A streamlined approach to assessing value for money and eligibility in Supporting People funded services
Introduction
Supporting People teams are required to assess the value for money and eligibility of every service that is funded by the programme.  This is a key element of the service review process and is a consideration of not only the costs but also the quality, strategic relevance and outcomes delivered by the service.  The Commissioning Body is also required to agree a standard process for assessing the above and to make this publicly available.

Overall value for money assessment

To reach a final recommendation about the value for money offered by a particular service, the Supporting People team should  review all available data and ask themselves the following questions about the service:.   
	Is it contributing to SP’s stated aims? Is it helping service users to establish or maintain independent living?  
	 (The SP KPI’s and client record forms  contain valuable data to help with this assessment)

	Does it meet strategic aims?
	Consider feedback from strategic stakeholders and providers re strategic relevance, demand and eligibility

	Does it meet quality standards?
	Consider QAF data – provider self-assessments and validated QAF assessments.  Feedback from service users, advocates, carers and other people who know the service well.

	Is it the right service?
	Assess demand via performance information and data from your latest supply analysis and needs assessment.  Do you have an over-supply of this particular type of provision? Is it located in the right place?  Is it still attractive to service users? If not, consider re-modelling

	Is the price right?
	Compare the calculated SP unit cost with similar services locally, but also with regional and national comparators.

	Is the service provided at the appropriate level?
	Do the number of hours for the service type seem reasonable, when compared to similar services, locally, regionally or nationally?

	Is it delivering predominantly housing-related support?
	Does it comply with your published eligibility critiera?

	Is it achieving its stated outcomes?
	Compare service aims and objectives against what is actually being achieved. 
Look at  PI information and client record data (who is accessing the service, how long are they staying and where are they going once they leave)

Concrete data re benefit realisation is also of key interest. Can the service demonstrate that its outcomes are contributing to measurable improvements key local or national strategic priority areas?  The revised version of the ODPM strategic relevance questionnaire provides a starting point for gathering this data


The final decision and recommendation should take all the above into account – using something similar to the following matrix.
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The most important aspects of the above are to determine whether the service is strategically relevant and is achieving its outcomes.   If it is not, it will need to be either re-modelled or re-commissioned, even if the quality and price are excellent.
Existing Methodologies for assessing value for money and eligibility
Many Administering Authorities will have in place acceptable methodologies for assessing value for money and eligibility, which have been approved by their Commissioning Body and agreed with local providers.  If these systems are working well and the Supporting People team is confident that it can complete all value for money and eligibility assessments by April 06, then they should continue to use their existing frameworks. 

Some teams may however not yet have an agreed framework in place or may be concerned that their existing framework is not working effectively and will not enable them to have carried out value for money or eligibility assessments within the time remaining.  If this is the case, the approach outlined below may be of interest.  It is however just one option – and may not be appropriate for all Administering Authorities.
Time and resource implications 
Given the number of services to be reviewed by the March 06 deadline, some Supporting People teams may find it impractical to review in detail the price and eligibility of every service that is funded via the programme during this round of service reviews.

One practical approach which avoids the need for the above is to construct a set of parameters against which all services will be initially assessed in terms of service price and eligibility.  If a service falls within the acceptable ‘spread’, or under the limit of a parameter, further intensive examination in terms of the above will not usually be pursued.  If it does not, the team will have more detailed discussions with the service provider to establish the reasons why.
If the parameters are constructed carefully, it may be possible to use them to achieve any necessary overall efficiency savings for the programme, to bridge the gap between the programmes committed spend and the current allocated grant and / or the commissioning of new services.  An example of how this could work is given at Appendix 1.
How does this approach work in practice?

1. An upper limit (and optionally a lower limit) needs to be set in terms of the 2 key measures set out below:

a. Unit price (expressed as price per service user per hour and

b. The maximum weekly number of hours of housing related support which the Supporting people are prepared to fund 
2. In order to be able to broadly compare like with like, services should be batched into “types”.  Most Supporting People services can be logically separated into the following 4 broad categories:

a. Floating support
b. Accommodation-based – day-time cover

c. Accommodation-based- sleep-in cover

d. Accommodation-based – waking cover
These limits should be set following examination of local pricing, unit costs and support hours and via comparisons to other administering authorities and national data.

They should have also been the subject of consultation with providers from across the sector.  
Appendix 1 gives examples of how to calculate unit price and how to calculate a maximum number of hours per week.
It also includes graphs provided by an Administering Authority which has adopted this approach and show an actual spread of Supporting People funded costs and hours across the Authority.  It also shows the parameters which were set following this process.  It should be emphasised that these are local parameters, which take into account the Authority’s own Supporting People market. Local circumstances may differ considerably from one Authority to another, so it is important for Authorities who adopt this approach to use their own local data in order to set their parameters.
In the example given,  the upper limits are sufficiently flexible to include the majority of providers, but do give the Authority the opportunity to challenge those providers whose costs and hourly limits give cause for concern.  They should also enable them to achieve the majority of their required efficiency savings.
3. During the value for money assessments which form part of each service review,  three initial checks will be carried out:

a. Does the hourly price of the service fall within the defined range?

b. Does the completed eligibility questionnaire demonstrate that housing related support is being provided?

c. Do the housing related support hours per user fall within the acceptable ranges?
If one or more of the above are not met then further scrutiny will be required which will require more active participation on the part of the provider in supplying data etc.

4. If the service falls within the limits defined above, the provider is unlikely to be asked to provide further data and reductions in contract values should not be necessary.  
However, the team will reserve the right to examine in detail the price or eligibility of any service which gives cause for concern.  This might be for example due to a poor QAF assessment, negative feedback from stakeholders or service users or concerns about the accuracy of existing performance information data.  It may also be because there is clear evidence that the service is not delivering predominantly housing related support even though it is within the acceptable range in terms of hours.

5. Failure to fit within the parameters should not mean that the service contract value will automatically be reduced.  The parameters are not completely rigid and should be seen more as generally accepted local guidelines than rules.
6. Before any decision is made to reduce funding or alter the service in any way, more information should be gathered from the provider to determine why the service is outside the either or both of the 2 main parameters (i.e. exceeding the maximum local limit for hours of housing related support and/or exceeding the maximum local limit for unit price.)  
Services which are delivering more than the local upper limit of hours per user per week (Eligibility concerns)
If concerns have been raised about the number of service hours per user per week, there is likely to be an examination of user to staff ratios, and of the type of activities being undertaken on a day-to-day basis by the support workers.  
The Authority’s published eligibility criteria should be used to assess whether the service is delivering housing related support. 
Services should also be assessed on a broadly like-for-like basis, using something like the service type examples set out above.

If, following this assessment it is felt that Supporting People is paying for non-housing related support, the team should consider recommending the following to the Commissioning Body:
a. That discussions are held with other commissioners to establish where that funding will come from

b. That the service is maintained as it is whilst these discussions are in progress

If alternative funding is required from external Authorities, the same principles will apply.

Services which are above local parameters in terms of unit price 
If there is concern about the unit price, the team should explore with the provider the reasons why its price is outside the parameters.  
Reasons for a higher than local average unit price may include the following:

a. Need to recruit specialist or more highly trained staff because of the nature of the service

b. Higher than local average  travel costs (perhaps because the service is dispersed over a wide area)
c. Higher than local average operating costs

d. Higher than local average pay rates due to national pay scales etc

e. Other issues resulting from the specialist nature of the service

The Supporting People team will find it helpful to gather as much information as possible about acceptable local averages in terms of all the above criteria to enable them to challenge the provider in an informed way and to provide examples of similar services which are delivering equivalent or better outcomes for the same price.

If, following discussion, there appears to be good reason for any anomalies, the contract price may not change following service review.   If however, there appears to be no logical reason for a particular providers’ costs falling outside the acceptable price range, the team may recommend the following to the Commissioning Body:
a. That the service is re-commissioned, on a short-term contract which is subject to an agreed action plan with the provider which will reduce the price per user over an agreed period of time.

b. That the service is re-modelled in order to bring the costs within acceptable parameters

c. If serious concerns are raised about cost and there appears to be no way of resolving them within a relatively short period of time, the team may recommend that the contract is terminated and the service transferred to another provider.
Is it wise to set both lower and upper parameters?

Authorities may choose to set lower limits in terms of unit price and hours of housing related support. Lower limits in terms of hours of housing related support will help to identify those services which are either under-resourced and/or are not meeting their stated outcomes in terms of housing related support.

Lower limits in terms of price will help to highlight services which will always struggle to meet minimum quality standards and which may even impose health and safety risks to service users and staff.  
If an Authority decides to set a lower limit in terms of price, it does need to ensure that it has sufficient capacity within the current grant allocation to provide additional funding to services which fall below their price limits, whilst still achieving any necessary overall efficiency savings.
Using the parameters to achieve necessary efficiency savings

Authorities who decide to adopt this approach must test their draft parameters before sharing them externally to ensure that their upper limits in terms of hours and price are not so generous that they impede them from releasing sufficient funds to achieve savings and develop new services.

A consistent approach to all services
It is necessary to adopt a consistent and transparent approach to assessing service price and eligibility.  Therefore all services, including those that have already been reviewed in terms of strategic relevance, demand, quality, outcomes etc, should be assessed using the agreed local price and eligibility parameters.

Those services which cannot be assessed using this approach
Some services have very different characteristics and cannot be easily compared to other types of service.  Examples include Home Improvement Agencies and Community Alarm services. Authorities may choose to set separate acceptable parameters for these services, using available local, regional and national data.
Decision making process 
Part of the published protocol for assessing value for money and eligibility must include details of the decision making process.

Some Authorities may decide to involve specialists to consider any recommendations about value for money or eligibility which will have major implications and are likely to be contentious.  These specialist recommendations can form part of the overall body of evidence submitted to the Commissioning Body for final decision.

Authorities adopting the approach outlined in this paper should also ensure that any decision to renew a contract in respect of a service which falls outside its published parameters is properly evidenced and submitted to the Commissioning Body for a decision. Information gathered during the value for money assessment process will be taken into account at an options appraisal meeting to be held at the end of the overall service review.

One Authority has decided to establish an Options Appraisal panel to review each service review decision.  This meeting will be chaired by the Head of Supporting People and the relevant joint commissioners will be invited to attend.  The review officer will present the findings of the review together with the options to be considered regarding future contracting with the provider.  

If the outcome recommends recontracting for a service but with significant reductions in the SP funding for a service, the panel will propose an action plan for how this is to be achieved.

The outcome of this meeting will be notified to the provider.  

Recommendations for decommissioning a service will be referred to the Commissioning Body for consideration.

Appeals process
In accordance with ODPM Service Review guidance, any provider who is dissatisfied with any aspect of the value for money review, and/or the overall service review process has a right to appeal to the Commissioning Body.  However appeals can only be based on the following grounds:
a. We have failed to consider all the relevant facts when carrying out the service review
b. We have failed to adhere to the published service review methodology

c. We have not taken account of wider strategic considerations for the service

The Commissioning Body can only ask the Administering Authority to look again at its decision and has no authority to overturn the Authority’s decision.
Timescales for any changes
Any necessary changes following a service review will take into account the minimum notice period within the contract.  The particular needs of the service users will also be taken into account – and every attempt will be made to work with the provider to keep potential disruption to service users to an absolute minimum.
APPENDIX 1
PARAMETERS

One Authority’s Supporting People Value for money and eligibility parameters are outlined below:
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.  The parameters have been set using data gleaned from the following sources:

Upper limit of hours per user

Performance indicator data.  Discussion with cross-section of providers representing all client groups. 

Upper limit £/hour

Performance Indicator and contract data.  Social services community care hourly rates.  Discussion with cross-section of providers representing all client groups.

The full range of data used to fix these limits is shown in the graphs overleaf.  From these it can be seen that the majority of providers fit comfortably within both sets of parameters.

Services will be benchmarked according to type.  The upper hourly rate is slightly lower for services offering sleep-in overnight cover because this Authority feels that the actual data is reflecting a difference in terms of this service type. 
RATIONALE BEHIND COST PARAMETERS

The graphs below have been complied from existing data from an AA which has set cost and eligibility parameters, gleaned from service contracts and performance return data submitted to date.  They show that the vast majority of existing Supporting People funded services sit within the value for money parameters.

[image: image2.emf]Distribution of Hourly rates

-

10.00

20.00

30.00

40.00

50.00

60.00

70.00

1 7 13 19 25 31 37 43 49 55 61 67 73 79 85 91 97103109115121127133139145151157163169175181187193

Number of Services

Hourly rate


[image: image3.emf]Distribution of Hourly rates

-

10.00

20.00

30.00

40.00

50.00

60.00

70.00

1 7 13 19 25 31 37 43 49 55 61 67 73 79 85 91 97103109115121127133139145151157163169175181187193

Number of Services

Hourly rate


DEFINITIONS
SERVICE COST AND PRICE

Service price

Price is the amount that a purchaser pays for a service and cost is the expense born by the service provider in delivering the service.  The two will rarely be exactly the same.  

The following elements will be taken into account when calculating the price of the service:

· Overall SP contract value

· Number of service users

· Number of SP-funded contracted hours per week

This is an example of how we calculate service price:

Table 1a

	Overall SP contract value
	£180,000

	Number of users
	9

	SP funding per service user per annum
	£20,000

	SP funding per service user per week
	£385

	Contracted hours of support per user per week
	25

	SP hourly price 
	£15.40


Should service price be measured by weekly costs or hourly rates?

We will use both measures when benchmarking and comparing similar services in terms of cost and price.

Assessing cost and price on the basis of weekly unit costs alone is not helpful.  Services charging the same weekly cost can differ considerably in terms of a purely price-based assessment of value for money.  

For example, two accommodation-based services for the same client group might both be priced at £250 per user per week.  However, one service could be delivering 5 hours support per user, whilst the other delivers twice as many hours support for the same price. (Whether one service is delivering overall better VfM than the other is a different matter.  To evaluate this one would need to balance service price against overall service value, as defined earlier.)

An assessment of the hourly price alongside the overall weekly price will enable:

· Initial broad-brush benchmarking of services, by client group and service type on the basis of weekly cost.
· More detailed comparisons, service by service, of the number of hourly units of support delivered for an equivalent weekly price.
Such an analysis will help to establish key differences from one service to another in terms of e.g. labour costs, service on-costs and overheads.

Staff costs

It may also be helpful to calculate staff costs for the service, to help with benchmarking of local labour costs etc. 

The example below gives a calculation of staff costs:

Table 1c

	Total direct staff costs 
	£96,000

	Total annual staff on-costs 
	£9,500

	Total annual staffing costs
	£105,500

	Total weekly staffing costs (divide by 52)
	£2,029

	Total weekly support hours (divide by 225)
	£9.01

	Staff cost per support hour
	£9.01


UPPER LIMITS IN TERMS OF THE NUMBER OF HOURS OF HOUSING-RELATED SUPPORT PER SERVICE USER PER WEEK

When the price of an SP-funded service is being reviewed, it is quite reasonable for the authority to assess and if necessary challenge the level of housing-related support being provided.  

ODPM Grant conditions define housing related support as “provided to develop or sustain an individual’s capacity to live independently in the accommodation or gain access to appropriate accommodation”

There is a difference between housing related support – which is focussed on the promotion or maintenance of independence in relation to an individuals housing circumstances – and general social support, which is provided irrespective of housing circumstances.  

Many individuals, particularly those with learning disabilities and profound mental health problems, require extensive general social support.  There is however a limit on the amount of housing related support which can practically be delivered in any one day or week.

The time spent delivering an SP-funded service (per service user per day and per week) can be used to assess whether the level of housing related support is reasonable for the service provided.  

If a service provides visiting support to an individual living in his or her own home, then the level of Supporting People grant should reflect this input. If the Supporting People grant is far greater than is reasonable for the type of service, this may indicate that Supporting People is funding general social care and other services.

For instance, where a mental health floating support service provides 20 hours support (per service user per week) then this figure may indicate that not all of this support is housing related.  On the other hand, an assertive outreach service to single homeless people providing 10 hours support (per service user per week) may legitimately be providing housing related support. 

The level of staffing input will depend on the type of service and the needs of the clients.  A direct access hostel is likely to have a higher level of housing related support per service user per week (as it provides access on a 24 hour basis) than a resettlement service

The following practical points should be noted:

· Some services for people with learning disabilities and profound mental health problems operate at a staff: user ratio of more than 1 fte member of staff to 1 service user.  This intensive level of staffing will inevitably impact on overall unit cost and will be subject to challenge.  It also begs the question as to how much housing related support could reasonably be delivered to one individual in any one day.

· At the other extreme, it becomes difficult to envisage how a proper housing related support service could reasonably be delivered in a service which operates at service user to staff ratios of more than 1 fte member of staff to 30-40 service users.  Even within the context of the new “lite” Quality Assessment Framework requirements, the pressure on one fte member of staff to comply with minimum standards in terms of core objectives would be considerable.  

· It is acceptable for a service to offer a higher intensity of housing related support to an individual at initial start-up.  There also may be occasional crises which require more intensive support for a period of time.  The acceptable hourly limits set out below are based on an average number of hours and allow for these margins.

· Some of the time allocated below may be spent with an individual on a one-to-one basis and some may be part of “group” activities  - e.g. house meetings, life-skills training, user involvement sessions etc.  Again, it is the average amount of housing related support per individual that we will be assessing. 

· It is quite legitimate for services to include admin time which is housing support related when calculating the average number of housing related support hours per individual.

USER: STAFF RATIOS AND SERVICE CAPACITY

Additional key factors which influence the overall price of a support service are staff: user ratios and service capacity.  Clearly the higher the number of service users per full-time equivalent (fte) member of staff, the cheaper the unit support cost.

Equally, a large service contract, which provides either a service to many different users or an intensive service to a few, is likely to generate some economies of scale  - and to be less expensive overall.
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		Type of Service		Upper Limit Hours per User		Upper Limit £/hour

		Floating Support		8		18

		Accomm. Based, waking  o/night cover		20		18

		Accomm. Based, sleeping o/night cover		20		16

		Accomm. Based, no o/night cover		10		18
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