
Outcomes Based Accountability in Practice: Leeds  
 

In 2008, Leeds City Council’s children’s services faced significant challenges, and whilst staff were 
working hard to improve children’s lives, their services were rated Inadequate by OFSTED, and major 
changes were needed to turn performance around.  
 

As well as changing its ethos and its approach to child centred practice, Leeds City Council used OBA 
to change its organisational culture:  

 It obtained cross-party political support to use OBA as the recognised methodology for projects in 
the city.  

 Its approach was adopted by key city-wide strategic partnerships, with the Children’s Trust Board 
receive regular OBA scorecards on its Children and Young People’s Plan priorities.  

 OBA was adopted by all local ‘cluster’ partnerships at events to address local priority issues  

 It made a restorative commitment to working with individuals, families and communities to solve 
problems, using OBA to consult on school place planning in response to population growth  

 Its children’s social care transformation programme to improve frontline practice used OBA to 
plan change, measure impact and show practitioners the difference they are making.  

 It made a new social contract with families  
 
The Council also developed a number of ‘Obsessions’, which guide partners’ ethos and practice, and 
are monitored closely:  
 

 
 
Below is an example of how the Council and its partners turned the curve in reducing children looked 
after (CLA).  
 

Outcome: Children and young people are safe from harm 
 

Focus: To safely and appropriately reduce the need for children to be looked after in Leeds  
 

The council faced a rising number and proportion of children needing to be looked after in the city. If 
the trend from 2009 to 2012 had continued, the proportion of Leeds children who needed to be looked 
after would have continued to rise, and over 100 per 10,000 children in the city would have been 
looked after – over 1% of the child population. Turning the curve has meant that the changes to the 
local child welfare system have helped over 500 more children to remain safely at home with their 
families.  
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Leeds approach to improvement has been to reform and improve the whole child welfare system – 
from early help to leaving care services, recognising that in an interdependent system all elements 
need to function well together in order to make progress. Collective action by the whole city has made 
a difference and together, the proportion of children looked after has been safely reduced.  
 
The city has achieved a significant and sustained reduction in the proportion of children subject to a 
child protection plan. The graph below shows that In 2013 Leeds was well above Statistical Neighbours 
and the national average. By 2018 the rate in the city had been halved, meaning Leeds was now well 
below benchmarks.  
 

 
 
More broadly, the proportion of children in need (which includes all children and young people who 
are supported by statutory social work through an ongoing assessment, Child In Need Plan, Child 
Protection Plan or are Looked After) shows a similar trajectory, if less marked than in the ‘curves’ for 
children looked after and those with a CP Plan. Leeds was above benchmarks in 2013 but by 2018 
Leeds is below the rate for Statistical Neighbours and close to the national trend, which should still be 
seen as a success considering Leeds is relatively more deprived and has higher need than the national 
norm.  
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Whilst progress was made between 2012 and 2016, since then the rate has been stable at 76 per ten 
thousand in each of the last three years. Whilst this is a challenge, it is important to contrast this with 
the continued rises seen in similar areas (OFSTED Statistical Neighbour Authorities) and across England 
as a whole. Sustaining stable rates is an achievement in the context of increasing deprivation in the 
city as a whole, rising rates of child poverty and population growth in Leeds that is centred on the 
most deprived, highest need neighbourhoods.   
Adapted from: Report of Director of Children and Families Report to Scrutiny Board (Children and Families) March 2019 

 
An OBA Approach to Gathering Feedback  
Leeds City Council incorporates OBA into its programmes to ensure it gathers the feedback it needs 
to evaluate whether it is turning the curve. One example is its Targeted Mental Health in Schools 
(TaMHS) Assessments. Among other assessment scales, it asks staff to incorporate OBA. This is an 
extract from its Assessment Guidance (2015) explaining how to implement OBA in practice:  
 

  OBA is an approach used in Leeds and worldwide as a way of structuring planning to improve 
outcomes for whole populations and for improving services.  

  It includes looking at ‘How much did we do?’ and ‘How well did we do it?’ using simplified, common 
language across many services. It allows easy comparison across services, areas and interventions.  

  The two questions ‘Did we help?’ and ‘Did we treat you well?’ are part of that approach and gives a 
client centred perspective of their support.  

  It is particularly useful if pre and post assessments have not been taken or if the assessment shows 
a worsening score.  

  You should ask these simple questions at the end of your support and record these answers. It may 
be that you ask the question in a slightly different way or it is part of your assessments… The important 
issue is to record whether the support has been helpful and how they feel they have been treated.  
 
The Improvement Journey  
The council’s children’s services OFSTED ratings have moved from Inadequate to Outstanding in less 
than 10 years. Its 2018 OFSTED highlighted:  

‘An emphasis on outcomes facilitates consideration not just on the amount of work being done 
but on the impact that the intervention has had and the difference it has made to families. 
Reports have a focus on the outcome of the interventions and project what success would look 
like.’  

 
 


