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1.
The Financial Assessment Process – An Overview

1.1
The Fairer Charging Guidance gives some specific guidance on the financial assessment process, which is absent in the CRAG, but we believe that in principle the same processes should be followed for both types of assessment.

1.2
The financial assessment process covers a number of distinct stages and offers alternative methods of carrying out the process.

1.3
This can be illustrated in the following flow chart, and later sections describe each stage in more detail.

1.4
The process is assumed to begin following the completion of the care assessment though, depending on the choice of model for managing the process, does not necessarily signify any time delay.

	
	Stage 1

Provide charging information leaflet in advance or during a visit to the Service User/Service User’s representative and gather financial information (supported by evidence) onto a Statement of Financial Circumstances/Financial Assessment Recording Form.


	
	Stage 2

Identify the Costs of Disability to be allowed as a Disregard/Allowance (non res. care only)


	
	Stage 3

Carry out a Welfare Benefits check and refer on/assist in completion of claims where appropriate – indicate whether charges are likely to increase if successful and if possible by approximately how much.


	
	Stage 4

Calculate a charge (either actual/provisional) – notify the Service User/Service User’s representative/appropriate officer in writing (include method of payment).


	
	Stage 5

Ensure charging information is passed on to all relevant staff.


	
	Stage 6

Fast Track Review reassessment of charge if queried and/or explain access to Formal Appeals Procedure if not satisfied.


	
	Stage 7

Carry out re-assessment if notified of additional benefits, or at annual intervals.


2
Models for Managing the Process.

2.1
There are a variety of models currently in use by Local Authorities, but these mainly comprise the use of Social Work staff, specialist Financial Officers and specialist Welfare Rights Officers/Benefits Advice Officers.  

2.2
The following highlights the advantages and disadvantages of a number of models but is not intended to be exclusive.

2.3
Social work staff complete stages 1-3, with Finance staff completing 4,5 and 7, and specialist Welfare Rights Officers completing 6 or this latter task is contracted out.


Advantages: -

· Single visit rather than a number of specialists.

· Costs of disability could be identified during Care Assessment.

· Completion of some benefits claims, e.g., Attendance Allowance, assisted by information gathered during Care Assessment.


Disadvantages: -

· Social Workers are a scarce resource and valuable 

· Time used for work not directly related to their expertise.

· Will require detailed knowledge of charging to explain and give on-site provisional charge.

· Will require detailed knowledge of Welfare Benefits.

· Some Users are concerned that the assessment of 

Needs might be influenced by an assessment of ability to pay charges.

2.4
Specialist Finance Officers do it all or most.


Advantages: -

· Reduces number of staff who will visit.

· Already has knowledge of charging to give immediate response.

· Assessment of costs of disability will help in benefit claims.

· Frees up social work time for their tasks. 

· Cost effective at a lower grade than Social Workers.


Disadvantages: -

· Training needs to gain benefit expertise.

· Recruitment and training in visiting techniques where such posts don’t already exist.

· Time delay following care assessment.

· Need for specialist Welfare Rights Appeals Service if offered.

2.5
Specialist Welfare Rights Officers do it all.


Advantages: -

· Reduces number of staff who will visit.

· Already has knowledge of benefit system.

· Benefits expertise may help with assessing costs of 

disability.

· Frees up social work time for their tasks.

· Cost effective at a lower grade than Social Workers.

· Can handle benefit claims to appeal stage.

Disadvantages:-

· Training needs in charging.

· Recruitment and training where such posts don’t already exist.

· Possible conflict between charging and Welfare Rights ethos.

· Time delay following care assessment.

2.6
Mix of Finance Officers and Welfare Rights Officers.


Advantages:- 

· Able to specialise in specific responsibilities.

· Can handle benefit claims to appeal stage.


Disadvantages:-

· Will require 3 separate visits.

· Additional time delay from care assessment and financial assessment.

· Needs tight communication systems.

· Not cost effective.

3.
The Financial Assessment Process in Detail

3.1
Stage 1 - The Financial Assessment.

3.1.1
A specification for the contents of Charging Information Leaflet to Service Users is shown in Volume 10. This should be provided to the Service User either during the Social Worker’s visit, by post prior to a financial assessment visit, or during the actual financial assessment visit as a last resort. It is extremely important that the Service User is given written information.

3.1.2
The first stage of the process continues by gathering financial information to enable the assessment of ability to pay to be completed.  The model chosen for this (see Section 2) will influence the process.

3.1.3
If Social Work staff gather the information they will require sufficient skills and knowledge to ensure all relevant financial information is collected and evidenced.

3.1.4
The Financial Assessment Form should only gather information that is deemed necessary with appropriate statements on confidentiality, disclosure of information and authority to contact DWP.

3.1.5
Where specialist finance or welfare rights staff undertake a visit an appointment should be made by telephone, or letter if necessary where telephone contact cannot be made, to agree a time and date convenient to the Service User or their representative if they prefer.

3.1.6
It may be possible to seek sufficient information at this stage to establish that the income of the Service User falls at or below basic income levels, and that charging will not be applicable but good practice would be to evidence information and ensure maximisation of income benefits.

3.1.7
Prior to any visit appropriate checks should be completed to establish any risks to personal security and/or the need for a joint visit with other staff and the mental capacity of the service user to participate.

3.1.8
During an assessment visit the Statement of Financial Circumstances form should be evidenced and completed by the Officer and countersigned by the Service User or representative to confirm accuracy.  Authorities may wish to offer the Service User/Service User Representative the opportunity to complete the form, which would then be signed and witnessed by the Officer.

3.1.9
In addition to providing a actual/provisional assessment the Service User should also be informed of the date from which the charge will commence, the method by which the charge will be collected, the review, appeals and complaints systems operated by the Authority and contact details of the Financial assessment officer for queries.

3.1.10
The calculation of the charge, assessing the costs of disability, and the welfare benefits check, are detailed in subsequent sections.

3.2     
 Stage 2 – Assessing the Costs of Disability 

3.2.1 
 Good practice for assessing the costs of disability is included in

                  Volume 4

  3.3

Stage 3 - Calculating the Charge 

3.3.1 
There is still considerable discretion left to Councils in deciding how much to charge for non-residential services. The flow chart at the end of this section shows the process that can be adopted in arriving at a charge and is based on the charging model described in the Fairer Charging statutory guidance as “a charge assessed by reference to both level of service and the users means”. There is much less discretion in calculating the residential charge.

Non-Residential

3.3.2 
There still remains the need to identify what will actually be charged for each service and the following identifies the main service areas.

3.3.3 
Meals on Wheels – this will not form part of the assessed charge as it substitutes for ordinary expenditure. Many Councils subsidise the cost or collect the true cost of provision but excluding the cost of delivery. 

3.3.4 
Day Care – the choice is between (i) recovering the true cost of the service, by a daily charge, or a subsidised charge which will involve a full assessment including costs of disability (ii) or to charge for refreshments which as ordinary expenditure would not require an assessment (iii) or both. The main issue is whether the cost of assessment would make the income generated worthwhile.

3.3.5 
Home Care – again the choice is between recovering the full cost  with the inevitable complexity of differing rates paid to providers and varying enhancements for weekends etc or to identify a standard , subsidised rate applicable to all service users. The former would involve elaborate and expensive administration.

3.3.6
Assisted Technology/Telecare – the purchase of equipment is not able to be charged for but the cost of monitoring and response can be included as part of the care package.

3.3.7
Community Support Services – there is a range of new services being developed, often as a result of the move from traditional building based day care. These could include Drop In Centres, Sitting Services, Day Care in the Home, Befriending etc. They could all be included for charging if identified as meeting a Service User’s need.

3.3.8 
Independent Living – also called Supported Living, Shared Living etc. - this often involves a specified staff establishment for a unit or group of units and the cost of the operation can be identified and a cost apportioned amongst the tenants. 

3.3.9 
Transport – it is not clear whether transport to day care could be regarded as ordinary expenditure and therefore subject to a moderate contribution outside of the assessment process. There is also the issue of Mobility Allowance, which cannot be included as income, but may be used in place of Council provided /purchased transport. Research is required on this area to identify current and proposed practice which can be shared with those who are uncertain.

3.3.10 
The final issue relevant to the flowchart is setting a maximum charge. Fairer Charging Guidance recommends a figure approximating to 75% of residential care fee levels though there could be variations depending on whether higher dependency is the lowest rate paid in some areas. It may be worth considering whether the standard rate paid by residents in residential care who are in receipt of income support could be set as the maximum charge. This would depend on the general wealth in an area but it is possible that in poorer areas very few service users pay at this level for non-residential services. This could be researched locally.

BASIC FLOWCHART FOR CALCULATING THE NON-RESIDENTIALCHARGE

(Note: Each Authority will need to apply their own policy)









Residential

FLOWCHART FOR CALCULATING THE RESIDENTIAL CHARGE 










3.4
Stage 4 – The Welfare Benefits Check


3.4.1
The Fairer Charging Guidance requires that assistance with identification of eligibility and claims for state benefits be given to Service Users.


3.4.2
Maximisation of benefits will be an important part of a Council’s anti-poverty strategy and is also essential to maximising the Council’s income to ensure that services can be delivered.


3.4.3
This suggests that the need for assistance with welfare benefits should apply equally to residential care services.


3.4.4
Volume 13 of the Good Practice, Training and Induction Guide provides additional information on state benefits.

3.5
Stage 5 – The Follow Up Process

   3.5.1
The actual/provisional assessment of charges given during the visit needs to be confirmed in writing.  This may confirm that the charge is still provisional pending the production of evidence of income, capital, costs of disability, or it may be the final notification if this is possible


   3.5.2
The details of Service Provision/Care Plan may have been notified to the Service User separately but if it is preferred details of the actual service to be provided, the date of commencement of service, and the selected Service Provider could be incorporated into a single notification.


  3.5.3
The following information is suggested for inclusion.  This level of detail will ensure that the Service User has been provided with complete information against which any query or request for review can be made:-

· the individual items of income giving total income.

· the individual standard disregards giving the total disregards/allowances.

· the components making up allowances for the costs of disability and the amounts allowed.

· savings and capital that have been taken into account and how tariff income has been calculated.


   3.5.4
This information may be available as a printout for those who have an appropriate system or incorporated into the letter or attached as a separate sheet.


   3.5.5
It would also be useful to include the following information in the notification:-

· the date from which charging will commence.

· the actual cost of the service which will indicate the extent of the subsidy that is being made from general resources.

· On appeal the right of a fast-track review of the charge and access to the formal complaints procedure if necessary

· that the charge will be re-assessed, the intervals of re-assessment, and the date of the first re-assessment and the requirement to notify any change of circumstances that may affect the charge.

· the method by which the charge will be collected.


   3.5.6
As stated in 3.5.1 above, it may be necessary to indicate an interim/provisional charge whilst evidence is produced. This has been dealt with in Stage 3 “Calculating the Charge”.

3.6
Stage 6 – Fast Track Review/Appeal/Complaints

3.6.1
If the Service User is dissatisfied with the calculated charge access to the formal appeals procedure is available (if the council operates such a procedure).  If dissatisfied with the way the appeals process is handled, the service user must be made aware of the formal complaints procedure.

3.6.2
The 3 stage process can be time consuming and stressful for the Service    User and it may therefore be appropriate to offer a Fast Track Review.

3.6.3 
It is for each Council to decide, within its Charging Policy, whether such a process will be beneficial in resolving disputes quickly, or whether it adds additional confusion and delay.

3.6.4
A Fast Track Review process is detailed in Volume 12.

3.7       Stage 7 - Reassessments

3.7.1 All service users must be advised that they must notify the Council of any changes in their financial circumstances.  On notification a reassessment will take place.  This will be in addition to the standard reassessment timescale.

3.7.2 Fairer Charging guidance refers to reassessment only in respect of capital where it states “provision should be made for charges to be renewed at regular intervals, where savings are being used up by charges.  Good practice would require a similar review of both income and disability related expenditure where appropriate.

3.7.3
In respect of the financial assessment process for non-residential services, including the assessment of disability expenditure and the benefits check, good practice is identified as a personal visit in the user’s own home and should not be a paper-based system (assumed to mean sending a questionnaire to the user to be completed and returned).

3.7.4
The potential additional costs to offer an annual visit for reassessment to every service user could be significant and it is here that a paper-based exercise may be more appropriate.

3.7.5
For service users that are reliant on state benefits, which are automatically up-rated annually, the reassessment could be carried out by computer systems or manual desktop activity.

3.7.6
There will need to be consideration given to the issues of Occupational Pensions, which may be up-rated at different times of the year, capital assets and disability expenditure.

3.7.7
A review of charges at the same time as the review of an Occupational Pension would result in two changes to charges each year, whereas a review of capital and disability expenditure can be arranged to coincide with the income review.

3.7.8
The main issues requiring a decision to develop a reassessment policy include:-

· Would the whole assessment process involve a personal visit?

· Would a review of capital involve a personal visit to seek evidence or a paper-based exercise requiring the evidence to be included with the return?

· Would the review of disability expenditure involve a personal visit to review changing circumstances and evidence or a paper-based exercise for the same purpose?

· Would all reassessments be carried out simultaneously, e.g. February and March or apportioned over the year, i.e. a proportion each month?

· If the latter, would the reassessed charge apply immediately or would the information be held to the following April?

· Would service users below the non-residential buffer be automatically included in the review process?

· Would the erosion of capital/savings through charges justify a more frequent re-assessment e.g. twice each year?

· Where does joint working with DWP/Housing Benefits fit in to process/timescales?

4 
Date of Commencement of Charges

4.1
The CRAG states that the resident is responsible for the cost of care unless it can be established through a financial assessment, that the full cost cannot be met.

4.2
There is no specific reference to the date of commencement of charges and it can therefore be assumed that charging will commence from the date of admission.

4.3
This would not prevent the good practice of providing adequate information on the charging policy, and means of calculation, as early as possible in the process.

4.4
Fairer Charging Guidance states:

‘’ Once a persons care needs have been assessed, . . . . . . .an assessment of ability to pay charges should be carried out promptly and written information about any charges assessed payable, and how they have been calculated, should be communicated promptly. This should normally be done before sending a first bill. Charges should not be made for any period before an assessment of charges has been communicated to the user, although this may be unavoidable where the user has not cooperated with the assessment. A first bill for a lengthy past period can cause needless anxiety. Any increase in charges should also be notified and no increased charge made for a period before the notification’’

4.5 This would suggest that the financial assessment should be completed before service provision commences or alternatively that charging should not commence until the financial assessment is completed.

4.6
As a care assessment will have identified a need for social care services it would be unacceptable practice to delay the provision for the financial assessment

4.7
Research commissioned by the Department of Health and produced by the Care Services Efficiency Delivery Programme estimated that, for a large Council, the delay in commencing charges could result in a loss of income to the Council of £300,000 per annum.

4.8
A possible solution to be considered could be to include, within the Charging Policy, that the principles of the CRAG will be adopted i.e. that the full cost of the service or maximum charge will apply from the commencement of service provision.

4.9
An alternative solution could be a policy decision to charge a standard contribution/interim charge pending the financial assessment with cancellation/reimbursement if the resulting financial assessment identifies a charge of a lesser amount.

4.10
Other issues that have been identified in relation to the date of commencement of charges are:

· Good communication of the completion of the care assessment to financial assessment staff

· Provision of appropriate information on charging and the policy on date of commencement during the care assessment process

· Carrying out the financial assessment in parallel with the care assessment

· Social work staff to book an appointment for a financial assessment visit during the care assessment

· Notification of the charge or provisional charge during the financial assessment with written confirmation to follow as soon as possible

WORK OUT TOTAL INCOME


Income includes:  benefits – include disability benefits, private/personal or occupational pensions, tariff income (as per CRAG), earnings, and income from other sources such as annuities   








TAKE AWAY DISREGARDS


Disregards include: Earnings, DLA (Mobility), PEA and Savings Pension Credit together with the specific disregards such as home commitments identified in CRAG





(Take care with Respite Care Assessments)











This will give user’s ASSESSED CHARGE








CHARGE = DISPOSABLE INCOME OR COST OF PROVIDING THE SERVICE (WHICHEVER IS LESS) SUBJECT TO THE AUTHORITY’S MAXIMUM CHARGE WHERE THIS IS APPLIED





NB. Some local authorities may apply a percentage of disposable income in calculations for non-residential care services





PROPERTY


It is important that where a service user owns property that you refer to Charging for Residential Care – Property Issues (Volume 8)





DISPOSABLE/ ASSESSABLE INCOME


Assessable Income minus Disregards & Allowances equals                        








TAKE AWAY DISREGARDS AND ALLOWANCES


Income Disregards include: Earnings, DLA (Mobility) and basic income support plus 25% buffer (IS plus 35% buffer plus 10% DRE in Wales) 





Allowances can include Housing Costs (rent, mortgage interest and Council Tax – net of any income support or Housing/Council Tax benefit received), , CSA or Court Imposed Maintenance Orders and Costs of Disability related expenditure.


Optional allowances can include water rates, insurance, and utility standing charges or standard heating charges attached to rents 


.








WORK OUT TOTAL INCOME


Income includes: benefits – includes disability benefits, private/personal or occupational pensions, tariff income, earnings, and income from other sources such as annuities


   














CAPITAL/SAVINGS


Where limits apply and service user has above the capital/savings limit, service user is to be advised of full charge for services provided up to local authority’s maximum where this applies


(Ensure service user is fully aware of what determines capital/savings)


   








CHECK SAVINGS AND CAPITAL


Where this is in excess of current capital limit there may be no need for a financial assessment – service user will be self-funding and will be required to pay the gross cost of placement. It may be useful still to offer a financial assessment to clarify capital disregards and the process for seeking future financial support.


Ensure at this stage that service user continues to receive or claims Attendance/Disability Living Allowance (Care)
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