children
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/childrens-services/must-knows-childrens-services-portfolio-holders
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/adult-social-care-intervention-framework-for-local-authorities/operational-framework-for-adult-social-care-intervention-in-local-authorities
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a804b0f40f0b62305b8a4d6/Putting_children_first_delivering_vision_excellent_childrens_social_care.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/improving-planning-performance-criteria-for-designation
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• Local residents hold elected members to account at local elections. 

• The English Devolution Accountability Framework sets out how devolved 
areas are scrutinised and held to account through local scrutiny, by the public 
and by government. 

 

Key principles of good assurance and accountability 

1. Clarity: understand who is accountable for what. Is it easy to see in your 
council’s constitution who can take which decisions? Do the people who have 
key roles relating to assurance in your council have a shared understanding of 
those roles and have they had appropriate training? 

2. Proportionality: assurance activity must add value, be cost-effective and be 
proportionate to the level of risk. As risk changes, so should the council’s 
assurance activities, both at a strategic level and in relation to specific high-risk 
activities. 

3. A whole-council approach: All members have a responsibility to oversee 
effective governance, and all officers have a duty to comply with good 
governance and provide information to demonstrate that compliance. Everyone 
should understand their contribution, and this may include partners and other 
stakeholders. 

4. A culture of assurance and accountability, with a low tolerance for poor 
governance/ performance: ‘The culture of any organisation is shaped by the 
worst behaviour the leader is willing to tolerate’ (School culture rewired, 
Gruenert and Whitaker). Councils which entered statutory intervention had 
many of the right processes in place, but cultures which tolerated non-
compliance, including poor behaviours. In some places there was a lack of 
curiosity and intolerance of internal challenge to norms: while trust is important, 
so is constructive challenge. 

5. Monitoring against standards, benchmarks and local targets: some elements 
of what good performance looks like change over time: understanding how the 
authority performs in terms of value for money should be a constant endeavour. 
In addition to local targets, many council service areas will have standards 
against which they are measured: reporting to elected members should include 
performance against these. LG Inform is freely available to all and enables any 
council’s performance to be compared with any other council or group of 
councils. 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-accountability-framework/english-devolution-accountability-framework
https://lginform.local.gov.uk/
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6. Credible, quality data and information: elected members and the public can 
only be assured where they are confident in the quality of the information on 
which assurance judgements are based. 

7. Transparency, accessibility and intelligibility of information: a commitment 
to transparency is a fundamental element of good governance. Access to 
information for elected members. 

8. Seeking and engaging with external challenge and support: there are multiple 
opportunities for peer challenge and support at (sub)regional and national 
levels, for individual services and at a corporate level. The LGA’s peer challenge 
programme supports continuous improvement by providing insight, guidance 
and challenge as well as assurance to local leaders and residents. 

9. Independent assurance: assurance should be proactively sought from a variety 
of sources. All of the corporate statutory officers, in particular, should be 
prepared to approach audit (whether internal or external, both are independent) 
with any concerns and seek their advice, in addition to commissioning audits of 
specific activities or programmes. Where risks are significant, the council should 
consider seeking additional external assurance from relevant experts. 

 

What does ‘good’ look like? 

Good practice in local government assurance includes: 

1. Visible, collective ownership and leadership of good governance by both 
political and managerial leaders. All members and officers should be able to 
see that the council’s political and managerial leadership prioritise assurance 
activity and accountability. This includes taking difficult decisions as and when 
necessary. The Leadership Academy and Leadership Essentials support the 
development of political leadership skills. 

2. Being a learning organisation. Continuous improvement requires continual 
learning and development. Self-awareness is an essential first step, with a 
recognition of both strengths and areas for development. Organisations which 
guard against complacency are less likely to be caught by ‘unknown unknowns’. 
Openness to external challenge and a lack of defensiveness are also 
prerequisites. Continuing professional development is essential for both the 
authority’s political leadership and corporate statutory officers. 

3. Assurance as a constant process, not a one-off event. The external auditor’s 
annual report mainly looks back at previous activity, and internal audit reports 
capture practice at a moment in time. Ensuring consistent use of processes and 
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https://www.cfgs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023-12-11-Access-to-Information-for-Elected-members.pdf
https://www.cfgs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023-12-11-Access-to-Information-for-Elected-members.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/council-assurance-and-peer-challenge/peer-challenges-we-offer
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/council-assurance-and-peer-challenge/peer-challenges-we-offer
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/highlighting-political-leadership/leadership-academy
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/highlighting-political-leadership/leadership-essentials
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engagement with training, and use of monitoring information can help provide 
assurance between bigger assurance ‘events’. 

4. Assurance supports the achievement of priority outcomes. Assurance is not 
an end in itself. A culture of assurance and accountability is more likely to be 
embedded where elected members and officers understand that assurance 
activity keeps the council ‘safe’ and able to deliver for residents. 

5. Making it easy for the public to hold the council to account. This includes 
communicating well with the public on the council’s performance and ensuring 
public understanding of and access to key accountability opportunities and 
assurance information. Local authorities must also comply with 
the Transparency Code. 

We have collected some case studies which give examples of recent good practice in 
councils. 

 

Developing an effective assurance framework in a local authority 

An authority’s local code of governance describes – at high level - its own governance 
and assurance arrangements, or framework. 

CIPFA has published useful guidance to help a local authority to consider whether it 
has the optimum assurance framework in place. 

 

How was this framework developed? 

The LGA has consulted with local authorities, professional bodies and other key 
stakeholders to prepare this framework and supporting guidance, which has been 
informed by draft guidance on best value standards and intervention and learning from 
recent council failures. 

The LGA will continue to develop it over time as new insights and best practice are 
identified, reviewing the framework at least annually. Tools and training to support its 
implementation will also be developed by the LGA and partners. 

 

Glossary of terms 

Accountability: the requirement to provide explanations about the stewardship of 
public money and how this money has been used. 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-government-transparency-code-2015
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/governance-and-assurance
https://www.cipfa.org/-/media/files/cipfa-thinks/developing-an-assurance-framework-in-a-local-authority-briefing-dec-2023.pdf
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Annual Governance Statement: an annual report prepared, approved and published 
with the financial statements that describes the effectiveness of the council’s overall 
governance arrangements and an action plan to improve them. 

Assurance: timely and accurate information, evidence and evaluation of how local 
authorities are delivering their duties, functions and outcomes, which can be used to 
hold them to account and may give confidence. 

Assurance statement: a statement providing evidence and confidence that an internal 
control(s) and/or service is operating in an effective way, in line with any statutory 
duties and/or best practice. 

Best Value: the legal duty introduced in the Local Government Act 1999 that requires 
local authorities to make arrangements to continuously improve the way in which their 
functions are exercised and to have regard to a combination of economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness. Best Value Standards and Intervention: a statutory guide for best 
value authorities (section 5). 

Corporate statutory officers: three corporate statutory officers within all councils, the 
head of paid service, chief finance officer and monitoring officer, who each have 
distinct legal roles and responsibilities and work together to ensure the effectiveness of 
the council’s corporate governance and assurance. 

Operational directors: officers with overall responsibility for managing a service. 
Legislation requires local authorities to have some but not all posts, for example, 
Directors of Public Health are statutory roles, whilst Directors of Transport are not. 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-value-standards-and-intervention-a-statutory-guide-for-best-value-authorities/best-value-standards-and-intervention-a-statutory-guide-for-best-value-authorities#assurance-and-early-engagement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-value-standards-and-intervention-a-statutory-guide-for-best-value-authorities/best-value-standards-and-intervention-a-statutory-guide-for-best-value-authorities#assurance-and-early-engagement
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