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In October 2008, Essex County Council (ECC) introduced Personal Budgets for adult social care, available to older and/or disabled people across the county. The Office for Public Management (OPM), an independent research consultancy, has been working in partnership with Essex Coalition of Disabled People (ECDP) – a third sector, user-led organisation, to design and deliver a three-year longitudinal study on Personal Budgets for ECC. 

Aim

The study is intended to provide crucial new knowledge on what it is like to live on a Personal Budget – and the impact they can have on individual’s lives, their carers and families, service providers and service commissioners. It will also produce evidence of the way personal budgets and are being delivered by ECC, assess the effectiveness of the approach, and make evidence-based recommendations for real-time improvements to delivery. 

Methodology

The study includes two interrelated components as follows:
1) In-depth qualitative research with a sample of 50 recipients of Personal Budgets, their carers and families in order to understand:

· Their individual journeys through the system

· The factors which influenced their decisions
· Their expectations
· The impact of Personal Budgets on their lives over time. 
A range of qualitative methods are used, including in-depth interviews, focus group discussions and written, oral and photographic diaries. 
2) A real-time ‘process and structure’ evaluation which will investigate how personal budgets are being implemented within ECC, looking at the model and approaches being used and issues such as behaviour change and capacity among staff. This strand of work will also seek evidence of whether or not service providers (from voluntary and community, independent, and statutory sectors) are adapting to meet the needs of the new system. 

Issues to reflect on so far

To date, one of the key findings of the study has been that, in the early stages of implementing the shift to Personal Budgets, only a very small number of people each month are choosing Personal Budgets to be paid to themselves or a third party. The vast majority are opting for managed services. 
Exploring this in greater depth, a number of issues relating to the roll out of Personal Budgets and the mode of delivery were identified that can help improve practice. These are outlined below:
1. Ensuring staff can relate training to their individual roles 
In most cases, the introduction of Personal Budgets is likely to require some degree of internal restructuring within a local authority – or, at the very least, some movement among staff. This can often lead to a period where job descriptions and specific roles and responsibilities are being defined. At times of significant change where there is a need to embed new agendas there can also be a tendency to train staff as early as possible.  
However, to ensure policies are embedded in practice, training must move beyond an explanation of principles and values to explain the nuts and bolts of how a new system will be delivered in terms of individual roles. This enables staff to come away from the training with the confidence and understanding of how to apply new approaches to the work they do. If training takes place too soon, it can prove impossible for staff to relate training sessions to roles which are not yet defined. 
Key learning points:

· Training during transformation should be tailored depending on which stage of the transformation a local authority is at

· At the beginning of the transformation process, when job or team roles may not be defined, training on principles and values can be valuable

· However, once people’s or teams’ job roles are defined, more training on the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the process is beneficial.
2. Incentivising change within the market 
The ability of individuals to exercise greater levels of choice and control through Personal Budgets will only be realised if the services they want to purchase are available. But what does a ‘fully functioning market’ look like in relation to personal budgets? And is it realistic to expect the market to adapt on its own accord? In the context of established block contracts to large providers, there can be little or no incentive for them to consider the provision of services to individuals when so few people are choosing Personal Budgets.
In such circumstances, the onus is on local authorities to set out a clear vision of what it is trying to achieve, and to use the leverage of existing contracts to incentivise changes to service provision. Furthermore, local authorities need to create spaces for dialogue with a broader range of providers beyond existing block contractors. As part of this, it is important to consider whether – at least in the short term – it is more realistic to expect that smaller providers are going to be best placed to respond to the need for tailored service provision to individual employers. It is also the case that third sector organisations may be particularly well placed to focus much needed attention on areas such as community-based solutions, social capital and the protection of care workers. 
Key learning points:

· Service providers – in the voluntary, independent and statutory sectors – may not respond unprompted to the transformation agenda.

· Local authorities can incentivise development or change from service providers through using existing contractual arrangements 

3. Making outcomes more visible to frontline staff
Ensuring accountability and rigorous standards are built into systems to deliver Personal Budgets means that a number of different teams of professionals will need to be involved at different stages of the process. An initial conversation about Personal Budgets will be had by a different professional to those who calculate financial allocations or develop support plans. But what are the implications of this in terms of personal job satisfaction – particularly among professional groups who may already fear that the introduction of Personal Budgets could potentially threaten their ability to use their expertise? Frontline workers – motivated by the desire to see tangible improvements to people’s lives – may have more confidence in promoting managed services which they know, and to some extent trust, than to encourage individuals to go down a path they have little control of thereafter. The process of allocating and delivering a Personal Budget should be done in a way that does not cause frontline workers to feel detached from involvement in the early stages of the process from first hand experience of outcomes later on.
In an effort to raise awareness of the potential of Personal Budgets to deliver positive outcomes for people, there can be a tendency to focus on disseminating the most impressive examples of good practice. Yet perhaps what is most needed is a model which systematically provides every member of staff involved in the process with knowledge of eventual outcomes. This could help to foster a sense of job satisfaction through the promotion of Personal Budgets – potentially a crucial step in bringing about the cultural change needed to ensure greater numbers of individuals choose Personal Budgets over managed services.  

Key learning point:

· With there being several hand-offs throughout the journey to receive a Personal Budget, staff that are involved with service users in the early stages may not see the direct benefit of the work they do. Feedback systems to ensure they understand the ‘bigger picture’ to which they’ve contributed for individuals could reduce a potential short-termist view
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