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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. Introduction 

This Internal Audit review of Learning and Development – External/Procured 

Spend formed part of the Audit Plan agreed by the Accountable Officer and noted 

by the Audit and Assurance Committee on 27th March 2024. The Accountable 

Officer for Social Security Scotland is responsible for maintaining a sound system 

of governance, risk management and system of internal control that supports the 

achievement of the organisations policies, aims and objectives. 

 

It is important that Social Security Scotland set appropriate and realistic budgets 

for external/ procured learning and development and that these budgets are 

managed effectively to ensure external/ procured learning and development 

activities provide value for money, whilst also adding value to the individual and 

the Organisation. Where that spend comes from can be from both the centralised 

and departmental budgets. However, these differ in their scope. The centralised 

budget held within Organisational Development includes any formally recognised 

or accredited learning which links directly to a job role and team objectives to 

meet individual personal development, and learning which is linked to specific 

business needs. Departmental budgets include learning which is also formally 

recognised or accredited but is essential to the job role, as well as conferences 

and personal development learning not directly linked to business objectives.  

1.2. Audit Scope 

The scope of this review was to evaluate and report on the controls established in 

relation to Social Security Scotland’s learning and development arrangements for 

external training provision to ensure there is appropriate governance, risk 

management and controls in place. 

 

There is both a centralised training budget and budgets devolved amongst the 21 

business areas. Training budgets devolved amongst business areas are at the 

discretion of the area budget holder to oversee, manage and approve. They report 

monthly spend to Finance Business Partners but can approve external training 

spend within their own area without any oversight from Organisational 
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Development. The centralised budget sits within Organisation Development and is 

available for staff members to request additional funding from. If staff request 

funds from the centralised budget, they must submit a formal business case which 

details how this would provide value for money for the Organisation.  

 

The agreed Terms of Reference for this review is attached at Annex B.  

1.3. Assurance and Recommendations 

Assurance Category Reasonable 

Recommendations Priority 
High Medium Low 

0 4 0 

 

Our review has identified 4 medium recommendations. A reasonable assurance 

rating has been provided. Some improvements are required to enhance the 

adequacy and effectiveness of procedures. There are weaknesses in the risk, 

governance and/or control procedures in place but not of a significant nature. 

The rationale for this is that there is evidence of external training being approved 

on the basis of business need and area budget holders have responsibilities 

outlined within a Financial Responsibility Statement, which aims to ensure the 

organisation obtains value for money from external spend. However, there is no 

strategy or defined process for budget holders when managing and approving 

external training requests, which leads to inconsistency throughout the 

organisation and fails to capture whether value for money has been achieved. 

Furthermore, only one business area has training agreements in place for staff 

completing professional qualifications.  

Findings are summarised against recommendations made in the Management 

Action Plan. 

 

Full details of our findings, good practice and improvement opportunities can be 

found in section 3 below.  

 

Please see Annex A for the standard explanation of our assurance levels and 

recommendation priorities.  
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2. Management Action Plan  

2.1. Management Action Plan 

Our findings are set out in the Management Action Plan below 

No. Issue & Risk Recommendation Priority 
Management Response & Action 

Owner 
Action 
Date 

1 External Training Strategy 

Issue 1: There is a lack of awareness of 

the Learning Solutions Strategy which 

details use of the centralised budget for 

external training. 

Issue 2: There is no Strategy/Policy for 

budget holders regarding external 

training from their own devolved budgets 

meaning there is no consistent approach 

to managing, approving or reviewing 

external training across the Organisation. 

Due to this there are no documented or 

formal processes in place for approving 

external training requests. It was further 

A) The current strategy should be 

updated to set out a consistent 

organisational approach to external 

training provision spend from 

business area budgets. This could 

be further enhanced by the 

introduction of a template proforma 

for use across the organisation, 

which captures the request, 

assessment of value add, approval 

and evaluation.  

B) Once updated action should be 

taken to raise awareness of the 

strategy this could include, locating 

M 

Response: Issues accepted and 

action planned below. 

Action: Existing Learning Solutions 

Strategy to be updated and reframed 

as a framework addressing 

recommendations A, B & C. 

Once completed, a robust comms 

plan will sit alongside the framework, 

to raise the profile and awareness 

across the organisation. 

 

Action Owner: Design & 

Governance Lead 

 

31/10/20

25 
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No. Issue & Risk Recommendation Priority 
Management Response & Action 

Owner 
Action 
Date 

found based on sample testing of these 

requests that there is inconsistency 

between business areas in how these 

requests are managed. 

 

Issue 3: It is unclear if appropriate roles 

and responsibilities are set out, which 

clearly define and include appropriate 

segregation of duties and/or support in 

place to help ensure that requests are 

approved correctly and in line with 

business need consistently throughout 

the organisation. 

 

Risk 1: Lack of strategy or policy which 

clearly defines the organisation’s 

approach to leaning and development, 

resulting in an inconsistent approach 

being taken and risking not meeting 

Business Plan objectives. 

the strategy where it is easily 

accessible for reference sharing the 

strategy with colleagues and 

ensuring it is subject to regular 

review.  

C) A formal approach to approving 

external training requests should be 

put in place throughout Social 

Security Scotland which clarifies 

roles and responsibilities and 

includes appropriate segregation of 

duties and guidance on managing 

and approving external training 

requests. 
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No. Issue & Risk Recommendation Priority 
Management Response & Action 

Owner 
Action 
Date 

 

Risk 2: Lack of clearly defined process 

and guidance to staff for learning and 

development requests, resulting in lack 

of, or ineffective, appraisal, approval 

(including appropriate segregation of 

duties), training agreements being put in 

place, learning and development 

activities which do not align with the 

needs of the organisation, and capturing 

feedback on benefits realised. 

2 Roles and Responsibilities  

Issue 1:  Within Organisational 

Development there are no documented 

roles, responsibilities or accountabilities 

in place to manage developments and 

escalate issues around external training 

provision.  

 

Internal Audit are aware a new 

initiative is being planned for 

someone within Organisational 

Development to take responsibility 

for ‘account management’ 

throughout business areas to 

generate economy of scale, this is 

not yet fully operational. We would 

recommend that this planned action 

M 

Response: Issues accepted and 

action planned below. 

 

Action: Learning Solutions Strategy 

to be updated and reframed as a 

framework which will also formalise 

the role of the Leadership & Strategic 

Capability Managers. 

 

31/10/25 
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No. Issue & Risk Recommendation Priority 
Management Response & Action 

Owner 
Action 
Date 

Issue 2: Organisational Development 

also does not have any oversight of the 

external training and development needs 

amongst divisions. 

 

Risk 1: Lack of or unclear roles and 

responsibilities leading to a lack of 

accountability, oversight and ownership. 

 

Risk 2: Insufficient and/or ineffective 

management oversight and management 

information in relation to learning and 

development leading to an inability to 

address weaknesses, make informed 

decisions and mitigate risks. 

is progressed. As part of this it is 

advised that forums/management 

oversight arrangements should be 

considered with appropriate roles 

and responsibilities defined and 

clear routes for escalation of any 

arising issues identified by 

Organisational Development. 

 

Action Owner: Design & 

Governance Lead  

 

3 Training Agreements 

Issue: Only one of the 21 business areas 

have formalised training agreements in 

place for staff undertaking training / 

professional qualifications.  

Social Security Scotland should 

consider implementing training 

agreements as a standard practice 

throughout the organisation where 

appropriate for staff undertaking 

M 

Response: Issues accepted and 

action planned below. 

 

Action: Scottish Government are 

proposing a training agreement 

31/10/20

25 
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No. Issue & Risk Recommendation Priority 
Management Response & Action 

Owner 
Action 
Date 

 

Risk: Lack of training agreements in 

place for staff, increasing the risk that 

individuals may leave the organisation 

upon completion leading to Social 

Security Scotland incurring the cost but 

not gaining value for money or achieving 

organisational objectives.  

training above a certain value 

threshold.  

process to be introduced Q1 2025. 

Accept proposal to collaborate with 

SG and align, updating our 

framework as per recommendation 1. 

 

Action Owner: Design & 

Governance Lead 

 

4 Training Evaluation 

Issue: Only two out of 21 business areas 

advised they carried out post-training 

evaluation to establish if this met the 

needs of the business and ultimately 

delivered value for money. 

 

Risk: Lack of a clearly defined process 

for staff completing post-training 

evaluation on external learning and 

development leading to a lack of 

awareness of providers who generate 

An organisational approach to 

conducting formal evaluation of 

external training should be 

developed, allowing for a consistent 

approach to capturing, retaining and 

sharing feedback on training 

providers and courses. 
 

Response: Issues partially 

accepted and action planned 

below. The Organisational 

Development team already have a 

robust process of conducting formal 

evaluation of learning. This will be 

expanded to ensure a process is 

defined for local business areas to 

conduct pre and post course 121s as 

well as post-training evaluation to 

demonstrate the learning investment 

and associated return. The 

31/10/25 
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No. Issue & Risk Recommendation Priority 
Management Response & Action 

Owner 
Action 
Date 

beneficial skills and value for money 

resulting in these training providers being 

ignored in the future and other, less 

valuable training providers being utilised.  

 

Organisational Development team do 

not have the capacity to police the 

outputs of the evaluations, therefore 

the responsibility for this is for the 

local business area to monitor and 

escalate directly with the external 

provider and should inform 

partnership conversations with 

Leadership & Strategic Capability 

Managers. 

 

Action: 1 - Expand evaluation 

strategy to include evaluation of 

external training. 

2 – Update framework as per action 1 

to signpost this requirement for 

external learning events. 

 

Action Owner: Design & 

Governance Lead 
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3. Findings, Good Practice and Improvement Opportunities  

3.1. Good Practice 

Budget Holder Responsibilities 

3.1.1. Responsibilities are detailed for budget holders within a ‘Financial Responsibility 

Statement’. Responsibilities detailed include that they will ensure best value is 

achieved from allocated resources; monitor procurement budget; advise corporate 

finance of any new spend proposals ensuring that they are properly considered 

through the preparation Business Cases or similar justification. 

 

External Training and Business Objectives 

3.1.2. When staff are requesting training from the centralised budget, they need to fill out 

the Application for Financial Support for Learning template that is documented 

within the Learning Solutions Strategy and put forward a business case as to why 

this adds value to the department and overall organisation. This template asks 

businesses areas: the impact this learning will have; the impact of not undertaking 

the learning; timescales for intended delivery; specific learning providers; and how 

they will evaluate the effectiveness of this learning. This is then submitted to 

Organisational Development for approval.  

 

3.1.3. While the Application for Financial Support for Learning template is only in place 

for the centralised budget, there is evidence from sample testing to suggest that 

the approval of external training is based on business need and potential added 

value to Social Security Scotland, whether this is coming from the centralised 

budget or business area budgets.  

 

Training Agreements 

3.1.4. Corporate Finance have a training agreement in place for staff undertaking 

qualifications in the accounting profession. As part of this there is a ‘commitment 

to remain in post’ section which outlines that the staff member should remain with 

Social Security Scotland for a minimum of two years, or they may be required to 

reimburse Social Security Scotland for the cost of the course. This demonstrates 

an attempt to safeguard Social Security Scotland training resources and to ensure 

value for money is realised.  
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Monitoring of Spend 

3.1.5. Business area budget holders have monthly meetings with Finance Business 

Partners who are responsible for monitoring spend. This information is then 

collated and presented on a Monthly Dashboard which documents spend in 

various areas, of which training is one. This dashboard will also detail the total 

spend of a business area and what they still have available. Finally, they also 

highlight any key risks emerging from these findings.  

 

3.2. Improvement Opportunities 

External Training Strategy 

3.2.1. Although there is a Learning Solutions Strategy in place for external spend 

regarding use of the centralised training budget, business areas had a lack of 

awareness of this, with all budget holders being unaware this Strategy was in 

place, despite it being on Saltire. This has resulted in a lack of awareness of the 

centralised training budget, including when/ how it should be used. The Strategy 

and therefore the centralised training budget is not widely utilised in practice, this 

is further evidenced with a confirmation from Organisational Development that 

they have received no funding requests this financial year. Instead, external 

training is most often funded through the individual business area budgets and 

this expenditure is overseen by the Budget Holders in each business area. 

Recommendation 1. 

 

3.2.2. There is also no organisational Strategy or Policy in place for spend on external 

training from devolved business area budgets, or the process for appraisal, 

approval and evaluation. Due to this we noted an inconsistent approach to 

managing, approving or reviewing external training across the organisation as part 

of our sample testing. It is recommended that a strategy be put in place to set out 

a consistent organisational approach to external training provision funded through 

divisional budgets. Recommendation 1. 

 

3.2.3. The Strategy/Policy for spend on external training from devolved business area 

budgets referred to above could be further enhanced by the introduction of a 

template proforma for use across the organisation, which captures the request, 
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assessment of value add, approval and evaluation, further ensuring a consistent 

and documented approach across the organisation when divisions are approving 

and funding such activities. From fieldwork discussions with staff, it was 

concluded that there was no documented or formal organisational process for 

approving external training requests within business areas. It was further found, 

based on sample testing that there is inconsistency between business areas in 

how any requests for external training are managed. While most instances in the 

sample had a business case/need, this was not always clearly documented. A 

lack of formal process risks inconsistency in approach, together with approvals not 

being carried out in line with Scottish Public Finance Manual (SPFM) 

requirements. Recommendation 1. 

 

Roles and Responsibilities 

3.2.4. Within Organisational Development there are no documented roles, 

responsibilities, or accountabilities in place to manage developments and escalate 

issues around external training provision, risking a lack of clarity on accountability, 

oversight and ownership; and an inability to address weaknesses, make informed 

decisions and mitigate risks. Recommendation 2. 

 

3.2.5. Organisational Development do not have any management oversight into the 

external training and development needs amongst divisions. While it has been 

advised that a new initiative is being formed for someone within the team to take 

responsibility for ‘account management’ throughout business areas, to generate 

economy of scale, this is not yet fully operational. It is advised that 

forums/management oversight arrangements should also be considered with 

appropriate roles and responsibilities defined to allow for greater management 

oversight. Recommendation 2 

 

Training Agreements 

3.2.6. Out of 21 business areas, only one has training agreements in place for training/ 

professional qualifications. Organisational Development currently have in draft a 

section within their Learning Solutions Strategy under ‘Request for Funding’ which 

states that if funding is granted a declaration will be signed between the learner 

and Social Security Scotland. This declaration is an expected time to remain 

within the Scottish Government after completion of learning and is dependant on 
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the value cost of the training. For example, if the cost is over £3000 the staff 

member is expected to stay within the Scottish Government for 36 months. The 

total cost to be reimbursed should the staff member leave is also based on a 

percentage of expected duration remaining, however this has not been 

implemented. Implementing this as a standard practice across the organisation 

should be considered, ensuring value for money and that knowledge and skills 

generated through Social Security Scotland funding are benefiting both the 

individual and the organisation. Recommendation 3. 

 

Training Evaluation 

3.2.7. Based on fieldwork discussions with business area budget holders, and evidence 

provided for our sample testing, it was found that there are no set procedures in 

place for conducting a formal evaluation on external training. Of the 21 business 

areas, only two advised they have conducted and documented formal training 

evaluations for external training provision, which risks the organisation continuing 

to spend on training providers which are not providing benefit and therefore not 

delivering value for money. An organisational approach to conducting formal 

evaluation on external training should be developed, allowing for a consistent 

approach to capturing, retaining and sharing feedback on training providers. This 

approach could be further included in the Strategy and template proforma. 

Recommendation 4. 

 

3.2.8. It is also unclear if appropriate roles and responsibilities are set out, which clearly 

define and include appropriate segregation of duties and/or support in place to 

help ensure that requests are approved correctly and in line with business need 

consistently throughout the organisation. It is recommended that a formal 

approach to approving external training requests be put in place throughout Social 

Security Scotland which includes appropriate segregation of duties and guidance 

on managing and approving external training requests. This again could be 

included in the Strategy and template proforma, see recommendation 1. 

Recommendation 4. 

 

Risk Management 

3.2.9. A risk register is in place for Organisational Development. Whilst this has risks 

recorded in terms of relevance of training providers and numbers of cancelations 
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being charged for, there are no risks in relation to other potential risk areas such 

as inappropriate spend, spend which does not add value to the organisation or 

lack of monitoring of spend. This finding was discussed at the exit meeting for this 

review where management confirmed that the above risks had been considered 

and mitigated, therefore there was no need to add further risks to their register. 

Mitigations include approval process when requesting funding, pre and post 

course evaluations and ongoing partnership conversations with Leadership & 

Strategic Capability Managers ensuring alignment to divisional and organisational 

priorities. It was also advised that the team actively monitor and raise risks as 

required. On this basis we have not raised any further recommendation in relation 

to the divisional risk management activities in this review.  



Annex A Definition of Assurance and Recommendation Categories  

 

Assurance Levels 

 

Substantial Assurance 

Controls are robust and 

well managed 

Risk, governance and control procedures are effective in 

supporting the delivery of any related objectives. Any 

exposure to potential weakness is low and the materiality 

of any consequent risk is negligible. 

Reasonable Assurance 

Controls are adequate but 

require improvement 

 

Some improvements are required to enhance the 

adequacy and effectiveness of procedures. There are 

weaknesses in the risk, governance and/or control 

procedures in place but not of a significant nature. 

Limited Assurance 

Controls are developing 

but weak 

 

There are weaknesses in the current risk, governance 

and/or control procedures that either do, or could, affect 

the delivery of any related objectives. Exposure to the 

weaknesses identified is moderate and being mitigated. 

Insufficient Assurance 

Controls are not acceptable 

and have notable 

weaknesses 

 

There are significant weaknesses in the current risk, 

governance and/or control procedures, to the extent that 

the delivery of objectives is at risk. Exposure to the 

weaknesses identified is sizeable and requires urgent 

mitigating action. 

 

Recommendation Priority 

 

High Serious risk exposure or weakness requiring urgent 

consideration. 

Medium 
Moderate risk exposure or weakness with need to improve 

related controls. 

Low  
 

Relatively minor or housekeeping issue. 

 

  



Terms of Reference – Learning and Development 

18 

Annex B – Terms of Reference  

 

 

Directorate for Internal Audit and Assurance 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. This internal audit review forms parts of our planned audit coverage agreed by the 

Accountable Officer and noted by the Audit and Assurance Committee on 27th 

March 2024.  

1.2. Social Security Scotland’s 2023-24 Business Plan sets out one of its objectives is 

to “focus on developing the skills and capabilities of our people”. As part of this it 

is therefore important that appropriate and realistic budgets are set for external / 

procured learning and development, and that these budgets are managed 

effectively to ensure external / procured learning and development activities 

provide value for money, whilst also adding value to the individual and the 

Organisation. This review will focus on external/ procured learning and 

development provision, rather than internal training which is provided to 

colleagues. 

1.3. Social Security Scotland’s Strategic Risk Register includes the following risk which 

is relevant to this review:  

“Social Security Scotland must demonstrate that its operations secure value for 

money, that we are operating economically, efficiently and effectively. Failure to 

demonstrate this may undermine public confidence in the organisation and lead to 

reputational damage and public and stakeholder criticism.” (CR-03a) 

1.4. We met with relevant colleagues within Social Security Scotland on the 28th of 

June 2024 to discuss relevant risks and agree details of this review.  

1.5. Our key risks below have been developed through discussion and our knowledge 

of the organisation and its objectives.  
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2. Scope 

2.1. To evaluate and report on the controls established in relation to Social Security 

Scotland’s learning and development arrangements for external training provision 

to ensure there is appropriate governance, risk management and controls in place.  

2.2. Remit Item 1 – Policy, Processes and Oversight 

To assess whether Social Security Scotland has established appropriate 

arrangements for the governance, risk management, scrutiny and oversight of 

external / procured learning and development arrangements.  

 

Key Risks: 

• Lack of strategy or policy which clearly defines the organisation’s approach to 

external / procured learning and development, resulting in an inconsistent 

approach being taken and risking not meeting Business Plan objectives. 

• Lack of, or unclear, roles and responsibilities leading to a lack of accountability, 

oversight and ownership. 

• Ineffective budget setting and monitoring arrangements leading to budgets 

which are not aligned with business area needs, not providing value for money 

(e.g. through booking individually rather than in bulk) or not being used on 

external / procured learning and development activities which add value to the 

organisation. 

• Insufficient guidance, awareness and monitoring around procurement 

requirements resulting in not achieving value for money and/or procurement 

guidelines/regulations not being followed. 

• Lack of clearly defined process and guidance to staff for external / procured 

learning and development requests, resulting in lack of, or ineffective, 

appraisal, approval (including appropriate segregation of duties), training 

agreements being put in place, external / procured learning and development 

activities which do not align with the needs of the organisation, and capturing 

feedback on benefits realised. 

• Insufficient or ineffective management of risk in relation to external / procured 

learning and development leading to an inability to mitigate risks resulting in an 
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inability to achieve strategic objectives, leading to financial loss and/or 

reputational damage due to inappropriate spend. 

• Insufficient and/or ineffective management oversight and management 

information in relation to external / procured learning and development leading 

to an inability to address weaknesses, make informed decisions and mitigate 

risks. 

3. Approach 

3.1. We will undertake the audit in compliance with the Internal Audit Charter and, the 

Memorandum of Understanding agreed between Internal Audit and Social Security 

Scotland. 

3.2. At the conclusion of the audit a customer satisfaction questionnaire will be issued to 

the main client audit contact. Internal Audit appreciate feedback and to facilitate 

continuous improvement, we would be grateful if you could complete and return the 

questionnaire.  

3.3. Management are reminded of our need for timely access to people and 

responsiveness to information requests, to enable the reporting timetable to be met. 

 


