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Summary

This report assesses the role and experiences of small providers within the Supporting People programme. Its findings are of particular relevance to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, Commissioning Bodies, Supporting People Teams, the Department of Health, the Home Office, second tier organisations and providers.

It is based on hact’s knowledge and insights of small providers, as well as their views and experiences of the Supporting People programme. With less than a year until the end of the three-year ‘interim’ phase of the programme, commissioners and Supporting People teams face a number of challenges, both financial and political. 

Based on the findings of this research, hact believes that:

amidst all the decisions that have to be made in such a challenging environment, it is crucial that those involved in implementing the Supporting People framework retain an awareness of, and sensitivity to, the unique contributions and experiences of small providers.

We recommend that Supporting People teams should:

· appreciate the impact on small providers of their lack of infrastructure;

· formulate creative approaches to protecting small provider services;

· provide support for full cost recovery within a value-for-money framework.

We recommend that the ODPM should:

· conduct further research into the role and value of small providers;

· enable small providers to remodel their accommodation-based services.

We recommend that the ODPM, regional Supporting People bodies, individual Supporting People teams and second tier support agencies should:

· increase access for small providers to training and skills development;

· enable small providers to remodel their support services;

· ensure that ChangeUp promotes not just a surviving, but a thriving small provider sector.

We believe that small providers have a unique and invaluable role to play within the Supporting People framework. This role, however, will be severely affected if their contributions remain unseen, and their voices unheard. 

NB – a full list of recommendations can be found on page 16
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1
Introduction

This report discusses the role and experiences of small providers within the Supporting People programme. The report is for particular consideration by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, Commissioning Bodies and Supporting People Teams and also the Department of Health, the Home Office, second tier organisations and providers.

Small providers make a unique contribution to the provision of Supporting People services. They have a particular role to play in promoting three key values reflecting current government priorities:

· diversity; through the provision of cultural and faith specific services and/or specialist support for particular service user groups;

· local connections; local solutions meeting local needs, such as services in rural areas;  

· choice for service users; the opportunity for service users to make active decisions about the service that best meets their needs and aspirations.   

With less than a year until the end of the three-year ‘interim’ phase of Supporting People, commissioners and Supporting People teams are facing a number of challenges including managing current and anticipated financial cuts and developing commissioning and procurement approaches. The main message of this report is that: 

amidst all the decisions that have to be made in such a challenging environment, it is crucial that those involved in implementing the Supporting People framework retain an awareness of, and sensitivity to, the unique contributions and experiences of small providers.

2
Methodology

The material in this report is drawn from:

· an assessment of hact’s previous Supporting People programme (2001 – 2003) which provided support for small providers during the implementation stage of Supporting People, based on over 30 telephone interviews with representatives of hact-funded projects;

· feedback from over 400 delegates who attended hact’s ten regional ‘Supporting People and small provider’ events in 2004 and a hact commissioned independent report of these events, including a further 50 follow-up telephone interviews;

· an analysis of over 200 applications to hact’s Supporting People 
grant funds;

· ongoing communications between hact and a variety of small providers and representative bodies, including issues raised through verbal and written correspondence;

· desk-based research into the views and opinions expressed by small providers in printed and online documents;

· interviews with key stakeholders within the sector for hact’s Volume issue about Supporting People.


3
Definitions

There is no generally accepted definition of a small provider. This report focuses on the experiences of providers who have ten or less staff (or full time equivalent) or who support 50 or less service users. 

Our Supporting People work has involved all types of organisations providing Supporting People services including private providers. However, the majority of providers participating in hact’s programmes have been not-for-profit organisations. The issues for, and concerns of, this sector therefore form the focus of this report, although the experiences of small private providers are not dissimilar.


4
Hact’s Supporting People project

Funded by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM), our Supporting People project delivers a range of support, capacity building and development services for small providers, in partnership with the National Housing Federation (NHF) and SITRA. 

The work of the project has included:

· regional events focusing on issues confronting small providers in the first year of Supporting People implementation;

· a make it happen small grants fund for small providers to enable them to improve their Quality Assessment Framework (QAF) ratings, to innovate and to secure sustainable futures;

· a networking fund to develop, support and evaluate a range of networking initiatives for small providers.

The Supporting People project aims to:

· enable small provider organisations to effectively manage change as they move to a contract framework, through organisational development and mutual support;

· extend the knowledge base regarding the value and strengths of the sector, thereby ensuring that a diverse small provider sector can be sustained;

· embed small providers within the Supporting People framework by generating and nurturing appropriate models for mutual co-operation, networking and benchmarking;

· champion the needs and aspirations of small providers within the Supporting People programme, improving awareness of their issues and concerns amongst commissioners and key stakeholders.


5
The nature of small providers

Small providers are a diverse group of organisations. Many are independent voluntary organisations that have developed in response to an identified local need – these would include, for example, services provided by faith groups, refugee community organisations and parent-led organisations. Then there are a number of small private providers, including supported lodging schemes. While these organisations are in no way homogenous, they share common experiences within the Supporting People framework because of their size.

While Supporting People poses challenges for all providers irrespective of size, small providers face additional challenges. They cannot simply be viewed as ‘scaled down’ versions of larger organisations. From our work with small providers, we have noted a number of shared characteristics, all of which have an impact on their operational effectiveness, particularly with regards to the Supporting People framework.

5.1
A lack of infrastructure

Unlike larger organisations, small providers do not employ dedicated policy, finance, IT or human resource staff. Often, these roles will be combined within the job remit of one person, usually a senior manager. In addition, other staff may also play a variety of roles, often being thinly spread across service delivery and administrative or central support functions. Changes that impact on a wide range of areas, such as the Supporting People framework, place considerable additional demands on both managers and staff.

Managers are also likely to be involved in direct support work and, as a result, have limited non-contact time each week. They have less capacity to work on new issues and may find it hard to find time to attend training events or other forums. Similarly, committee and / or board members may be heavily involved in operational management (for example, finance), reducing the time they have available for strategic work. Small providers can also find it difficult to attract committee and / or board members with up-to-date knowledge of, and experience in, areas such as contracting and organisational risk management. 

Many small providers have limited I.T. resources, whether hardware, software or expertise. This reduces opportunities for accessing information and developing efficient administrative and recording systems. On a more practical note, slower systems lead to an inefficient use of limited staff time.    
 

5.2
Threats are more threatening
Compared with larger organisations, financial margins for small providers are usually far tighter. The size and nature of their service often limits their financial options, for example, accounting methods that are available to larger organisations, such as reallocating overheads between more and less vulnerable services. Reductions in funding and efficiency drives will have a greater impact on small providers, with a potential threat to the entire organisation. And their often specialist remit can limit the option of remodelling their services.  
5.3
A clash of perspectives? 

Prior to the Supporting People programme, many small providers were already operating from a perspective that is clearly in line with a mainstream, social business approach. Such providers have often embraced the Supporting People framework as a model for service delivery even if they experience practical difficulties in implementing its requirements.   

Other small providers come from a different perspective. This group includes providers who have developed services because the mainstream has not been responsive to the needs of the marginalised groups they support (e.g. many BME providers) or because they do not support the ideology and models of the mainstream (e.g. some mental health service providers) or because they were founded on a specific ethos such as a commitment to voluntarism. 

This latter group of providers may have reservations about the mainstream social business approach and can experience considerable tensions in trying to ‘fit’ their services into the Supporting People framework. 

5.4
Contracting and the managed market
For some small providers, Supporting People is their first experience of working within a 
formal contractual relationship with funders. Many lack knowledge, skills and confidence in this area and feel at a considerable disadvantage in undertaking effective contract negotiations. Small providers with a specific charitable purpose are concerned about losing independence, and about how to manage any differences between their organisation’s aims and the objectives of the Administering Authority (AA).

The creation of the new Supporting People market raises significant issues. Many small providers have little if any experience in either tendering for new work or in re-tendering in order to continue to provide existing services. Where the latter becomes a requirement, they may be at a considerable disadvantage because of their lack of infrastructure. Providers who work closely together are concerned that a managed market will turn colleagues into competitors, thereby reducing valued opportunities for support and collaboration, which benefits small organisations and the service users they support. 

5.5
The implications for small providers
Despite the issues outlined above, this does not mean that small providers cannot offer an effective, efficient and value for money service. Many are well-established organisations that benefit from being small:
· they are flexible, creative and able to provide responsive services meeting local needs; 
· they are linked to local networks and local political decision-making structures;
· they are close to the needs and aspirations of service users
. 

However, all small providers, even the most effective, experience difficulties and threats within the Supporting People framework because of their lack of infrastructure. Some, especially those who developed their first support service during the time of Transitional Housing Benefit (THB), those who have operated on a ‘stand-alone’ basis and those that have developed from a very different ethos to the mainstream are now experiencing major challenges in implementing Supporting People.
 

5.6
The implications for service users

Supporting People must be about better outcomes for service users. We do not believe that poor quality support or unreasonably expensive services are acceptable and should not be challenged. However, some good, or ‘acceptable and clearly working towards good’ services that are both strategically relevant and valued by service users are in danger of failing within the Supporting People framework. 

What this report highlights is that to prevent negative outcomes for service users, an active approach to supporting small providers continues to be essential.

In addition, there are questions about the impact of initiatives to manage the market on small providers and hence on service users. Market management creates opportunities to address unmet need for some service user groups, but may also lead to a reduction in choice for others. 

What remain unknown are the longer-term outcomes for specific groups of service users who do not have access to a range of services. If only one service is available, what will happen to the service user who feels they will not ‘fit’ with, or benefit from, the ethos and approach of that particular organisation? Research is urgently needed into this question. 

In the meantime, as the potential impact on service users of the loss of a significant number of small provider services remains uncertain, considerable caution is needed. If such a loss occurs and then has serious negative outcomes, it will be more difficult to regenerate a range of new small providers.


6
The experience of small providers 
This section describes some of the experiences of small providers in meeting the requirements of the Supporting People framework. It concentrates on issues that have the most impact on the organisations because of their size.   
Many small providers acknowledge that Supporting People has provided a more coherent and comprehensive income stream, thereby reducing their reliance on shorter term charitable funding. Many also welcome the focus on service user involvement and see the Quality Assessment Framework (QAF) as a useful tool for developing their services. However, the majority of feedback from small providers reflects the ongoing difficulties that they experience within the framework, as well as their concerns and fears for the future.

6.1
Funding 

Current funding constraints and the potential for further funding pressures arising from redistribution are causing a considerable degree of anxiety. For many, Supporting People funding is now their main or only source of income. Lack of inflationary increases, and in some cases further cuts, are already creating difficulties – for example, some providers have been unable to pay staff a cost-of-living increase for the past two years. Those who are experiencing difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff are concerned that if they cannot afford market salaries they will experience a ‘brain drain’ to larger organisations.

Some small providers are only retrospectively aware of costs that weren’t included in their original THB claim – for example, staff time to develop and review polices, procedures and practice systems. These providers now find it impossible to resource this necessary work without it affecting the level of support offered to their service users. As so often happens in practice, however, they are usually forced to rely on committed staff to work extra hours unpaid. This approach is not sustainable and doesn’t encourage organisations to thrive.

6.2
Information access and meaning

Although there is a significant amount of information available, small providers report difficulties in working out what is and isn’t important. Jargon continues to be a problem, creating significant barriers for some providers who, as a consequence, may not access information that could be helpful. 

6.3
Administration

Many small providers have experienced difficulties with the administrative requirements of the Supporting People programme such as completing the workbooks. This has been compounded by the expectation that they also participate in research and other local and national exercises. 

Additional pressures arise for providers using older software packages incompatible with some official Supporting People documentation. Those working across more than one AA also highlight the confusion and additional workload that arises when these different AAs adopt differing approaches, particularly where in-house systems and procedures then need to be adapted to meet each authority’s requirements.  

Providers who are concerned as to whether they have completed workbooks correctly and whether the data they have provided will be examined by their Supporting People team, find it frustrating if no feedback is available.

Short deadlines are a particular difficulty for small providers - limited administrative resources mean workloads need to be planned well in advance. Providers report that they are often asked for replies within one or two weeks, but if the relevant staff member is away or committed to other work, then this results in problems. 

Some small providers feel that their Supporting People team takes an overly bureaucratic approach, disproportionate to the size of their organisation, and that a ‘paper-based’ system fails to capture the ethos or qualities of the service they provide. 

6.4
Staff issues

Providing staff with appropriate training about good practice issues such as adult protection, support planning and risk assessment is both a priority and a challenge for many small providers. Some feel they lack expertise in analysing staff training needs. Others, particularly those in rural areas, have difficulty in accessing appropriate courses. 

Funding training courses and staff cover for attending training can be problematic. This is a particular difficulty if staff or managers wish to undertake longer-term training such as a professional qualification or management diploma. This type of training would have a significantly positive impact on the capacity of the trainee and hence the organisation they work for.     

Small providers who rely on support from volunteers (for example, Abbeyfield Societies and Almshouses) report that volunteers feel less satisfied with the nature of their involvement and are even leaving because of the requirements of Supporting People.

6.5
Relationships with Supporting People teams

For many small providers, Supporting People is their first experience of a formal contractual relationship with a local authority. Underpinning this relationship is a dynamic of ‘large local authority funder/contract manager’ and ‘small provider organisation’. This can potentially result in the small providers feeling unconfident and disempowered. This has been mitigated where Supporting People teams demonstrate a commitment and understanding of the role and value of the small provider sector and actually seek to develop positive relationships. Small providers have praised such teams for their proactive and partnership orientated approach.  

Providers who are less confident in contractual relationships find it particularly disruptive when there are frequent changes in Supporting People personnel, as has been witnessed in some authorities.   

There has been a mixed response from small providers about the usefulness of the communication systems set up by Supporting People teams, for example, inclusive provider forums. Time constraints mean that small providers can only attend events that will have clear beneficial outcomes. Some have found forums intimidating or feel they are dominated by the concerns of larger organisations and have therefore dropped out. However, opportunities to meet with other small providers with similar issues and problems and to exchange ideas and solutions in a supportive environment continue to be welcomed. 

6.6
Service reviews

Small providers may only experience one Supporting People review and therefore have far less opportunity than larger providers to develop their knowledge of and skills of ‘being reviewed’. As their review will be critical to the future of the whole organisation, they often experience a high degree of anxiety about the process.     

Concerns about the review process are varied and include: 

· how to demonstrate strategic relevance and the effectiveness of preventative services; 

· what counts as a direct cost and what as an indirect cost or overhead;

· how best to show value for money. 

Specialist services have particular worries about whether the challenges and additional costs arising from the needs of the service users they support will be recognised and whether Supporting People teams will have a realistic understanding of ‘success’. 

Some providers, particularly the very small, continue to face challenges in developing the myriad of policies and procedures required to obtain a reasonable QAF rating. 

Timetables for reviews and validation visits have often slipped, making it difficult for small providers to plan their workload. Some have waited many months to receive the outcome of their review, prolonging anxieties and leaving them without the benefit of an agreed action plan as a focus for service improvements. 

6.7
Remodelling services

Some small providers are very open to the idea of remodelling their service, but need support and resources to undertake such work. Such capacity needs can be quite straightforward, such as training to enable a provider to support service users with different needs. However, other forms of re-modelling, including supporting service users with more complex needs, or changing from an accommodation based to a floating support model of service delivery, require a wider change and development process. To undertake such work a provider might, for example, need consultancy input to review support procedures and risk analysis systems, undertake a staff skills audit and provide in-depth training.   

Some providers of accommodation-based services have interesting ideas for ways to remodel their properties to provide more flexible services and desirable accommodation. However, they are unable to develop these ideas without access to capital funding.  

6.8
Future developments

For many small providers, their priority is to keep their current service and continue to support service users. However, those who also hope to expand are concerned about how funding will be released to meet new and unmet need and whether they will have access to such funding. The probable need to tender for new work is also a concern - many small providers are inexperienced in formal tendering processes and do not have the time to invest in making bids that could be unsuccessful. 

6.9
The role of private providers

Some private providers feel there is a prejudice in the voluntary sector about the private sector being ‘for profit’ and as a consequence feel excluded from sources of support and networking available to voluntary organisations. Such tensions reduce opportunities for small private providers to access support and to develop joint working protocols that could benefit service users.    


7
The value of small providers

In September 2004, we published a special edition of Volume*, dedicated to the issue of Supporting People and small providers. One of its articles examined the views of key stakeholders in the Supporting People programme. These are reproduced here as a demonstration of the value that many within the sector place on the role of small providers.

"Great value is placed on the role small providers play in offering diversity and choice. They have a long history of creativity and innovation, unique local knowledge and expertise." 
Lois Brewster, Supporting People Commissioning Manager, Portsmouth

"Here in the North-East, small providers have been vital in providing well managed accommodation for high risk offenders in the community. Their specialist knowledge and skills allow them to manage offenders with more challenging behaviour." 
Richard Taylor, Probation Service representative on Supporting People Tyne and Wear commissioning bodies

"Recognise your strengths as small providers. You are flexible, responsive, locally based with local knowledge. You have lower overheads, are more competitive, offer greater choice and are closer to the service users - use those strengths in partnership arrangements with Supporting People. You have a major importance in the communication chain and most definitely have a future."
Alan Grant, Supporting People Lead Officer, Plymouth

"Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) housing associations are firmly rooted in local BME communities, giving them an important role in identifying the needs of vulnerable people. They are therefore an important vehicle for providing culturally sensitive services, having people with excellent skills. As such, they should be adequately resourced, but it is feared that with the current drive to achieve efficiency savings, the true value of BME services are not being appreciated. The impact of this will be far reaching."
Jheni Williams, Chief Executive, Federation of Black Housing Organisations


* 
Volume, now renamed Spark, is an occasional newsletter produced by hact. Each edition showcases an aspect of hact’s work and provides essential reading for people interested in cutting edge housing issues. To be receive copies of Spark, please contact hact on 020 7247 7800 or hact@hact.org.uk 


"Providers need to give the sort of added value that a council service could not give. What is this? Small providers have local links and the trust of communities through closer working with service users. They can be innovative outside statutory remits, reaching the unreachable people." Stacy Smith, Supporting People Manager, London Borough Wandsworth

"The small service providers are essential to our work, as they allow us to provide a more consistent network of support, including helplines, outreach services and advice centres as well as refuge services. It is vital to the safety of abused women and children that refuges are not identifiable, therefore many of our refuges need to be relatively small units so that they can blend into the local area. They are particularly important in rural areas, where larger providers do not exist." 
Linda Delahay, Housing Policy and Services Officer, Women’s Aid Federation England

"There is no virtue per se in organisational size, big or small. The issue 
is which organisations provide a flexible and user centred service. 
Many small providers score highly on these points, especially where 
they are providing for users from similar ethnic or cultural backgrounds 
to their own." 
Nigel Rogers, Director SITRA

8
Conclusions

8.1
The nature of the task

Many small providers have already developed a strategically relevant, responsive and value-for-money service. While these providers may experience frustrations in implementing the Supporting People framework, they have anxieties about the review process and face challenges in demonstrating continuous improvement, particularly where they are offering a specialist service or operating from a position of relative strength. 

For another set of small providers, meeting the requirements of Supporting People requires a significant change in the culture of their organisation. Some have recognised the need for this change and are taking positive steps to develop their organisations. Their experiences vary: some are coping quite well, but others are having considerable difficulties with the magnitude of the change required and feel overwhelmed by the task. The position is particularly difficult for small providers who budgeted frugally during THB as they cannot afford to bring in external help, fund additional staff time, or provide training to support the development of their service. 

It is also recognised that some small providers are not fully engaged in the Supporting People framework and in consequence are not fully aware of the implications for their service. It can be anticipated that, for many of these ‘less engaged’ providers, the review process will throw up considerable challenges for their organisation and service.

8.2
The pace of change 

Many small providers are struggling with the pace of change because of their limited resources. In particular, they are experiencing a conflict between supporting existing service users and responding to the requirements of Supporting People. While these requirements may potentially benefit service users, this has to be balanced against the consequences of taking ‘time out’ to do such work. 

Some providers report that the pace of change is so fast that it reduces the quality of their service by diverting a significant amount of their already limited time away from service users. This leaves providers feeling demoralised or angry. Service users can be equally unhappy about the shift in staff time to ‘paperwork’ rather than support.

8.3
Insecurity     

Whatever other concerns small providers have about Supporting People, anecdotal evidence shows that for many the ‘last straw’ is the ongoing insecurity about the future of their service. Many small providers were initially positive because Supporting People appeared to offer a more secure funding stream that would allow them to make longer-term plans for their service. Instead they are experiencing ongoing financial threat. The resulting anxiety reduces providers’ confidence and can direct attention away from service improvement issues. 

8.4
The approach taken by Supporting People teams

An appreciation of the role and contributions of small providers and sensitivity to their experiences prevents difficulties and anxieties arising, enabling providers to focus on running and improving their services. Small providers who feel valued by their Supporting People team are better able to accept and respond positively to challenges raised by these teams, promoting constructive debate and reducing the potential for conflict and protracted disputes. 

8.5
Support from infrastructure bodies

Targeted support from infrastructure bodies is welcomed by many small providers and makes them less reliant upon support provided by Supporting People teams. Providers have spoken positively about the support they have received from regional advisors employed by both SITRA and the National Housing Federation (NHF). 

A new infrastructure body, Foundations, the specialist co-ordinating body for home improvement agencies, is enabling these agencies to implement the changes required by the new Supporting People environment while also retaining the strengths of diversity and local focus. Likewise, local and regional networks supported by infrastructure bodies such as VHG in East region create an environment in which small providers can support each other and liaise more effectively with Supporting People teams.  


9
Recommendations

In order to address the problems and challenges raised in this report, solutions must ensure that:

· support is targeted to promote the resilience of small providers, as well as their  ability to survive and thrive within the changing Supporting People framework;

· reasonable account is taken of the implications to small providers of a lack of infrastructure;   

· quality measures are sufficiently sensitive to capture the experiences and aspirations of service users.    

9.1
Recommendations specifically for Supporting People teams 

Actions that Supporting People teams could take to address the issues outlined in this report include:

9.1.1
.1.1
The impact of a lack of infrastructure

Difficulties can be avoided by giving plenty of notice so providers can plan their workloads. Small organizations without specialist posts appreciate targeted advice and support about new requirements.  

9.1.2
Lack of experience in contractual relationships with funders

Most small providers welcome a proactive approach by the Supporting People team, especially where the team is sensitive to the unequal power dynamic, appreciates small providers’ concerns and takes steps to alleviate these through information and feedback.

9.1.3 The need for targeted support and opportunities to network

Better communication arises where Supporting People teams develop targeted systems to support and build the capacity of small providers, for example specific small provider forums and training opportunities. Promoting opportunities to network and develop mutual support systems can reduce the longer-term requirement for support provided directly by Supporting People teams.

9.1.4
Expecting quality while using sensitive measures
Small providers can be disadvantaged by an over-reliance on hard performance indicators. While small providers may need to develop skills in evidencing their work and thinking from an ‘outcomes perspective’, a more complete picture is given where equal weight is given to soft indicators such as feedback from service users, discussions with staff and observations of staff-service user interaction.

9.1.5
Support for full cost recovery (within a value-for-money framework)

Some providers who under-costed during THB, particularly very small organisations, are experiencing real financial difficulties posing immediate threats to their service. It is vitally important that even within the current financial constraints:

· a hardship fund is available to provide emergency help to ‘tide over’ 
under-funded small providers until their review (as is the case in 
many authorities); 

· the review process is seen as an opportunity to explore and redress 
such issues. 

9.1.6
Creative approaches to protecting small provider services

Some local authorities have taken a proactive approach to protecting very small specialist services where these services do not currently have the infrastructure to meet the requirements of the Supporting People framework. The London Borough of Haringey, for example, has arranged for their in-house Corporate Voluntary Sector Team to hold the Supporting People contract for, and provide support to, twelve small floating support providers. 

In other cases small providers’ contracts have been transferred to local housing associations: the housing association supports the provider to deliver on the immediate requirements of Supporting People and to develop the capacity to manage the contract directly in the longer term.   
9.2
Recommendations specifically for the ODPM
9.2.1
Research into the role and value of small providers

An emerging research agenda could offer greater clarity and help in targeting limited ODPM and local authority resources. Research, testing and evaluation is needed into:

· the role of the small provider sector, the benefits to service users of being able to choose from a range of providers and the impact of service user choice on service quality;

· outcomes of service reviews of small providers, especially of services for groups who may be seen as politically unpopular;

· emerging models of sub-contracting and the advantages and disadvantages of each for maintaining a diversity of small providers;
· models of resource sharing, including ‘backroom’ functions such as sharing IT or HR support staff and ‘expertise’ functions such as sharing a specialist mental health staff member;

· whether community based organisations providing niche services, such as BME groups, local services in rural areas and groups supporting people with particular disabilities, who wish to provide housing related support services, are able to enter the Supporting People marketplace and gain Supporting People contracts.

9.2.2
Enabling small providers to remodel accommodation based services

In particular, a review is needed of the options for small providers who own their properties to access capital funding for remodelling their services; thereby ensuring that the housing provided is of a high quality and reflects the changing needs and aspirations of service users.

9.3 Recommendations for the ODPM, individual Supporting People teams, regional Supporting People bodies, and second tier support agencies

9.3.1
Access to training and skills development for small providers

Key areas to consider include:

· working within a contract culture;
· tendering; 
· management training for senior managers of small provider organisations, including managing change;

· development work with Board and management committee members and Trustees on re-contracting, strategic planning and governance issues.

Local training initiatives related specifically to Supporting People providers are important. In addition, further work is needed regionally and nationally to explore current generalist training opportunities, whether these are accessible to and meet the needs of small providers, and how gaps can be filled. 

9.3.2
Tackling information overload and I.T. problems

Some small providers continue to need support to ‘gear up’. In addition, ongoing attention is needed by the ODPM and Supporting People teams to ensure administrative requirements are streamlined. 

9.3.3
Encouragement of networking and joint working

Small providers benefit from support, including financial support, for a variety of networking initiatives, including those involving support from larger to smaller providers and/or the exploration of resource sharing opportunities.

9.3.4
Enabling small providers to participate in impact assessments

Where measures potentially affecting a number of small provider services are being considered by Commissioning Bodies, it is strongly recommended that:

· an impact assessment is carried out;

· measures are taken to ensure that small providers (and service users) are able to participate in this assessment.

9.3.5
Enabling small providers to remodel their support services

This will be a particular need for more complex remodelling involving a significant degree of change. Unless Supporting People teams are in a position to arrange intensive coaching and mentoring support for individual small providers, this is likely to require additional financial support from individual teams and/or ODPM. 

9.3.6
Enabling new providers to take on Supporting People contracts. 

Commissioners wishing to develop specialist services to meet new and emerging needs, for example for specific BME groups, may need to work with organisations who have not previously held a Supporting People contract. These potential providers are likely to need capacity building support to be able to take on such work.  

9.3.7
Developing the potential role of ChangeUp in supporting small providers

For ODPM to seek to exercise strategic influence over the ChangeUp initiative, and for all involved in it’s implementation to ensure that ChangeUp is responsive to the needs of small providers of Supporting People services. Key issues include:

· an urgent need to map and reduce gaps between support mechanisms for the generalist voluntary and community sector and the needs of small Supporting People providers;

· ongoing attention to the experiences and needs of small Supporting People providers within ChangeUp initiatives;

· support for the development of infrastructure organisations, including regional and specialist bodies, who can offer direct capacity building support and/or influence the further development of ChangeUp. 

For further information about this report, please contact:

Judy Lowe

Supported Living Programme Manager

Hact

020 7458 1171

Judy.Lowe@hact.org.uk






