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Introduction 
 
UNISON is Scotland’s largest public service trade union with 160,000 members who deliver a wide 

range of services across the public, third and private sectors. Our members are also taxpayers and 

service users. UNISON has actively engaged in public and policy debate around improving 

delivery of public services throughout the post-devolution period, including the Christie 

Commission in 2011-12. We welcome the opportunity to respond to the Public Service Reform 

Committee’s call for views.  

 

As the main public sector union in Scotland, we have a significant contribution to make. Our 

members understand as well as anyone how systems work, where they could work better, and how 

services can be improved to meet changing needs. 

 

The Cabinet Secretary for Public Service Reform told the Scottish Parliament on 11 June that the 

public service reform strategy was “not about making cuts but protecting frontline services.” But the 

main aim of the public service reform strategy is to cut the public sector workforce and restrain 

overall pay costs as the main route to address the government’s fiscal position. The plans are not 

for efficiency savings to be reinvested in frontline services, but for budgets to permanently contract, 

when demand and need is ever increasing.  

 

For too long, the debate about public services has been reduced to slogans and false choices. 

Some politicians say there is ‘no money’. That digital solutions can replace people. That we can 

cut millions from corporate costs without consequences to our services. We are told that jobs can 

be cut through so-called ‘natural attrition’ with minimal impact on delivery. 

 

We need to recognise that as well as providing services citizens rely upon, and contributing to 

quality of life, our public sector institutions are critical to the success of the Scottish economy 

through providing basic infrastructure and key human and technological resources for emergent 

sectors. That contribution and its economic benefit would be even greater with proper investment. 

 

We need an honest conversation about the future of public services: what do we expect them 

to do, how they should change, how they are funded and who pays. The starting point for 

change must be improving services to meet constantly changing demand. Reform cannot be 

a code for cuts.  
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1. The Scottish Government aims to deliver on average £0.5 billion in savings through 

efficiencies per year for the next three years (2026-27 to 2028-29):  

 

a. To what extent are these savings achievable, and how will they shape public 

service delivery?  

 

There has already been a decade and a half of austerity cuts to public services. Any further cuts 

will be catastrophic and will further undermine social cohesion at a critical time.  

 

1.1 The government approach in the FSDP is wrong.  

 

The priority should be to raise income through a long-term strategy embracing progressive tax 

reform and to stimulate economic growth through strategic use of public investment in areas that 

will save public money. UNISON and the STUC have both put forward realistic tax options which 

could raise an additional £3billion for public services (1)(2). The country needs a public sector-led 

economic recovery plan, one that addresses our demographic and climate challenges, and 

stimulates private sector growth, not deeper cuts that carry risks both for the economy and for the 

future delivery of services.  

 

High quality public services are central to the quality of life of Scotland’s citizens and are essential 

for social cohesion. Failure to invest in public services to meet the population’s needs has social 

and political consequences, as we are witnessing today. 

 

1.2 The rationale does not make sense, and the approach contradicts the Christie 

Commission. 

 

The government assertion that these cuts can be achieved through what’s called “efficiencies”, 

with no negative impact on service delivery does not stack up. The approach of top-down centrally 

driven reforms pursued at pace also directly contradicts the Christie Commission 

recommendations. 

 

The shared services agenda the government has embarked on in the NHS is driven by savings 

targets; 60% of planned savings in the Scottish Spending Review (SSR) 2026 fall on health and 

social care. Experience shows reforms motivated by financial targets are a disaster for patient 

care, service users, staff wellbeing and local accountability.  

 

Shared services have been pushed to the public sector by management consultancies for many 

years as the solution to improving services while cutting costs. But the evidence shows that they 

are extremely costly with high upfront costs and often fail to deliver what is promised. The 

government plans also represent a significant transfer of not just resources but control and 

ownership from the public to the private sector. When the cabinet secretary states, it’s about 

“changing how we do business” we are concerned this means by opening the public sector up for 

private sector growth (3)  

 

We must be live to the opportunities provided by technological advances to improve efficiency in 

healthcare and other services and, indeed, invest in public research and ownership of 

technologies.  
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But the government’s claim that there is wasteful duplication in public services contradicts the 

public’s experience: 

 

• The public can see services falling apart: patients being treated in corridors, drastic 

ambulance wait times, community policing absent, enormous waiting lists for medical 

care & community mental health care, social care rationed, roads in disrepair, bus 

routes cut, gutters blocked and drains overflowing, city/town centres and local areas 

neglected and dirty, schools fundraising for basics, college courses closed, while the 

shift to digital is exacerbating exclusion and preventing citizens from accessing their 

rights and more charges for services are introduced and raised. Public dissatisfaction 

with public services has risen steeply. 

 

These are the results of 15 years of austerity cuts to public services. This is the context in 

which the SSR proposes an extra £1.7billion of cuts over 3 years.  

 

• Public sector workers know there is no ‘fat’ – they have seen services eroded over time. 

They know it is their goodwill and dedication that keeps the NHS, social care, education 

and other services functioning. These have combined to create a recruitment and 

retention crisis in services like social work, social care & planning and is now hitting 

recruitment in areas like nurse education. 

 

1.3 The premise for these cuts ignores the learning from years of reform to public services. 

 

The period since the banking crash in 2008, and the onset of austerity in 2010, has seen 

continuous public service reform by public sector organisations pressured to ‘work smarter’, do 

‘more with less’, and cut costs though digitisation, automation, outsourcing, restructuring, estate 

rationalisation, centralisation and shared services in response to cuts to public sector budgets.  

Local government has stated firmly that it has exhausted the possibilities for savings via these 

routes (4). 

 

Centralisation and outsourcing of services in health and local government has resulted in greater 

barriers to access, loss of local control and accountability and less transparency. 

 

In rural areas and the islands, centralisation of services has caused serious barriers to access and 

has driven inequality, with significant adverse impacts on people’s lives, on population retention 

and community sustainability. Centralisation directly undermines government aims to devolve 

control and empower local communities. 

 

Achievability & impact 

 

The £1.7 billion of ‘efficiency savings’ set out in the Scottish Spending Review are over and above 

the cuts public bodies already face to balance their budgets annually in the face of growing 

demand for services. There are already unprecedented levels of unmet need for services.  

 

These savings will not be reinvested – to do so would nullify the main goal of averting a national 

budget deficit in the face of growing demand.  

 

Any further spending cuts will be catastrophic for public services: 
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Health 

• Half of Scotland’s health boards require government loans to avert financial collapse (5). A 

number have recently been or are currently under supervision by government due to financial 

deficits, while others are close to being in this situation.  The KPMG business case and 

recommendations for NHS Grampian have grave implications for service provision. This is the 

context for the additional demand for 3% annual recurring savings against baseline budgets. 

 

• In the SSR 2026, the Health & Social Care portfolio shoulders a disproportionate share of 

‘efficiency savings’, 60% of the total savings (68% in Year 1) mainly through the requirement 

for 3% annual recurring savings. Beyond ‘service reform actions’ there is no detail in the SSR 

on the nature of the ‘efficiencies’ or the ‘productivity’ gains intended to achieve this, with the 

scale and timing of savings ‘to be determined’, however the government is driving ahead with 

its centralisation agenda of sub national planning and shared services in the NHS based on 

little or no attention to the evidence or consideration of the impacts. 

 

• The spending review indicates a significant shift of budget from acute care and the ambulance 

service towards primary and social care (6). The IFS considers that if NHS boards are unable 

to meet these very ambitious 3% recurring savings targets, then “Without big improvements in 

efficiency, hospital and ambulance performance would start deteriorating again unless other 

savings targets, cut back to bolster core NHS funding.” 

 

• The NHS remains the service of last resort. Cuts to addiction services, housing, education, 

public health, and policing create demand further down the line - in doctors’ surgeries, Accident 

and Emergency (A&E) departments, demand on the Ambulance Service and in hospital wards. 

In turn, the NHS is dependent on other public bodies and agencies. Rising demand from an 

ageing population and long-term conditions has made it difficult to redirect resources into 

preventative approaches.  

 

• Delayed discharge remains stubbornly high. A major objective of integration between health 

and social care was to reduce delayed discharge ("bed blocking") and enable people to receive 

care closer to home. Delayed discharge remains a persistent problem across Scotland, with 

thousands of bed days lost every month because patients who are medically fit for discharge 

cannot leave hospital.  

 

• Long waiting lists despite productivity initiatives. Reduced staffing levels throughout the 

2010s correlate with lengthening waiting lists during this period and now with the Covid backlog 

these remain at a historic high (7). The NHS has pursued digital transformation, theatre 

productivity programmes, and service redesign to improve efficiency. Significant numbers of 

patients continue to wait beyond statutory targets for outpatient appointments, diagnostics and 

treatment. Efficiency improvements have often been outweighed by workforce pressures, 

demographic change and increasing demand.  

 

• Workforce pressures reducing efficiency gains. Audit Scotland’s 2025 report on NHS 

Scotland identified efficiency savings were being delivered. NHS Scotland continues to face 

recruitment challenges, sickness absence pressures and dependence on temporary staffing in 

some specialties and locations. Vacancy pressures can increase agency and locum costs, 

offsetting planned efficiency savings. Productivity improvements are difficult to achieve when 

services are struggling to maintain staffing levels and the current workforce is running on 

empty. 
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Local Government 

• Local authorities already have a budget gap of over £0.5 billion (8). In the context of chronic 

underfunding, councils have prioritised education and social services, resulting in significant 

cuts to most other services (9) to the extent that some are failing or struggling to adequately 

meet even their statutory duties, for example in homelessness and trading standards. Under-

resourcing means this is the case even in statutory services like education and social work, for 

example, in ASN provision and child protection.  

 

• Increased legislative duties and responsibilities on councils have not been matched by 

additional resources.  The reform of the care system for children, known as The Promise, is 

one example. Implementation has suffered from poor planning, a lack of any assessment of the 

workforce, skills and resources required to deliver and weak accountability (10). The improved 

resources so critical for change within social work have not been delivered (11). 

 

• The gap between provision and unmet need for local authority services in 2024/25 was 

equivalent to an extra £10billion of council spending say the Improvement Service (12).  

 

• Scotland’s Chief Social Work Officers recently took the unprecedented step of issuing an 

emergency joint statement about a children’s care system on the verge of collapse (13).  

 

Integration Authorities (IJBs & HSCPs) 

• Integration Joint Boards, responsible for social care and community health, have a combined 

budget gap of £449m (14). They are unable to meet current, let alone the rising future demand 

for care, given Scotland’s growing demographic challenges (15).  

 

• Social care is chronically underfunded and inadequate to meet current need, with statutory 

duties unmet (16).  It is the single greatest source of pressure on IJB budgets now and demand 

is set to grow for the next two decades. 

 

• 6,600 people were waiting on a social care assessment (July 2026) while 3,000 had been 

assessed but were waiting on a package (17). 

 

• Audit Scotland says vacancy control/understaffing is how the majority of IJBs were able to 

report a budget surplus (18). 

 
 

Higher education 

• Higher education is in crisis. Universities Scotland reports that the amount of public funding 

invested in every Scottish undergraduate place was 22% less in 2024/25 than it was in 

2013/14 (19).  

• Universities have come to depend on international students to balance the books due to 

underfunding. As international student numbers have fallen, universities are facing an acute 

financial crisis. 

 

• The scales of job losses at some universities have been the equivalent of a medium sized 

employer in a community closing. The impact of this has not been sufficiently recognised. 

Further cuts will only worsen this impact and could have a serious impact on local economies. 

 

• University staff pay has been devalued by 25% since 2008.  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/47828/Benchmarking-Overview-Report-2024.pdf
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Further education 

• Further education has already experienced deep cuts and is in crisis. There are nearly 40,000 

fewer FE students and 1,600 fewer staff than there were just two years ago (20). Any further 

reductions in workforce would further strip back the opportunities available to learners in 

communities, and employment opportunities, in communities across Scotland. 

 

• Colleges train public service workers. The impact of both a lack of workforce planning and 

more cuts to further education is likely to be profound. The government made a manifesto 

pledge to further extend funded childcare. The workforce to staff these services will need to 

be trained, as do the workforce needed to implement recently passed legislation on adult 

social care and housing. 

 

• There has been a 20% real terms reduction in college funding between 2021/22 and 2025/26. 

In the year to March 2026, the further education workforce shrank by 3.3% – the biggest 

reduction across the public sector (21). Further figures relating to the shrinking workforce 

were included in the Scottish government’s spending review as evidence of “efficiencies” - at 

April 2025, colleges had a 9% workforce reduction, equating to a cumulative reduction in staff 

of 1,200 since 2014 (22).  

 

• Prison education was privatised last year when Fife College who had delivered the service 

under contract to the Scottish Prison Service since 2017 lost out to the private outsourcing 

firm PeoplePlus (formerly A4e) which undercut bids from FE colleges based on inferior pay 

and conditions. This sets a dangerous precedent for publicly funded education in Scotland 

being delivered for profit, following the path already taken in England (23).   

 

Non-departmental public bodies 

• Non-departmental public bodies support and deliver vital public services, including education, 

environmental protection, and water. 

 

• The programme of post-school reform had a significant negative impact on public bodies 

delivering and supporting education. The Scottish government announced that the Scottish 

Funding Council (SFC) would be responsible for apprenticeships, previously the remit of 

Skills Development Scotland (SDS). This is a major transfer of responsibility, and the number 

of staff who will be TUPE transferred to SFC is still not confirmed. The transfer raises wider 

questions about the future role of SDS. Whilst ministers have confirmed apprenticeships will 

transfer to SFC, the long-term role and remit of SDS following the transfer remains unclear. 

 

• Audit Scotland’s report into the reform programme found serious problems with the 

programme’s lack of engagement with important partners, staff, and learners. Until recently, 

Skills Development Scotland were not a part of the reform project board. This has had a 

profound impact on the public body and its staff. Lessons must be learned from this failed 

reform programme, and its methodology, or lack thereof, must not be applied across 

Scotland’s public services as part of wider public reform. This is evidence of what can happen 

when an ideological reform programme itself shapes service delivery, rather than the actual 

delivery requirements of that service shaping what the reform programme looks like. 
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• A lack of shared understanding of what the outcome of the reform should be was another 

key finding of the report – this has created uncertainty for organisations like SDS and their 

staff. 

 

• Skills Development Scotland has already seen an 18% reduction in headcount, and further 

savings are planned (24).  

 

• The impact of the outsourcing that has already taken place is clear at Scottish Water, where 

there is an ongoing project of privatisation by stealth. Approximately 92% of major works are 

now delivered by third-party contractors for whom Scottish Water is the main customer (25). 

This has resulted in a fragmented workforce, poor accountability, very high executive pay, 

and rising customer bills.  

 

• It will be important that the Scottish Government maximises opportunities to work jointly with 

the UK government. The Scottish Government must push for investment through the North 

Sea Jobs Service in Scotland to be channelled through the public sector and not syphoned 

off in private profit. 

 

 

(b) What progress is being made towards achieving these efficiencies?  

No comment 

 

(c ) What are the barriers to achieving greater efficiency and how can these be addressed?  

 

We do not accept the premise that these plans are first and foremost about improving ‘efficiency’. 

The main aim of the public service reform strategy is to cut the public sector workforce and restrain 

overall pay costs as the main route to address the government’s fiscal position.  

 

The proper starting point for reform should be service improvement; improving service 

experience and outcomes for service users, and increasing participation and accountability to 

service users, communities and staff. This is best achieved from the bottom up.  We have already 

stated some of the barriers to improving services, but we would add how important it is that we 

learn the lessons of previous public service reform exercises: 

 

• Recent reforms to post-school education and to the care system for children and young people 

have suffered from failures by Scottish Government to properly plan and consult, to assess the 

workforce, skills and resources required for implementation, and to pay attention to governance 

and accountability.  

 

• We fear the same errors being repeated in the current reforms. The lessons from the recent 

botched package of reforms to FE should serve as a lesson for reforms in other areas of the 

public sector which involve cuts, and which are poorly planned and not enacted through 

meaningful consultation. 

 

• Audit Scotland’s recent report (26) on the college and post-school education reform programme 

found the programme had made very little progress and found serious failings with the 

programme’s lack of planning, governance, a very concerning lack of understanding of the 

purpose and goals of the reform among key figures, and a lack of meaningful consultation about 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/more-oil-and-gas-workers-to-be-supported-into-jobs
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/more-oil-and-gas-workers-to-be-supported-into-jobs


 

8  

 

the programme with important partners. This programme should serve as a warning about the 

consequences of rushed reform done to public services rather than with them. 

 

• The public service reform which established Integration Authorities – IJBs & HSCPs –in 2016 is 

one of the most significant implemented over the last decade yet has failed to deliver the shift 

to prevention that was its primary aim. Multiple reviews have found limited evidence of large-

scale financial savings or the anticipated shift of resources from hospitals into community-

based care. Instead, this structural reform, poorly evidenced at the time, has cluttered the 

landscape, increased costs and complexity, and weakened both transparency and local 

accountability for services.  

 

• Long term investment is necessary to improve services. Without the security of multi-year 

funding, and the short term ‘double funding’ that is necessary to support a shift to prevention, 

organisations are unable to plan effectively to meet goals. For well documented reasons, many 

public authorities have tended to make short term, reactive, piecemeal and often arbitrary 

budget cuts to meet financial targets, decisions which have created dysfunction and 

undermined inter-agency collaboration.  

 

• In place of this, what has been provided for many years is a plethora of ‘pilots’, ‘pathfinders’, 

‘change funds’ to enable staff to innovate and test reforms at service level. The public sector 

has increasingly had to compete with the third sector for short term pots of money.  While these 

have enabled collaborative working, all too often where these are successful, budget 

constraints have prevented these from being scaled up, rolled out, mainstreamed or even 

sustained.  

 

2 How should the Scottish Government best present the extent of any realised efficiencies 

in the annual budget publication, including providing clarity on whether these are 

expected to be recurring savings?  

 

These should be presented alongside a description of the changes and cuts to services it has 

entailed along with information on the impact on service users and communities, with a specific 

assessment of the equalities impacts. 

 

3 The Fiscal Sustainability Delivery Plan aims to achieve an average reduction of the 

public sector workforce of 0.5% per year over five years. 

  

a. To what extent is this target achievable and how will it shape public service 

delivery? 

 

• Public services are people-intensive, and workforce cuts mean service cuts.  

• More, not fewer, public-sector workers are required to meet growing levels of unmet need, and 

rising demands on services due to demographic change and the impact of austerity.  

• The public sector workforce, including those who work in corporate functions, is not ‘bloated’. It 

has only recently returned to 2009 levels after reaching a historic low in 2018 (27). 

• As a percentage of the total workforce, it remains lower than in 2009 while demand for services 

continues to rise (28).  

• Understaffing is the main problem across our public services. 

• But what’s proposed is not workforce planning to meet this need and a plan to resource it.  



 

9  

 

• Instead, it’s a plan to allow existing and future demand to go unmet, while cutting headcount by 

a further 20,000.   

• Cutting more public sector jobs will exacerbate current problems.   

 

Public sector jobs were slashed from 2009 onwards; 35,000 jobs were lost in local government 

alone in the period to 2018. The recovery in the public sector workforce since 2017 has been the 

result of flagship government policies: the early years expansion, an increase in permanent 

teacher numbers and the launch of the devolved social security agency and the response to Brexit. 

All depended on increasing public sector headcount. Rising demand due to demographic change 

and the COVID19 pandemic have necessitated higher staffing levels in the NHS and local 

government. In addition, ending the use of expensive agency staff in the NHS involved recruiting 

permanent staff, again increasing headcount. 

 

Bodies including the Fraser of Allander Institute, IFS and IPPR Scotland have already expressed 

scepticism that job losses on this scale can be made without affecting what is termed ‘frontline’ 

service delivery. 

 

Protecting the frontline is always the claim made in favour of shared services which involve cuts to 

so-called ‘backroom’ jobs in administration and corporate services.  But it tends not to be the 

outcome; the evidence for this is poor. The government appears to be imposing a ‘one size fits all’ 

shared services solution based on this false distinction. It is at the heart of the current work 

programme around shared services and AI, aimed at driving workforce cuts in corporate services, 

which the government intends to implement “on an industrial scale” across the public sector (29).  

Public bodies who wish to be excluded must justify their reasons with a business case for retaining 

their own corporate services. This is not the approach to reform recommended by the Christie 

Commission. 

 

It is important that efficiencies available from AI use are about improving services and not just 

cutting costs. It is an error to think the workforce in corporate services like HR, IT, finance and 

procurement do not need local knowledge or relationships or that generic ‘one size fits all’ 

solutions can deliver the same. AI should not be used to replace human judgement. There is 

unfortunately a long history of problems in the public sector associated with technology-led top-

down solutions disconnected from local service needs and knowledge. There are also known risks 

for the public sector in applying AI solutions particularly when the development of governance and 

ethics frameworks lag behind.  

 

Past reforms based on savings through ‘back office’ reductions simply displaced costs onto 

frontline services. This was the case with the centralisation exercise which created Police 

Scotland. This is cited as a successful reform which saved £100s millions. But, as with the 

regionalisation of FE colleges, this was at very significant cost to services to communities and to 

the remaining workforce. On a different scale, where the centralisation or ‘pooling’ of support staff 

has been attempted within public bodies it has proven to often create practical and operational 

difficulties for services. 

 

There are also limitations to this as a strategy. In local government, the corporate services 

workforce has already been ‘reprofiled’ due to ‘efficiency savings’, with spending cut by 25% 

between 2010/11 – 2021/22 (30).  
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The target 

The government claims this 0.5% cut annually can be achieved through natural attrition and 

voluntary severance and not “by blunt reductions”. But the target itself is blunt.  

In its pre-budget scrutiny 2026/27, the Finance & Public Administration Committee heard evidence 

from a number of bodies, including the Scottish Fiscal Commission, the Fraser of Allander Institute 

and Audit Scotland, that to determine the feasibility of this target requires first a detailed 

assessment of the size of workforce needed to deliver public services and a plan of exactly where 

and how reductions of this size can be made.  

 

•   Where is the analysis of the scale of job losses through natural attrition that have already 

taken place within different sectors and services and a realistic assessment of how many more 

are feasible, or the impact currently on service users and service levels of existing budget-

driven vacancy control, intentional non-filling of vacancies and understaffing? 

 

• Where is the assessment of current and projected demand for different types of services, and 

of unmet need, current and projected, together with an assessment of the staffing and 

resources required to meet this?  We know demand will continue to rise in health and social 

care for the next 20 years. The Improvement Service recently estimated that unmet need for 

council services equates to an extra £10 billion of local authority spending. 

 

• Where is the assessment of the demographic challenges for staffing public services in future in 

parts of the country where the working age population is falling? Or the impact of visa 

restrictions on migrant workers and the consequent recruitment crisis in sectors like social 

care? Or how our post-school education system will provide the correct number of training 

places for different public sector occupations to guarantee a workforce for our public services in 

in future years? 

 

• Where is the assessment of the extra duties placed on local government by legislation passed 

in the last parliament and the workforce implications of this? Implementation will begin in the 

spending review period. It includes two care acts, a housing act and a community wealth 

building act all of which require extra workforce capacity.  

 

• Or the impact on public sector budgets including policing, public transport, councils and 

community services of handling the rise of far right activity and violence? 

 

• Where is the critical assessment of the outcomes of past attempts at shared services, 

digitisation, automation, structural reforms like health and social care integration, all the types 

of solutions advocated as ways to cut jobs now. Public services have been under pressure to 

find efficiencies and do ‘more with less’ for a considerable period.  

 

The SSR 2026 does not make clear which parts of the public sector the government expects to 

deliver its target for workforce cuts. 

 

However almost two thirds of the ‘efficiency savings’ in the SSR period fall on the Health & Social 

Care portfolio and 68% of the total in Year 1, mainly through the requirement for 3% annual 

recurring savings. Beyond ‘service reform actions’ there is no detail on the nature of these 

‘efficiencies’ or the ‘productivity’ gains intended to achieve this, only that the scale and timing of 

savings ‘to be determined’ but the implication is that workforce reductions will form part of this. 
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But the government is forging ahead with large scale top-down change in the NHS through sub 

national planning and shared services with the main aim of workforce reduction, and based on little 

or no consultation, effective governance structures, evidence or planning or attention to the impact 

on need and demand for services.  

 

There are huge dangers in this. 

 

NHS staffing levels need to be assessed at an individual service level, the evidence bears out the 

experience of staff, that NHS staffing levels have not kept pace with changing demand. Detailed 

IPPR analysis shows that staffing restraint after 2010 and the onset of austerity led to the growth in 

NHS waiting lists and ultimately the post-pandemic backlog. Even during the pandemic when 

staffing increased, NHS staffing adjusted for demography was still only 4% above the pre-austerity 

level and with the recent very modest staffing increase, the IPPR’s view is that “it is far from 

obvious” whether current staffing levels are sufficient to clear the backlog and tackle the rising 

challenges of demand (31). UNISON’s NHS members can say definitively that it is not possible.  

 

Our own research in a survey of our NHS members, in February 2026, paints a picture of a workforce 

under significant strain. Workloads, staff shortages and the physical condition of workplaces are key 

issues. Stress levels remain extremely high, with limited access to support. Experiences of violence 

and harassment continue to be widespread, and employer responses often fall short. From the 

viewpoint of staff, patient care is impacted across multiple areas, with staff experiencing low morale 

& worry about patient safety 

UNISON has consistently accepted the need to reform our NHS, but this can only be done safely 

if underpinned by comprehensive workforce planning and by dealing with pay reform for NHS 

workers (as identified in the 2023/24 pay deal but still outstanding). We cannot simply keep 

expecting NHS workers to meet the challenges of an aging population with an outdated 

approach to reward and recognition. Like the rest of the workforce in Scotland, the NHS 

workforce is ageing, and this situation needs to be considered. Planned increases to the state 

retirement age, gender inequality in the pension scheme will all have an impact.  

 

The majority of proposed ‘efficiency and productivity savings’ in all other government portfolios 

come from job losses (Q3). Our answer to Q1 details why job losses in these areas are unfeasible. 

 

Local government cannot bear any further job cuts. Leaving aside teaching staff and social 

services, local government staffing levels remain 12,500 FTE staff below 2010 levels and has 

recovered less than half of the more than 35,000 jobs lost to austerity (IPPR, 2026). Even meeting 

core statutory duties is now a challenge for councils (see answer to Q1). While demand continues 

to rise, and additional duties are placed on councils by the Scottish Government, services simply 

cannot be sustained with fewer staff.  It bears repeating that the gap between provision and unmet 

need for council services in 2024/25 was equivalent to an extra £10billion of spending (32).  

 

To repeat: Choosing workforce reductions as the main way to achieve fiscal sustainability is the 

wrong choice. It cannot be achieved without affecting service delivery and undermining economic 

aims and priorities including community wealth building.  

 

4. What actions can the Scottish Government take to ensure these workforce reductions 

are delivered in a managed way which best supports effective government and public 

service delivery? 
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As we have made clear, we think further workforce cuts are unsustainable and will damage 

public service delivery. 

 

5. The PSR strategy states that it will protect frontline services. To what extent is there 

sufficient clarity about how frontline roles are defined and how efficiencies in back-

office functions can be delivered in a way that minimises impact on the delivery of 

public services?  

 

There is no clarity about this.  The PSR strategy does not provide any definition of ‘frontline’ 

roles, but we reject in any case the false ‘frontline’/’back-office’ distinction.  There is one team 

in public service delivery. All parts of the workforce, and all functions, are essential for the 

efficient delivery of services and all reforms must begin from an informed, holistic 

understanding of how services work and the contribution of different roles. 

 

Corporate functions essential to the functioning of services are particularly at risk of being 

designated ‘back office’. Past reforms involving centralisation or shared services based on this 

type of false premise, at various levels within the public sector, show this this is often a false 

economy. Where it has been the premise for large scale structural reform, as in the creation of 

Police Scotland, it had disastrous consequences.  

 

 

6. Beyond the financial benefits that the Public Sector Reform (PSR) Strategy aims to 

achieve, what are the key outcomes that reform should be aiming for?  

  

We recognise the need to develop new delivery models in response to the many pressures on public 

services including demographic change, technology and climate change. But public service reform 

is not value free. We believe in an active state promoting the democratic values that are important 

to most people.   

 

UNISON has developed some key principles for service reform based on these values: democracy, 

partnership, fairness, investment and excellence. These are the outcomes we think public service 

reform should be aiming for. And by which proposals should be tested. 

 

Democracy – This is the defining difference between public and private or third sector delivery of 

services.  But this is more than about being democratically accountable through elected 

representatives, it is about ensuring the public are meaningfully involved and listened to in 

decision-making about the areas they live in and services they receive. 

 

Reforms should: 

• Create more democratic services (design, delivery, performance through genuine 

participation of citizens, users and staff) and improve their democratic accountability to the 

public. Public bodies should as far as possible be directly elected and quangos democratised. 

• Reduce and eliminate outsourcing, as this removes transparency and democratic 

accountability. Outsourcing is also financially inefficient with an estimated £2bn-£3 bn of 

public money extracted in profit by private providers in Scotland annually.   

• Devolve and decentralise decision-making and control of services to the most appropriate 

local democratic structure and maximise local authority control of how services are 

delivered for responsiveness. 
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Partnership - Public services should be designed and delivered in partnership with the staff 

delivering them, and the public who depend on them.  

 

Reforms should:  

• Be carried out in this spirit and begin from the perspective of public demand and need, 

rather than arbitrary efficiency targets for staffing/budget reductions. 

 

• Involve the public and users as active participants. Designing services and reform plans in 

collaboration with consultants removes opportunity for meaningful partnership. 

 

• Understand that staff working in public services are part of ‘one team’ to deliver those 

services. Partnership working must include the entire public service workforce, to ensure 

their expertise and needs are properly considered and are a key driver behind service design 

and any reform.  

 

Fairness – The process for public service reforms must be fair and achieve fair outcomes. 

Reforms should: 

 

• Ensure that all staff delivering public services are treated fairly. Using procurement to raise 

employment standards in contracted out public services and through insourcing. 

• Achieve fair and equitable outcomes across the country and avoid disadvantage to rural and 

island communities, and greater inequality within them, which is a known risk from 

centralisation. 

• Meet the requirements of equalities legislation including the public sector equality duty. The 

perspectives, views and needs of all groups of service users should be considered early in 

the design or reform process, not post hoc. 

 

Investment - Excellent, fair, and democratic public services cannot happen without adequate long-

term investment. Reforming public services should be done in the spirit of investment. Reform 

should not be a byword for cuts to services, which have already been stripped to the bone. 

 

Reforms should: 

• Include fair tax reforms. Public delivery is cost effective and provides excellent value for 

money but we need a fair and progressive tax system to provide public services with the 

investment necessary to sustain services.  

• Recognise the importance of investment in public services, public sector employment and 

public sector institutions for the economy at national and local levels. Good quality public 

sector jobs are essential for local economies and key to community wealth building. 

• Reject any further use of public private partnerships of any type through which (including 

PFI) billions of pounds of public money have already been wasted in Scotland. 

 

Excellence - Scotland’s public services should, and could, be world leading. The public should 

expect excellent services to be available to them. 

 

Reforms should: 

• Improve transparency so that excellence can be accurately measured. Outsourcing to the 

private and third sectors removes public services from democratic accountability and 

transparency, making it very difficult to know how well they are performing. 
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• Ensure excellence in public services is measured appropriately. Public services are labour 

intensive, and many are relationship based, eg in social care & education. Productivity cannot 

be increased in these areas of work. Performance measures should accurately reflect what 

excellence in these service looks like for those receiving the services.  

• Move away from the view that the cheapest option is the best. This commercially driven 

approach is part of what is holding public services in Scotland back from being the best they 

can be. Quality public services require investment, and they need to be paid for. Cutting costs 

and outsourcing ends up costing more – both financially, and in service quality. 

 

7. The PSR Strategy includes 18 different workstreams which aim to remove barriers to 

reform. 

One workstream focuses on “simplification”, recognising that “complexity of 

processes, structures and reporting requirements is a key barrier to effective and 

efficient service delivery” but reports continue to highlight the difficulty of moving 

resources away from acute services into preventative interventions 

 

“Prevention” is one of three pillars providing structure to the Strategy. 

a. What should the Scottish Government’s priorities be under its simplification 

workstream and what level of savings can be achieved through this approach?  

 

 Our answers to these questions are above. 

 

 

Lilian Macer 
Scottish Secretary  
UNISON Scotland  
 
For further information contact:  
 
Susan Galloway       
Information Development Officer    
s.galloway@unison.co.uk    
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