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Foreword

Councillor

Tony Buchanan
COSLA's Children
and Young People
Spokesperson

2025 marks a significant milestone in Scotland'’s journey to Keep
The Promise. As we reach the halfway point, this report offers a
powerful reflection on both the achievements and the realities of
delivering change.

It amplifies the voices of those working on the ground and highlights the
unwavering commitment of councils to Scotland'’s babies, children, young
people and families.

Across Scotland, Local Government continues to play a central role in
delivering services that support children and families at every stage of life.
From early help and prevention to intensive support and aftercare, we are
working tirelessly to ensure that every child grows up feeling safe, loved and
respected. This work is grounded in relationships, shaped by compassion, and
driven by a deep understanding of local communities.

Yet we must also be honest about the pressures facing the system. Workforce
shortages, financial constraints, and a complex policy landscape are placing
significant strain on those delivering services. These are not just operational
challenges—they are questions of political will and national priority. Despite
this, councils continue to lead the way, driven by a belief in the importance of
relationships, rights and community. The dedication of local teams remains
unwavering. They continue to innovate, collaborate and advocate—because
they care deeply about the children and families they support.

Local Government has consistently supported national proposals that align
with the principles of the promise. However, too often, adequate funding

and clear delivery plans do not accompany these proposals. This can place
councils in a difficult position, as they work to meet expectations and manage
risks without the necessary resources. As we look ahead, there is a need for
greater clarity and realism in how policy is developed and delivered. We must
ensure that ambition is matched by investment, and that delivery planning is
robust and achievable.

As elected members, we stand firmly behind our local teams and the
communities they serve. We must advocate for long-term funding, coherent
policy, and trust in local leadership. We must listen to both those receiving
support, and those delivering services and ensure they have the support they
need.

While progress has been made, we must go further, and
faster, to ensure that Scotland keeps its promise.
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Jim Savege
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Scotland’s local authorities continue to demonstrate extraordinary
commitment in delivering on the promise.

This report captures the complexity, dedication and humanity at the heart of
our services; work that often goes unseen but makes a profound difference in
the lives of babies, children, young people and families.

Working with our young people and communities, shoulder to shoulder
alongside local public service and third sector partners, Local Government is
central to this journey. We are not only service providers, we are corporate
parents, strategic leaders and community partners. Across Scotland, teams are
reshaping services to be more relational, trauma-informed and rights-based,
despite the significant pressure of reconciling demand and capacity. We are
responding to increasing complexity of need, rising costs and workforce
challenges with innovation, care and resilience.

This means redesigning services, investing in early help, and supporting
children, their families and carers through some of the most difficult moments
in their lives. It also means supporting our workforce—those who show up every
day with compassion, skill and determination.

The reality is that this work is becoming harder. Workforce shortages are acute,
funding is stretched, and the pace and complexity of legislative and policy
change is relentless. These pressures are felt most keenly by those on the front
line, affecting our ability to plan, innovate and sustain the services children

and families rely on. Councils are closest to communities and best placed to
work with them, designing services that reflect local realities and priorities. To
continue this work, we need a national approach that recognises the realities
of local context, priorities and service delivery; this involves coherent legislation
and policy, sustainable, transitional and long-term funding, and meaningful
collaboration across sectors.

The promise is a long-term commitment to doing things differently. It asks us
to listen, to learn and to lead with compassion. This report shows that Local
Government is doing just that.

We remain committed to this journey, not because we are
required to, but because we care about the children and families
we serve.




Introduction

2025 marks the halfway point in Scotland’s journey to keep the promise - a
commitment made in response to the Independent Care Review to transform

the lives of babies, children and young people experiencing care by 2030. This
milestone encourages reflection on the achievements over the last 5 years, as well
as the barriers to change and what needs to happen next.

Since the publication of COSLA’'s 2024 report ‘Local Government and the Promise: Progress,
Challenges and What's Needed to Succeed’, Local Government has continued to demonstrate
unwavering dedication to the babies, children, young people, families and communities that it
serves. Local authorities across Scotland continue to provide vital services to children and families
at all stages of their lives, as well as more specific supports to protect and care for babies, children
and young people who need this. This includes universal services available to all children, such as
education; early help for families that want this; and key supports at times of crisis.

There have been several significant national developments over the last year.

The Promise Progress Framework was published in December 2024 and was a major
step towards understanding progress at a national level. Developed collaboratively between
COSLA, the Scottish Government and The Promise Scotland, the framework brings together
national indicators aligned to ten vision statements. Work is ongoing to continually refine
these indicators in response to emerging learning and evidence. This initial iteration of

the framework provides a useful shared structure to understand how Scotland is doing in
keeping the promise at a national level. Work on the Stories of Progress is continuing with
mechanisms for understanding progress at the organisational and individual levels expected
by the end of 2025.

In February 2025, The Promise Oversight Board published its third report, offering
a sobering but constructive assessment of Scotland's progress. While acknowledging the
dedication of many individuals and organisations, the Board concluded that Scotland is not
yet halfway to keeping the promise. The report highlighted systemic barriers to progress,
including short-term funding cycles, workforce pressures, and leadership challenges. It
called for renewed urgency, particularly in areas such as whole family support and workforce
development, and it emphasised the critical role of local authorities in accelerating delivery.

Complementing the national insights from the Oversight Board, the Local Perspectives
Report offered a detailed account of how the promise is being delivered across Scotland's
communities. It drew on publicly available information to highlight the significant volume of
work underway within local authorities, showcasing examples of innovation, leadership, and
collaboration.



https://www.cosla.gov.uk/about-cosla/our-teams/children-and-young-people/the-promise
https://www.cosla.gov.uk/about-cosla/our-teams/children-and-young-people/the-promise
https://www.plan2430.scot/the-promise-story-of-progress/the-promise-progress-framework/
https://thepromise.scot/news/oversight-board-report-three-scotland-behind-schedule%E2%80%94-but-still-able-to-keep-promise-by-2030
https://thepromise.scot/whats-been-done/local-change
https://thepromise.scot/whats-been-done/local-change

In October 2025, Audit Scotland published a report entitled Improving Care Experience:

Delivering The Promise. This performance audit looked at areas including governance
and accountability, the measurement and reporting of progress, and trends in spending and
resourcing. The report made a number of recommendations for the Scottish Government,
COSLA, The Promise Scotland, the Independent Strategic Advisor and Children'’s Services
Planning Partnerships. The report recognised the scale and complexity of work underway
and has prompted reflection across partners. COSLA has welcomed the report and is actively
considering its recommendations in more depth.

Local authorities are actively shaping and monitoring progress through their

own oversight mechanism, such as through strategic oversight groups, corporate
parenting boards and children’s services strategic partnerships. Their work on the promise
is interconnected with Scotland’s broader policy landscape. It aligns with the principles of
Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) which continues to provide the foundation for
multi-agency support and wellbeing assessments across local services. The incorporation
of the United Nations Convention on Rights of a Child into Scots law in 2024 has further
strengthened the rights-based foundation of our work, placing legal duties on public bodies
to uphold children’s rights in all decision making.

Additionally, work around poverty reinforces the importance of early help, family support
and tackling structural inequalities. Public service reform efforts, focused on collaboration,
prevention and person-centred approaches, further embed the values of the promise across
systems and services. Together, these policy areas and priorities contribute to a national
vision for babies, children and young people, of which the promise is integral.

Reflecting on different stages of the ‘care system), this report aims to highlight the
pivotal role of councils throughout the lives of our babies, children, young people
and families. It aims to highlight some examples of work happening within parts
of local authorities that may not always be recognised for their contribution or
connections to the promise. Alongside this, it provides a commentary on some
key data trends with the aim of sharing insights into what this means for service
delivery. Following this, an update will be provided on the section in our previous
annual report on challenges and what we need to succeed.



https://audit.scot/uploads/2025-10/nr_251008_improving_care_experience.pdf
https://audit.scot/uploads/2025-10/nr_251008_improving_care_experience.pdf
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Working together with community planning partners, Local Government sits at

the heart of Scotland’s efforts to keep the promise. Across all 32 councils, services
are being reshaped to better support babies, children, young people, and families,
guided by the values of love, respect, and compassion. This section shares insights

into the role of local authorities in translating national ambition into meaningful
action. It highlights the realities of service delivery, the innovation emerging from
communities, and the challenges faced on the ground.

By reflecting on key data trends at different parts of the system, this chapter offers a deeper

understanding of what it truly means to work in partnership with children and families. It provides
a local lens on national developments, such as the Promise Progress Framework, the Oversight

Board's third report, and the Local Perspectives Report, showing how these shape and are
shaped by the work happening in every corner of Scotland. Through these stories, we see not
only progress, but the enduring commitment of Local Government to improve the lives of the
babies, children and young people in our care.

g Early Help and Prevention

Families tell us that they want accessible, inclusive, person-centred help at the
earliest possible point. Local Government plays a pivotal role in delivering early

help and prevention by designing and coordinating services that provide the right
support at the right time by the right people. This approach aims to break cycles

of inequality and improve long-term outcomes by acting early in a child’s life.

Councils work across multi-agency partnerships that bring together education, social work,
health, housing, police, and third sector organisations to provide integrated support tailored to

local needs. Through frameworks like GIRFEC and Children’s Services Planning structures, local
authorities ensure that services are child-centred, holistic, and responsive, focusing on wellbeing

and early identification of support needs.

Key responsibilities of local authorities in relation to this shift from crisis support to early help and

prevention include:

Strategic
leadership

Integrated
service delivery

Commissioning
and funding

Workforce
development

Councils are setting local priorities, allocating resources, and shaping
policy to embed prevention across services.

Through frameworks like GIRFEC, Local Government ensures that
support is holistic, proportionate, and responsive to the needs of
children and families.

Councils fund and commission early help services, including parenting
support, family outreach, and mental health provision, often in
partnership with community and third sector organisations.

Local authorities train and support practitioners to adopt trauma-
informed, rights-based approaches that build trust and reduce stigma.




Data and Councils contribute to national data efforts and use local intelligence to
evaluation monitor impact, identify gaps, and improve service design.

By investing in and prioritising early help, councils not only improve outcomes for children

and families but also reduce demand on more intensive or statutory services. This preventative
approach is essential to keeping the promise and aligns with the vision of supporting families to
stay together safely, ensuring that care experience is not the result of unmet need.

Q@ Whole Family Support

Councils and partners work with families to identify what support they might need at

an early stage, to prevent any issues escalating into a crisis. Children live in families,

In communities, and their experiences are shaped by their surroundings. This is not a
new approach, however there is growing recognition of the benefits, and flexibility to
provide tailored holistic support to keep families together. This involves coordinated
support involving services such as education, health, social work, housing, police, income
maximisation and third sector organisations. Families are fully involved in designing the
support package they need, with the child's voice at the centre.

A composite example of this:

After losing his job, a dad faced eviction from his privately rented home, putting his
family—including three children aged 10 to 14—under severe stress. The children struggled
at school, and the dad’'s mental health declined, leading to increased alcohol use.

When the youngest child’'s school noticed changes in behaviour and appearance, they
spoke with the parents, who agreed to a referral to their family support coordinator. The
coordinator arranged urgent financial and housing support, helped the family access
benefits, and a rent repayment plan was negotiated through advocacy with the landlord.
The dad was also referred for alcohol and employability support. With their housing and
income stabilised, the family environment became calmer, and the children’s school
attendance and wellbeing improved—preventing the need for more formal measures.

@ Early Learning and Childcare

In Scotland, 3 to 5 year olds are eligible for 1140 hours of early learning and childcare
(ELC). Some 2 year olds are as well, including those who have experience of care, or if
their parents have had experience of care. This is because there is evidence that ELC can
be especially beneficial by providing stability, routine, and opportunities for learning in a
nurturing environment. If a child, or parent, has experienced disruption or trauma, this
consistent space allows them to build trusting relationships with adults and peers. It can
support emotional development, language skills, and confidence. Additionally, ELC centres
can work with parents, carers and other professionals to ensure the child’'s needs are met,
contributing to a sense of safety and belonging, crucial for healthy development. Family
engagement or support workers link with ELC settings to enable ease of access to services
that might help the child or family to build or sustain positive home environments for the
child to feel safe, secure and loved.

@ ‘




. Youth Work and Leisure

Many local authorities offer free or discounted access to sports and leisure facilities, like
swimming pools and gyms, for care experienced young people. Physical activity is well
known to support health and wellbeing, but it also helps improve mood, confidence,
concentration, and social skills, areas where care experienced children may not have had
the same opportunities to flourish.

In some areas, youth work and Active Schools programmes have created tailored projects
for care experienced young people, helping them build leadership skills and even gain
coaching qualifications. These programmes not only boost confidence and wellbeing,
but also open doors to future volunteering or career opportunities. They benefit the wider
community too, by enabling young people to lead and run more sports sessions.

While physical activity is good for all young people, care experienced children often
face poorer outcomes in health, wellbeing, and employment. That's why these targeted
programmes can be especially powerful in supporting them to reach their full potential.

What Does the Data Say and How Can We Understand This?

One of the most challenging aspects of early help and prevention is how to evidence that

it is working. People’s lives are complex, and it is very difficult to evidence the prevention of
something as we can never know whether it would have happened or what stopped this from
happening.

A commonly cited statistic in relation to this is the reducing number of children in Scotland'’s
statutory ‘care system’. This is now the lowest this figure has been since 2005/6 (see Children'’s
Social Work Statistics).

Rate per 1,000 children
(0-17 years)

12 Total

-
D PR i - e o Kinship care and other community
. s

- Foster care and prospective adopters

- -

= ~—=— Al home

Residential care
]
1988 1980 1992 1984 1866 1988 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

(Scottish Government Children’s Social Work Statistics 2023-24)
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https://www.gov.scot/collections/childrens-social-work/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/childrens-social-work/

This can be interpreted as a positive sign that the shift towards early help, prevention and family
support means that more children are being supported to remain safely within their families and
communities. Local authorities have been investing in services that intervene early, emphasising
preventative and relationship-based approaches such as whole family support, trauma-informed
practice, and multi-agency collaboration. This has contributed to a broader cultural shift, predating
the promise, in how services are responding to the needs of children and families, recognising that
with the right support families can safely stay together.

This is an important part of the picture, but without context, the rest of the story is easily missed.

A reduction in numbers alone does not guarantee improved outcomes. It's essential to ensure that
children who do require care are identified and supported appropriately, and that decisions are
driven by their best interests, not by resource constraints. Anecdotal evidence from professionals
across local services suggests that while fewer children are entering statutory care, those who do,
often present with significantly more complex needs. These may include experiences of trauma,
disability, mental health challenges, or disrupted relationships, often requiring more intensive,
specialist, and sustained support.

A closer look at the Children’s Social Work Statistics shows that this reduction in the total number
of children in statutory care is primarily a reduction in those in community settings. This includes
those living at home and those living with foster carers, as shown in the graph above. However,
the number of children in residential care has remained relatively stable and as a percentage of
all children in statutory care, it has increased very slightly in the last 10 years. Given the intensive
nature of support typically provided in residential settings, this suggests that reductions are not
necessarily occurring in the areas where we might expect or hope to see them. This pattern
highlights the persistent level of need and indicates that a significant number of children continue
to experience crisis situations requiring intensive supports.

This has profound implications for service delivery. Local authorities are facing increased pressure
to respond to complexity with limited resources, and the perception that fewer children in care
equates to reduced demand is misleading. In reality, the cost and intensity of care have risen, with
services needing to be more flexible, trauma-informed, and multi-disciplinary than ever before.

Local Government finance statistics show that Scotland spent nearly £1.2 billion in 2023-24 on
children and families social work services, an increase of over £186 million since 2020-21. This
figure includes all associated costs, such as staffing, direct support, and commissioned services.
Of this total, 31% (over £363 million) was allocated to accommodation-based services, both
internal and external, while 36% (£423 million) was spent on community-based services, including
fostering.

Linking these figures to the Children’s Social Work Statistics, shows that the cost per child in
residential settings is approximately /.2 times higher than for a child supported in the community.
This indicates that, despite an overall reduction in the number of children in statutory care,
spending continues to rise, suggesting that resources are increasingly concentrated at the crisis
end of the system. While there could be many reasons for this and there is regional variation, the
escalating cost of care remains a primary driver.

The rising cost of care and this financial strain limits the flexibility of local authorities to invest in
community-based support, workforce development and innovative approaches that might reduce
the need for intensive care in the first place. Councils must continue to advocate for investment
that reflects this reality. Even in the face of rising demand and constrained budgets, they have
shown unwavering commitment to early help and prevention. This is because they care about
babies, children, young people and families, and are committed to ensuring they have the support
they need as early as possible. Local teams across Scotland continue to deliver these vital services
with compassion, expertise and resilience.

11
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) Children Experiencing Statutory Care
B

Local Government is key to delivering and improving services for babies,

children, young people and families who are experiencing care. Under the
Children (Scotland) Act 1995, local authorities have legal responsibilities, acting
as corporate parents to ensure the protection of the rights, wellbeing, and
development of children in our care.

They might provide this care in a range of settings, including foster care, kinship care, residential

homes and while a child or young person is still living with their family. They play a key role
In ensuring these environments are safe, nurturing, and tailored to individual needs, and their
responsibilities extend beyond the place where a child lives to include education, health,

emotional wellbeing and their journey to adulthood.

Key responsibilities of local authorities for babies, children and young people experiencing our

care include:

Care planning,
including
assessment and
interventions

Children’s
Hearings and
Legal Oversight

Corporate
Parenting
Duties

System
Improvement
and
Accountability

Councils must assess each child’s needs and develop personalised care
plans to ensure these are met. This includes both supports in the short-
term for children and families, as well as longer term planning to provide
children with stability and security throughout their childhood and into
adulthood.

Local authorities work closely with the Children’s Hearings System and
courts to ensure decisions are made in the best interests of the child,
with social workers playing a key role in assessments and evidence-
based recommendations.

As corporate parents, councils must actively promote the wellbeing

of care experienced babies, children and young people. This includes
access to education, housing, mental health support, and ensuring their
voice is heard and they are able to participate in the decisions that affect
them.

Councils collaborate with national bodies to improve practice, share
learning, and monitor outcomes.

This work is central to Scotland’'s commitment to transform the ‘care system’ by listening to
the voices of those with care experience and ensuring that every child grows up loved, safe,
and respected. Local Government is not just a service provider, it is a key agent of change in
making that vision a reality.

12




The voices and experiences of babies, children, and young people with care experience
are at the heart of any local authority involvement in their lives. This means getting to
know them, understanding what matters to them, and supporting them to navigate the
processes and systems they are part of. Across Scotland this includes regular time with
an adult they trust, sometimes a social worker, teacher or support worker, where children
and young people can share what's important to them or simply catch up on how

their week has been. There are also digital tools and apps available that allow children
and young people to share their thoughts and feelings. Many of these provide helpful
information, links, and resources to support their wellbeing.

Children and young people are supported to participate in multi-agency planning
meetings where key aspects of their lives, such as care, housing, and education, are
discussed. These forums are designed to be inclusive and empowering, with professionals
working to create safe spaces where children and young people feel heard and respected.
This requires careful preparation to ensure they understand the purpose of the meeting
and what to expect. At its core, this is about delivering relational, child-centred practice.

Including the voices of infants and babies requires a different approach. It involves
observing and interpreting their behaviours and cues, such as analysing interactions
between babies and their caregivers. Professionals working with this age group are trained
in these skills and receive ongoing support through professional development. Many local
authorities have also developed engagement strategies that reflect the specific needs of
younger children, ensuring their voices are meaningfully considered in decision-making
processes.

At a strategic level, councils have established care experienced advisory groups or

youth forums that feed directly into corporate parenting boards and strategic planning
processes. These groups provide a platform for young people to share their insights and
influence policy development, service improvement, and commissioning decisions. Local
authorities are also co-designing services with young people, involving them in shaping
the language, structure, and delivery of support. This approach ensures that services are
not only responsive to real needs but also reflect the values and priorities of those they
are intended to support.

Training and development opportunities are often provided to help young people build
confidence and skills to participate effectively in these forums. In turn, professionals are
supported to listen actively and adapt their practice to ensure that lived experience is not
only heard but acted upon.

These efforts reflect a broader cultural shift toward rights-based, participatory approaches
in Local Government, recognising that those supported by services are experts in their
own lives and should be partners in shaping the systems that support them.

13




' Cultural Change, Internal Policy and Human Resources
(HR) Developments

Local authorities across Scotland are making meaningful changes to their internal policies
and HR practices that reflect a growing commitment to inclusive, rights-based, and
trauma-informed approaches. These developments are helping to drive cultural change
across councils, ensuring that care experienced voices are embedded not only in service
delivery but also in the structures and systems that support staff and decision-making.

One key area of progress is the development of language policies that apply across entire
councils. These policies are often co-designed with children and young people with care
experience, ensuring that the language used by professionals reflects the preferences
and lived realities of those it describes. This shift promotes dignity, challenges stigma, and
fosters more empathetic and respectful practice.

Another important development is the decision by some councils to treat care experience
as a protected characteristic within internal processes. This includes embedding care
experience into impact assessment frameworks to ensure that the needs of care-
experienced individuals are considered in policy development and service design. In
recruitment, some councils have extended measures such as guaranteed interview
schemes for applicants with care experience, recognising the structural barriers they may
face and promoting equitable access to employment.

Additionally, some councils have introduced progressive HR policies such as a right to
leave for kinship carers employed by the local authority. This acknowledges the vital role
kinship carers play and supports them to balance their caregiving responsibilities with their
professional lives.

Together, these examples demonstrate how internal reforms can contribute to a wider
cultural shift, one that places lived experience at the heart of decision-making and
promotes inclusive, person-centred practice throughout Local Government.

@ Intensive Supports

Across Scotland, local authorities are delivering intensive, wraparound support to families
who need it. These services are designed to be trauma-informed, relational, and rights-
respecting, with a strong emphasis on keeping families together.

In some areas, dedicated multi-agency teams work closely with families to prevent the
need for statutory involvement. These teams provide tailored support that addresses
areas such as housing, mental health, education, and income challenges, in some

areas involving third sector partners and community services. The goal is to stabilise
family environments and reduce the need for more formal interventions. One local
authority established a team in March 2024 and by June 2025, 83% of young people
were supported to remain at home, 50% previously in care had returned home, and 60%
of those on home-based supervision orders no longer required statutory involvement.
Qualitative data showed that families benefited from increased scaffolding, reduced crisis
and improved relationships.




Other developments involve programmes specifically aimed at bringing children and
young people back to their communities from out-of-area placements. These initiatives
focus on creating the right conditions for return, such as securing appropriate housing,
therapeutic support, and educational continuity, while maintaining strong relationships
with the young person and their family. This approach recognises the importance of place,
identity, and belonging, and seeks to minimise the disruption caused by being placed far
from home. In one local authority their programme to return children and young people to
the local area has reduced the number of out of area placements by two thirds since 2018
and reduced costs by £18.5 million. What's more important, children are saying they are
happier and achieving in their education, hobbies and lives.

Together, these examples reflect a growing commitment across Local Government to
invest in community-based supports that enable babies, children and young people to
thrive within their own families and communities.

What Does the Data Say and How Can We Understand This?

Over the past decade, the landscape of statutory care for babies, children and young people in
Scotland has undergone significant transformation. Data shows a marked change in where and
how children are cared for when they require statutory care. Looking more closely at data relating
to foster care, kinship care and unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, provides insight into
what this transformation means for local service delivery, planning and policy.

Local authorities across Scotland are facing a growing crisis in foster care. The number of
fostering households is declining. A statistical bulletin from the Care Inspectorate shows a
reduction of over 17% in approved foster care households from 2019 to 2023. At the same

time, the needs of children requiring care are becoming more complex. Many children have
experienced trauma, mental health challenges, and have additional support needs, requiring more
specialist support from carers and services. Recruitment and retention of foster carers is proving
difficult, with foster carers reporting issues including financial insecurity, lack of breaks, and

limited professional recognition contributing to this. This shortage of carers is leading to instability,
increased reliance on costly independent fostering agencies, and pressure on social work teams.

Local Government is responding with urgency and innovation. Councils are exploring new
models of foster care, including enhanced support packages, and community-based recruitment
strategies. There is growing recognition that foster carers are highly skilled and deserve
recognition, stability, and support.

To understand and respond effectively to the impact of the crisis in foster care, the broader
context must be taken into account. Over the past decade, the proportion of children living with
kinship carers has steadily increased. This shift toward family-based care reflects the values of
the promise and the importance of relational continuity. At the same time, for local authorities,
this shift demands a reorientation of support structures. Kinship carers frequently require tailored
assistance, including financial support, trauma-informed training, and access to therapeutic
services.

15



https://www.careinspectorate.com/images/documents/7740/Fostering and Adoption 2023-24.pdf

Local Government is at the heart of managing this transition. Councils must now balance the
urgent need to rebuild foster care capacity with the growing demand for tailored support for

kinship carers. Both groups require investment, training, and recognition. Both are essential to
delivering care that is rooted in relationships, community, and the rights of the child.

Another facet in the transforming landscape of statutory care is the increasing number of
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in Scotland. So far this year, from 1 January 2025 to
October 2025, there have been 205 children arrive through the National Transfer Scheme, which
accounts for approximately 50% of those arriving. Including spontaneous arrivals, the number so far
this year is around 420 children and young people.

These young people often arrive with significant trauma, limited English, and complex legal
needs, requiring specialist support that extends beyond traditional care models. Local authorities
must navigate the tension between reserved immigration policy and devolved child welfare
responsibilities, while ensuring that unaccompanied asylum-seeking children receive the same
rights and protections as any other child in care. The increase in age disputes and the implications
of UK immigration legislation, such as the lllegal Migration Act, further complicate care planning
and long-term support.

In response, councils are adapting their services to meet these needs. Many are working closely
with specialist organisations to provide advocacy and legal support, while also investing in trauma-
informed training for social workers and carers. Some authorities are developing dedicated
pathways for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children within their children’s services, including
culturally appropriate placements and tailored education support. Innovative work around place-
based mental health and wellbeing support is emerging. Often traditional models of psychological
intervention are culturally inappropriate but simple things like hillwalking, football, and gardens

are proving to be more effective. There is also growing collaboration across Local Government

to share expertise, improve age assessment practices, and advocate for policy coherence that
upholds children’s rights. These efforts reflect a broader shift toward more inclusive, responsive
care systems aligned with the promise and the values of equity, dignity, and compassion.

These seemingly straightforward statistics relating to foster carers, kinship carers and
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, are used to demonstrate that these trends reflect deeper
systemic shifts in how care is understood and delivered. They are not simply statistical changes, but
indicators of a broader movement toward more relational, community-rooted forms of care.

For local authorities, these changes carry profound implications. They affect how services are
designed, commissioned, and delivered. They challenge traditional models of care provision and
require new approaches to workforce development, resource allocation, and partnership working.
Local Government is not only responding to these shifts, but actively driving them, keeping the
needs and rights of children at the centre of transformational change. Councils across Scotland are
leading the transformation of care, shaping policy and practice to better reflect the lived realities of
children and families. Through innovation, collaboration, and a commitment to the values of the
promise, local authorities are reimagining care systems that are rooted in relationships, rights, and
community.
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()
@% Moving On From Care and Into Adulthood
3

Local Government has a critical responsibility in supporting young people with
care experience as they move into adulthood. This period, often marked by
significant emotional, practical, and social change, requires sustained, tailored

support that reflects each young person’s unique journey.

Councils offer a wide range of supports designed to ensure that young people do not face
abrupt or unsupported moves and instead have access to the scaffolding they need to thrive. This
often involves support across a range of areas, including housing, employment and emotional

wellbeing.
Local authorities’ key responsibilities in relation to those moving on from care and into adulthood
include:
Continuing Councils offer young people the option to remain where they are living
Care beyond age 18, ensuring continuity of relationships and support.
Local authorities are responsible for helping those leaving care to access
Aftercare . . : :
. housing, education, employment, health services, and emotional support
Services . . L
tailored to their needs and aspirations.
Effective pathways into adulthood require early and collaborative
Planning and planning. Councils work with young people, carers, and professionals
Preparation to develop personalised pathways that reflect each individual young
person’s goals and circumstances.
Supporting Councils must ensure that care experienced young people are
Participation meaningfully involved in decisions about their future, and that their views
and Voice shape service design and delivery.
Embedding Local authorities are increasingly recognising the importance of

Lifelong Links support, mentoring, and trusted adults.

maintaining relationships and connections beyond care, including peer

Recent national consultations, including the Scottish Government’s Moving On from Care

into Adulthood exercise, have highlighted the need for more consistent, flexible, and rights-
based support across Scotland. Local Government continues to respond by strengthening
partnerships, improving practice, and advocating for the resources needed to meet these

responsibilities.

Councils across Scotland are working to ensure that care experienced young people enter

adulthood with confidence, security, and the opportunity to flourish.
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Q@ Housing Support

Housing is a critical part of a young person’s journey to independent living. Councils are
embedding tailored support into their services to ensure young people not only have a
roof over their heads, but also the stability and guidance needed to thrive. Some examples
of initiatives underway across Scotland are provided below, although this is by no means
an exhaustive list.

In some areas, aftercare hubs offer wraparound support for young people with care
experience as they move into adulthood. These models reflect strong partnerships
between local authorities, health services, and other community providers. They provide
holistic, trauma-informed, and rights-respecting support across key areas of a young
person’s life, including housing, healthcare, mental health, employment, and training.

Elsewhere, initiatives use transition flats to meet both the housing and support needs of
care experienced young people. These approaches aim to prevent homelessness and
provide a planned pathway to independent living through wraparound support.

Some local housing strategies have embedded the needs of care experienced young
people, recognising the diverse circumstances they may face — including unaccompanied
asylum-seeking children, young carers, and those placed outwith their local area. These
strategies outline targeted actions to address housing challenges and ensure that policy is
inclusive and responsive.

In other areas, dedicated housing support roles have been introduced to assist young
people who may struggle with the responsibilities of independent living. These roles
reflect an understanding that some care experienced individuals require more intensive,
hands-on support to sustain tenancies and avoid housing instability.

Flexible, person-centred housing support services are also available in some parts of
the country for young people aged 16-19, including those with care experience. These
services help young people secure, establish, and maintain appropriate accommodation.

Together, these examples highlight a strong commitment across Scotland to ensuring that
care experienced young people are not left behind when it comes to housing. Through
strategic planning, dedicated roles, and collaborative service models, local authorities are
helping young people build safe, stable futures.

I
Q@ Employability Support

Local councils play a vital role in delivering employability support across Scotland. This
includes helping all children and young people as they leave school-based education and
consider their next steps. For those with care experience, tailored advice and guidance
around employment and training is a core component of throughcare and aftercare
services. Social work teams work closely with employability services to ensure that care
experienced young people receive the support they need.




For example, in some areas, local employability partnerships collaborate closely with
delivery partners to provide responsive, needs-led services that support individuals to
successfully move into work. A key focus of these services is supporting young people
with care experience. In other areas, employability services work in partnership with
schools, social work, and other agencies to guide all young people as they leave school
and take their next steps toward further education, training, or employment.

Beyond support for individuals with care experience, councils also deliver employability
programmes for people facing wider barriers to work. These initiatives align with broader
efforts to reduce poverty and tackle inequality. For instance, some local authorities offer
paid work experience for those struggling to access employment, while others run
programmes that recognise the link between child poverty and employability, helping
families move into sustainable work.

This work is underpinned by strong partnership working, both within local authorities,
across education, social work, community development, and employability teams, as well
as externally with colleges, universities, employers, and industry partners.

What Does the Data Say and How Can We Understand This?

Continuing Care

Supporting care experienced young people as they move into adulthood is a core responsibility of
local authorities. Itis also one of the most complex and critical areas of statutory care. Leaving care
is not a single moment, it is a process that requires planning, flexibility, and sustained support. Local
authorities work hard to ensure that young people do not face abrupt endings to care, but instead
experience continuity, stability, and the relationships they need to thrive.

The introduction of continuing care was a significant and meaningful improvement, giving eligible
young people the right to remain where they are living until the age of 21. This policy aims to ensure
that young people move into adulthood with stability, support, and enduring relationships, and
councils are embracing it as a way to extend support and maintain trusted relationships.

Delivering Continuing Care consistently across Scotland presents significant challenges for
councils. While uptake is increasing, with over 1,100 young people accessing Continuing Care in
2024, this still represents only a fraction of those eligible. CELCIS also point out that this increase
may in fact be due to improved identification of those in receipt of continuing care, rather than
solely due to more young people exercising their right.

Despite uncertainty in how we interpret this data, those working on the ground to deliver
continuing care highlight the importance of understanding the local context. Many foster carers
and residential providers lack the physical space or financial support to continue caring for
children and young people. The national crisis in foster carer recruitment and retention has led
to a shortage of carers, and as young people remain longer in existing foster families, it becomes
increasingly difficult to find suitable homes for others entering care. The national housing crisis
creates further complications, with care experienced young people struggling to access secure
tenancies. Workforce pressures, particularly in social work, impact the capacity for early planning
and relational support, which is essential for those leaving care.
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https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-guidance/2024/07/children-young-people-scotland-act-2014-guidance-part-11-continuing-care/documents/continuing-care-guidance-update-june-2024/continuing-care-guidance-update-june-2024/govscot%3Adocument/continuing-care-guidance-update-june-2024.pdf
https://www.celcis.org/knowledge-bank/search-bank/blog/looking-beyond-data-continuing-care-and-aftercare

Further to the above, funding does not reflect the true cost of continuing care, leaving councils
to absorb additional pressures without dedicated resources. £9.26 million has been included in
the Local Government settlement for continuing care since 2018/19. However, this figure has
remained static. Work undertaken by COSLA in 2019 highlighted a significant disparity between
the allocation and actual spent. Based on returns from 26 councils, they were spending on
average 3.5 times their allocation in 2018/19 and this was projected to increase to an average
of 4.8 times their allocation in 2019/20. This disparity will be even greater now with pay inflation
and increasing uptake.

Despite the challenges, councils across Scotland are making considerable efforts to deliver
Continuing Care in ways that support young people meaningfully as they move into adulthood.
They are investing in staff training, improving pathway planning, and collaborating to share
good practice. Innovative housing solutions and multi-agency partnerships are being developed
to ensure young people have access to the support they need. However, the wider context
remains difficult. Pressures around housing, workforce capacity, and funding continue to affect
delivery, and the data on uptake is complex and open to misinterpretation. Without a clearer
understanding of why many eligible young people do not access continuing care, it is difficult
to define what success should look like. Councils are committed to getting this right, but they
need sufficient funding, a supported workforce, and a shared understanding of what meaningful
progress entails.

Aftercare

Alongside Continuing Care, Aftercare provides ongoing support for young people as they
navigate adulthood. However, there remains a significant gap between entittement and access.
Since the extension of aftercare in 2015 to include all young people leaving care up to age 26,
the number of young people receiving support has increased, yet the gap between those eligible
and those accessing services has widened considerably.
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(Scottish Government Children’s Social Work Statistics 2023-24)
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The reasons for this disparity are not well understood. As CELCIS notes in a recent report, it is
uncertain whether this reflects young people choosing not to access support, a lack of available
resources, or limited awareness of entitlements. Without clearer insight into the underlying
causes and individual contexts, this data point risks being misinterpreted and may lead to
assumptions about what success should look like.

This uncertainty has implications for how support is designed and delivered. It is essential to
balance the need to provide meaningful, tailored support with the importance of avoiding
unnecessary or prolonged involvement in statutory processes. Councils are embedding relational
practice and focusing on rights-based approaches to ensure that young people understand their
entitlements and can access support that meets their individual needs. This support varies widely,
from one-off advice to sustained, wraparound services, reflecting the diversity of experiences and
requirements among care experienced young people.

In light of the proposed Children (Care, Care Experience and Services Planning) (Scotland) Bill,
which seeks to extend aftercare eligibility to individuals previously ‘looked after’, further analysis
is needed. This should not only clarify current trends but also anticipate the impact of future
legislative changes, ensuring that policy developments are informed by evidence and responsive
to the lived realities of young people.

Together, the data on continuing care and aftercare highlights both the progress made and the
complexity of delivery. Despite significant financial, workforce and housing pressures, councils
are working hard to support young people to ensure they move into adulthood with the dignity,
security, and opportunity they deserve.
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Challenges

What is Needed

o))
COSLA




Since COSLA's last report in 2024, Scotland’s local authorities have continued to
demonstrate extraordinary commitment, creativity, and resilience in delivering for
babies, children, young people and families. Despite intensifying pressures, from
workforce shortages and financial constraints to an increasingly complex policy
landscape, local teams have remained focused on what matters most: building
trusting relationships and improving outcomes.

Across the country, we've seen inspiring examples of innovation and collaboration. While there
are too many examples to provide them all in detail, some common themes are highlighted
below.

Strong emphasis on relationship-based practice, ensuring babies,

ar:?cc:)im:éion children and young people are listened to, valued, and involved in the
pand rlioghts design and delivery of services. Adoption of rights-based approaches to

uphold and embed children’s rights in everyday practice.

Investment in training, trauma-informed practice, and workforce
wellbeing to build capacity and resilience. Recognition of the need for a
well-supported workforce to deliver consistent, compassionate care.

Supporting the
workforce

Strengthening partnerships across sectors, including health, education,
social work, third sector and justice. Promoting joined up planning and
delivery to meet the holistic needs of children and families.

Multi-agency
collaboration

Focus on early help and whole family support models to prevent crisis

apnroel\::gt('l?nn and reduce the need for statutory interventions. Targeted efforts to
inequalit 9 address poverty and inequality, recognising their impact on children’s
< y wellbeing and outcomes.
Service Strategic alignment with the promise, with principles embedding in

children’s services plans, corporate parenting strategies and governance
structures. Commitment to doing things differently, including language
reform and values-led practice, encouraging culture change across
systemes.

transformation
and cultural
change

For more information and examples of specific work happening in individual local authorities,
please see previous COSLA promise annual reports and the Keeping the promise: A local

perspective.
This progress is a testament to the dedication and professionalism of those working locally.

However, the challenges facing the system have deepened and without urgent national
action, the pace of change will be impacted.

This section sets out the key challenges that have emerged or intensified since the last report,
and outlines what is now needed to ensure local authorities can continue to deliver on the
promise and meet the needs of Scotland’s children and families.

23


https://thepromise.scot/whats-been-done/local-change
https://thepromise.scot/whats-been-done/local-change

The Challenges

The 2024 report outlined the following challenges:

Workforce crisis

Cluttered policy and legislative landscape
Lack of money in the system

Shortage of foster carers

’{'\': Uncertainty around the future of children’s services

For the most part, these challenges have remained and in some places,
deepened.

iii Workforce Pressures Have Deepened

The workforce crisis continues to be critical, with vacancies across social work, social care,
housing, education, and mental health. A report from August 2024 into Scotland’s Local

Government workforce highlights critical recruitment and retention issues, particularly in social
work and social care. Councils are reporting high vacancy rates, burnout and difficulty attracting
new people.

It is hoped that the development of the Scottish Social Work Partnership will support national
efforts to address this workforce crisis. However, it will take years for the impact of this to be
felt on the ground for frontline practitioners and for families. Deeper consideration is required
as to what is happening in the meantime and how this is factored into planning, timescales and
sequencing of policy, practice and legislative developments.
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) Funding Challenges Are More Acute

—

Local authorities are operating within increasingly tight financial constraints while demand for
care and support continues to grow. The current funding arrangements often do not reflect the
true cost of delivering high-quality, rights-based services. Councils are being asked to do more
and more and are frequently required to absorb additional costs without dedicated resources,
limiting their ability to innovate or respond flexibly to local needs and focus on early help and
prevention. This misalignment between funding and statutory responsibilities undermines efforts
to embed the promise in everyday practice. Councils need fair and flexible, long-term funding
arrangements that allow them to plan, innovate, and respond to local needs. For implementation
to be realistic and achievable, the policy intent must be adequately resourced.

The Legislative and Policy Landscape Has Become

More Complex

The various initiatives, policies and legislative changes outlined in the previous report are still
ongoing and more has been added to the mix. The Children (Care, care experience and services
planning) (Scotland) Bill outlines even more proposed changes, on top of everything else,
without any indication of appropriate streamlining, prioritisation or sequencing.

The significant amount of policy, practice and legislative developments underway all impact
upon the same children’s services workforce. Our local authority workforce committed to
improving the lives and experiences of babies, children and young people that we support.

To ensure they are able to do this, capacity for change must be well and carefully managed,
especially where that same workforce will be continuing to deliver critical services at the same
time. Policy ambition must be matched by both funding and sequencing, and there must be
meaningful acknowledgement that staff capacity is a limiting factor. Clarity on the sequencing
and implications of all changes is needed to ensure that timescales and expectations are realistic
and achievable, and the policy intent of the changes can be realised.

Most of the legislative and policy developments referenced throughout this report are well-
intentioned, seeking to uphold children’s rights, enhance service delivery, and improve outcomes
for babies, children and young people. Local Government has supported many proposals based
on their principles, with the clear caveat that they must be fully funded. However, adequate
funding often fails to materialise, leaving local authorities to shoulder the risk and face criticism
for an alleged 'implementation gap'. It may be time to shift this narrative. Rather than continuing
to endorse proposals in principle without clarity on delivery, Local Government may need to
adopt a firmer position, providing support only when funding is confirmed and implementation
plans are robust and achievable.
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What is Needed to Succeed?

The previous report outlined key priorities which continue to be relevant a year on.

Adequate and Sustainable Funding

Local authorities have repeatedly emphasised that transformational change cannot be
delivered on fragmented or short-term budgets. Funding must be aligned with the scale
of ambition and provided in a way that enables strategic planning, not reactive firefighting.
This includes resourcing preventative approaches, community-based support, and the
infrastructure needed to embed change.

National Workforce Support

A sustainable and skilled workforce is essential. Councils need long-term investment in
recruitment, retention, and development across social work, social care, and other frontline
services. This includes addressing pay disparities, improving career pathways, and ensuring
staff have the time and support to build meaningful, trauma-informed relationships with
children and families. Without this, the relational foundations of the promise cannot be
realised.

Policy and Legislative Alignment and Cohesion

Local authorities need clarity and coherence across the policy and legislative landscape. The
current environment is complex, with overlapping duties and competing priorities that can
dilute focus and create confusion. Legislative reform must simplify and consolidate existing
frameworks, ensuring they are understandable, implementable, and aligned with the values of
the promise. Crucially, any new duties must be properly sequenced and fully funded to avoid
placing additional strain on already stretched services.
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Q Strengthening Partnerships

&
Beyond structural reforms, stronger partnership working is essential to delivering the
promise. Councils cannot do this alone, Local Government needs meaningful collaboration
with all corporate parents and Community Planning Partners (CPPs), underpinned by shared
accountability and joined-up delivery. National policy and legislative developments must be
co-designed with Local Government from the outset, recognising the expertise and insight
councils bring from working directly with communities. Improved joint working with the
Scottish Government is particularly important to ensure that policy ambition is matched by
practical delivery planning, and that expectations are realistic and achievable.

To support meaningful progress, local authorities need improvements in reporting, data,

and monitoring. Current reporting requirements often prioritise quantitative outputs over
qualitative insights, which can obscure the lived experiences of children and families.

P

The publication of the Promise Progress Framework last year marked an important step in
clarifying how progress should be evidenced, with a focus on outcomes that reflect the lived
experiences of babies, children, young people, and families. The framework is due to be
updated by the end of this year, alongside the next two instalments of the Stories of Progress,
which aim to provide a richer, more narrative-based understanding of change across
Scotland. These developments offer an opportunity to move beyond compliance-driven
reporting and towards a more reflective, learning-focused approach that informs practice,
drives improvement, and ensures accountability across all levels of delivery.

QQ@ Local Control over Children’s Services
.@Q

Local authorities need trust and flexibility. They are closest to communities and best placed to
design services that reflect local needs. While national frameworks offer consistency and statutory
guidance, local authorities operate within distinct contexts shaped by various factors, including:

¢ Demographics — including ageing populations, migration trends, and socio-economic
diversity.

¢ Geography — such as rural and urban service delivery, island communities, and transport
constraints.

® Resources — with variation in staffing, budgets, and infrastructure.

e Governance structures, workforce capacity, and service priorities differ significantly across
Scotland.

Local flexibility is therefore essential to respond effectively to community needs. It is important
to recognise and reflect the diversity of local authorities. National frameworks should enable, not
constrain, local innovation.
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Year Ahead
Looking Forward
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Looking ahead, Local Government will remain central to the development and
implementation of key work related to the promise.

Work is underway regarding the Children (Care and Justice) (Scotland) Act, to ensure that
timescales for implementation are realistic and achievable. Councils are progressing the
introduction of the Care Leavers Payment, aiming to support young people as they move into
adulthood. In addition, local authorities are actively contributing to national efforts to reimagine
secure care, ensuring services are trauma-informed, rights-based, and focused on relational
support. Councils will remain pivotal in shaping the development of new legislation, including
the Children (Care, Care Experience and Services Planning) (Scotland) Bill. Their local leadership
and contextual insight are critical to effective delivery.

These developments sit within the broader context of public service reform, and it is essential
that work to deliver the promise is aligned with wider efforts to simplify and improve the system.
These legislative changes present opportunities to embed long-term improvements, but they
must be properly sequenced, resourced, and developed in partnership with Local Government.
As we move forward, it is vital to ensure that new legislation does not add further complexity

to an already cluttered landscape, particularly when the promise calls for simplification and
coherence across the system.

The forthcoming update to the Promise Progress Framework and the next instalments of the
Story of Progress, due by the end of the year, will provide further opportunities to reflect on
what meaningful progress looks like. These tools must continue to evolve in ways that support
learning, reduce administrative burden, and centre the voices of babies, children, young people,
and families.

The year ahead also brings a degree of uncertainty. The Scottish Government elections in spring
2026 may result in changes to political leadership, priorities, and policy direction. While the
cross-party commitment to the promise has been strong, local authorities will need to remain
agile and responsive, while resolute in their commitment to the principles of the promise.
Councils are not only delivering services; they are shaping the conditions for lasting change.
COSLA will continue to champion the role of Local Government and advocate for the conditions
needed to succeed, ensuring that policy ambition reflects the realities of local delivery and the
needs of babies, children, young people and families.

The promise is not a single programme or policy; it is a long-term commitment
to doing things differently to improve the experiences and outcomes of

babies, children and young people in our care. It is essential that the collective
commitment to the promise is matched by sustained action, investment and
collaboration. Local Government will remain at the heart of this journey,
translating national ambition into meaningful, lasting change for babies, children,
young people and families in every community.
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