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1. Introduction and Background
1.1
The Fairer Charging Guidance contains reference to  management of charges and charging policies, to a good practice checklist in Appendix C of the Guidance and to “Good Practice Standards and Performance Monitoring” in the accompanying Practice Guidance issued in August 2002.
1.2
There is no similar reference in the CRAG but nafao believes that the principles of performance management apply equally to financial assessments and charging for residential care.

2.
The Practice Guidance Good Practice Standards and Performance Monitoring
2.1
The Fairer Charging Practice Guidance in respect of Performance Monitoring is based on good practice in Torbay, and states that “each Council would need to adapt them for their own circumstances”.  The objectives of having standards and performance monitoring are summarised in the Practice Guidance as follows:-

· one stop home-based service.

· Service Users and Carers at the centre of the approach.

· quicker more accurate financial assessments.

· introduction of fair and equitable charging policy, which recognises the cost of disability.

· customer satisfaction and feedback – a virtuous circle.

· more income for Users and Carers which is likely to be spent locally.

· Inter-Agency working with shared gaols reduces duplication, builds trust, and increases job satisfaction.

· increased income for the Council which may be spent on increased service.

· may increase effectiveness of care management teams.

· delivery of both the Council’s and Government’s prevention and independent living agendas.

· following efficiency lessons from the Audit Commission.

2.2
These objectives would be useful to Local Authorities to benchmark their charging policy and operational practice against.

2.3
The specific targets identified in the Practice Guidance are set out 

below with comments on the practical implications.

· Target – the “right first time” approach aiming for on the spot assessment and informing 95% of Service Users of the assessment charge at the time of the visit.

· Comment – this should include any interim charge that is notified pending the production of income/savings evidence relating to the cost of disability, ie, the Local Authority should not fail because of the inability of the Service User to produce evidence during the visit.

· Target – urgent visits (for example, where enforcement action is underway, or where capacity to afford urgently needed services are in doubt), within 2 days.

· Comment – it seems to contradict the requirement that charges should be kept separate from service provision.  As a whole the financial assessment process is to set charges outside the buffer, etc, then it is unlikely that a social Worker will be in a position to determine ability to pay.  The services, if urgently required, should be commissioned and an urgent referral for financial assessment requested.  A reasonable target is discussed immediately below.

· Target – all cases to be visited within 5 days of receipt of referral, unless the client or their representative requests a visit over a longer time period.

· Comment – as considerable emphasis is given to cost effectiveness, there must be a compromise between staffing levels that can give an immediate response, at significant cost, and too long a delay in the visit.  As good practice suggests that visits should be by appointment only, and as all Service Users do not necessarily have a telephone, then simply setting a target of 5 days from referral would be counter productive and require excessive staffing levels.  It may be more reasonable to set a target of 3 working days from the date referred by the Social Worker to make contact to arrange an appointment and 5 to 7 working days after contact for the visit to be made. This will allow a total of 10days from referral to visit. A target of 95% achievement would allow for cases where there would be an inevitable delay while corresponding in writing.  It would be necessary to exclude any cases where the Service User or representative requested a delayed visit.  The penalty for Local Authorities who delay was covered in Section 8.1.

· Target – all billing within 4 weeks; any excess over 4 weeks through Local Council delay to be written off; monitoring write-offs for this reason.

· Comments – in principle, this is reasonable though it must be accepted that too strict an application would be unfair unless there is a liberal interpretation of “through Local Council delay”, ie, for services that commenced very close to the date that bills were sent out or where there is a need to gather evidence.

· Target – mailshot a sample of customers every quarter, aim to achieve overall satisfaction rating greater than 8/10.


· Comment – this is much too simplistic though the principle is correct.  Many satisfaction surveys use 5 point scales comprising terms such as most satisfactory; satisfactory; unsatisfactory; etc, which do not correspond to marking.  It would be relatively easy to translate the standard to 80% satisfaction and equate any 5 point scale accordingly.  It is more important to have consistency in the questions that are asked and the Practice Guidance does not help.  Further work is necessary on agreeing consistency in the questions asked.  As surveys are an expensive process every effort should be made to include additional questions to existing customer surveys.

· Target – to maintain income ratios decided by the Council, consistent with plans for service development and decisions on which Users should be targets of subsidy.

· Comment – most Local Authorities indicated that the implementation of Fairer Charging was costly both in terms of lost income and additional staffing.  The creation of the 25% buffer ensured that the greatest subsidy was made to the least well off.  As everyone who receives a service obviously has needs, it is for each Authority to decide where any further subsidies will be targeted.

· Target – to maintain the efficiency of charging systems.  Councils will wish to benchmark their current percentage of administration against income received, eg, in April 2004.  Administration costs should include the cost of benefits advice targeted to Service Users, whoever provides it; infrastructure costs including recruitment; training; equipment; information materials; and accommodation.  

· Comment – the calculation of unit costs can be an extremely complex process and without clearly defined guidelines there are numerous methods which can make comparison and benchmarking impossible.  It is possible that this work will not be located within the Financial Assessment Team, but rather in Departmental or Corporate Finance/Budget Teams.  A discussion paper is included later and it may be useful to copy it to those responsible for the strategic finance function.

· Target – reduction in arrears of charges.

· Comment – perhaps Fairer Charging will reduce debt but whether this is accurately recorded by all Local Authorities for future comparison is uncertain.  The measurement would however be simple.

· Target – reduction in Users refusing/cutting down on services as a result of charging or asking for charges to be received.

· Comment – statistics will be able to be maintained over a period of time for comparative purposes, but it is possible that these are not currently held?

· Target – reduction in write-off of debts due to effective income maximisation.

· Comment – provided effective data is held on debts a future comparison should be relatively simple.

· Target – simple explanation of Financial Assessment Policy and process.

· Comment – as each Local Authority will produce an Information Leaflet for the public this is a simple target, but who will measure success in achieving the target?

· Target – it is important to monitor the results of benefits take up work.  Good Practice from around the country has indicated that the following areas have been used to measure outcomes of benefit take up activity:-

· the number of initial contacts made.

· the number of benefit claims made as a result of contact (broken down into benefits claimed).

· the number of successful awards per benefit (this figure should be confirmed by the Department for Works and Pensions).

· The amount of annual benefit gain (for which some clients will be less than a full year), minus 10% for caseload turnover.

· Comment – if Local Authorities are actively monitoring cases to measure performance in respect of the number of occasions when charges are notified on-site and timescales have been achieved, then it would be appropriate to continue this monitoring through the benefits claim process.  This would be necessary to ensure a follow-up for the purpose of re-assessing charges.  It would be useful to develop links with the DWP to receive information on individual Service User’s claims.  It is unlikely that general statistics from DWP on numbers of awards per benefit would be useful as this is likely to include take-up of initiatives for non-charge payers by the Council’s Welfare Rights Unit (if any), by Voluntary Organisations such as CAB, and those individuals who successfully claim benefits without any support.  The Practice Guidance stressed the importance for Local Authorities to report performance on take-up activity though it seems to be looking at it from a wider perspective than Fairer Charging.

3.
Why Measure Performance

3.1
Many councils already measure performance as part of Quality Assurance initiatives though it is possible that some staff may feel threatened by the concept.  The following may be useful in training programmes with staff:-

· What gets measured gets done.

· If you don’t measure results, you can’t tell success from failure.

· If you can’t see success, you can’t reward it.

· If you can’t reward success, you may be rewarding failure.

· If you can’t see success, you can’t learn from it.

· If you can’t recognise failure, you can’t correct it.

· If you can demonstrate results, you can will public support.

       c Osbourne and Gaebler , Reinventing Government 1992

4.
Measuring Customer Satisfaction

4.1
The guidance suggests that councils should achieve an 80% customer satisfaction rating in the implementation of its Fairer Charging schemes.

4.2
We believe that councils’ consultation on their charging policy will have gathered customer views and influenced the final policy.  Good practice would require review at intervals and councils will determine their own means of carrying this out.

4.3
We therefore believe that performance measurement should concentrate on the process involved and the interface between financial assessment staff and the customer.

5.
 The Method of Measuring Performance

5.1
Many councils will already have established performance measurement systems in place and the following summarises three possible alternatives.

(a)  
Produce a simple questionnaire to be left with each service user together with a return envelope.

(b)
Produce a simple questionnaire that is posted to all or a sample of service users (with a covering letter).

(c)
Add a number of simple questions to a pre-existing customer satisfaction survey used, for example, for the care assessment process.

5.2
The number of service users surveyed is important.  A representative sample may be acceptable though unless this is carried out by different staff there may be a risk of staff “cherry picking” suitable service users.

5.3
A survey of all service users receiving a financial assessment will involve more administration in analysis but will give more accurate feedback.  Many service users do not feel comfortable in participating in surveys unless anonymity is maintained.  If this is the adopted principle then a facility for disclosing identity could be offered for those who wish further discussion.

6.
The Questions to Ask

6.1
To achieve an 80% customer satisfaction rating, and to make the results meaningful, it would be helpful if similar questions were asked by all councils.

6.2
We have produced the following 6 questions which members may wish to adopt.

(a)
Was the appointment arranged for a day that was convenient for you?


(b)
Did the appointment take place on the arranged day?

(c)
Was the person who visited you able to deal with all of your queries in respect of the financial assessment process?

(d)
Did the person who visited you let you know what your charge would be during the visit?

(e)
Did the person who visited you check if you were entitled to any more state benefits?

(f)
If you were entitled to more benefits did the person who visited you help you to fill in any claim forms?

6.3
As with all of the work produced by the Association it is meant as a guide to good practice but members will make their own decisions on its suitability for use given their own individual work practices.

7. 
Benchmarking Performance  - The Benchmarking Club
7.1
There is no indication of a central initiative to gather and produce comparative information despite a statement that “The Department of Health will investigate the feasibility of collecting information on levels of arrears of charges and the costs of collection to enable councils to compare their performance, for Best Value purposes”. It continues by stating that “a definition of the costs of collection will be included in the separate practice guidance”.
7.2
The Practice Guidance states that “costs of collection as a percentage of income is one of the five categories of performance information recommended by the Audit Commission. Further advice on the definition of collection costs will be included on the home care charges Knowledge-web along with this practice guidance.

7.3
This does not appear to have been done.

7.4
The association has therefore proactively developed a partnership with IPF, a subsidiary of CIPFA, to operate a Benchmarking Club for the financial assessment process and related tasks.

7.5
This establishes specific interpretations and methods of gathering the information that is to be benchmarked, making comparisons meaningful and accurate in a cost effective way.

7.6
Further details of the Benchmarking Club are available by contacting Benchmarking@ipf.co.uk .
APPENDIX 

CHARGING FOR SERVICES – COSTS OF ADMINISTRATION

DISCUSSION PAPER

1.
Introduction

1.1
If comparisons are to be made between Local Authorities on the administrative costs of charging systems it is essential that each Authority measures its costs using a standard methodology.

1.2
As the development of unit costs are an integral part of Best Value Studies this should not be new to any Local Authority, though there will be variations in Authorities development of appropriate systems.

1.3
However, it is extremely important that excessively complex methods of calculation are avoided, as this will add to costs with little added value.

2.
Issues

2.1
Local Authorities use a variety of methods of gathering financial information and calculating charges, eg, social work staff, specialist finance staff, and specialist welfare benefits staff.

2.2
Many of these staff carry out a range of duties not all of which are relevant to the charging process.  This will obviously apply to social work staff but equally other staff may be involved in payments to service providers and general welfare benefits services to non-charge payers.

2.3
Many Local Authorities pay service providers net of charges, which reduces the costs of collection, or these costs may be included in fee levels paid to service providers.

2.4
There will be a significant variation in the size of Local Authorities, the number of service users, and the wealth of service users which makes a simple comparison of total costs and costs expressed as a percentage of income useful, but not the only method.

2.5
The different stages of development of unit costs by Local Authorities will result in inappropriate comparisons.

2.6
Some Local Authorities integrate charging operations for residential and non-residential services whereas others separate them completely.

2.7
The cost of administration will include new service users and the re-assessment process for existing charge payers.

3.
Solutions

3.1
An estimate of time spent on each of the main activities contained within a type of post can be made which will identify the proportion of total staffing costs attributable to the charging process.  Non direct costs, eg, training, supervision, etc, can be allocated to each of the activities or if it would not be felt to be significant apportioned at the same ratio as used for the activities (Issues 2.1 and 2.2).

3.2
It may be inappropriate to require independent service providers to provide information of their costs of collection and therefore either costs of collection should be excluded from the costs of administration or Local Authorities should indicate whether they made gross payments (with costs included) or net payments (with costs excluded).  This will allow Local Authorities to select appropriate comparisons (Issue 2.3).

3.3
It should be possible to identify the total costs of administration and the total income received.  This will give comparative information in terms of total cost and cost expressed as a percentage of income received.  It should be relatively simple to identify the number of new service users in a given year and the total number of service users subject to charging.  This will allow a further comparative analysis based on the cost per assessment or, if a more complex analysis is required, the cost per new assessment and the cost per re-assessment (Issues 2.4 and 2.7).

3.4
As unit costs are a requirement of Best Value Studies most Local Authorities will have undertaken some work though it is possible that the charging process will not be completed until later in the 5-year programme.  To reflect the varying stages of unit cost development it is possible to build up unit costs in stages ranging from simple to more complex, and if desirable to set a timescale for all Local Authorities to reach the more complex stage  (Issue 2.5).  An example of possible components of each stage is attached as Appendix 1.

3.5
If the principle of identifying the costs of administering the charging process is valid then it must apply equally to residential charges as well as non-residential charges.  Where Local Authorities use the same staff and process to administer both it would make sense to produce a single set of comparative costs.  Additional work and complexity could be required to separate the 2 processes if this was preferred though the same methods identified in 3.3 would be relevant (Issue 2.6).

4.
Comments

4.1
This paper has identified some of the issues involved in meeting the requirement set out in the Fairer Charging Guidance and Practice Guide to publish the costs of administering the charging process for comparative purposes.  

4.2
There will undoubtedly be alternative issues and possible solutions and these would be welcomed.

4.3
A useful source for guidance is the Joint Department of Health, Dartington Social 

Research Unit and Personnel Social Services Research Unit at the University of Kent’s publication “Unit Costs – Not Exactly Childs Play”, published in 2000.  This was aimed at Children’s Services but the general principles are relevant to all Local Authority Services and can be quoted as follows:

               “At the outset, 3 key issues to do with the scale and purpose of the work  

                ought to be resolved”.

i) Which items of expenditure are to be included?  This refers to the scope of the cost estimate and is important for comparisons nationally.  All Local Authorities must include the same items of expenditure for each service setting.

ii) Which mechanisms are to be used to allocate or apportion expenditure?  This relates to the accuracy of the estimation of the share of Local Authority resources attributable to each service setting.  Mechanisms that allow more accuracy may be important within Local Authorities.

ii) What measure of activity (output) will be used for each type of service?  Using the most appropriate activity measure for each service is as important as obtaining an accurate cost figure.

4.4
In particular comments would be welcomed on the following:-

· Should the costs of income collection be included or dealt with as a separate entity, and if so how would independent providers costs be included where net payments are made?

· Should there be further analysis based on the cost per assessment in addition to cost as a percentage of income?

· Should the re-assessment process be included or dealt with as a separate entity?

· Should the costs of the residential charges process be identified separately or should there be a single analysis covering all charging systems?

· Should there be a phased approach towards achieving a consistent and comprehensive analysis of costs and should there be a target date for Local Authorities to achieve the comprehensive analysis?

· Are the components of the analysis reasonable and realistic?

· Should an attempt be made to make a comprehensive and exhaustive list of components of unit costs or use a general formula, eg, PSSRU use 15% of staff costs as a standard overhead for calculations?

5.
Conclusion

5.1
The purpose of identifying the costs of administration must be to improve efficiency and good practice.

5.2
If this is to involve comparative analysis between Local Authorities then a consistent methodology is essential to prevent the published information being meaningless.
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