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‘Completing the Circle’ refers to the involvement of, and consultation with, service users and carers who access or may access in the future the services of the Adult Services Department.

‘Completing the Circle’, because involvement and consultation is a continuous dialogue. To support this dialogue, The Completing the Circle group has been set up to work with the Department to improve the process and practice of involvement and consultation. The group consists of service users and carers from a range of situations who work together with the support of the Department.

This is one of a series of papers which will be built, with the active involvement and support of the Completing the Circle group, as a series of working tools to ensure  the improvement in involvement and consultation is achieved.
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Involving Service Users and Carers in Service Contracting

Why do we involve service users and carers ?

It is not a statutory requirement to involve service users and carers in this specific exercise but it is good practice and contributes towards identifying best value both in the short and long term of the contract.

It ensures that service users can bring their own experience of needing to use services to the interview process. Officers do not directly have this experience, yet in the personal service business the user (or ‘customer’) experience is one of the keys to best value.

Involving service users develops a far greater investment and understanding of the service as a whole, its context and its potential outcomes on the part of service users.

There are other ways of involving service users in the contracting exercise as a whole, for example by them taking part in developing the service specification. However the awarding of a contract is the core of the process, where the power lies, and makes the involvement very real to service users and carers. This also then encourages them to take part and speak out about the contract monitoring process which takes place in the future.

Contracting, for personal services, is not just technical, financial, legal and business applied expertise, although that is important, it is also a uniquely individual personal experience in terms of the outcomes from that contract. By having the two sets of knowledge and experience working together, the balance judgements, as part of the overall assessment, can be made.

How do we involve service users and carers in the contracting process?

Code of Practice
The Adult Services Department has developed, together with service users and carers, a Code of Practice on Involvement which guides each event. In summary it is:

1. Involve service users and carers as ‘experts by experience’, not representatives

2. Be clear what is being asked of service users and carers, what they are expected to do and what the outcomes might be.

3. Positively develop the relationship and partnership

4. Work together to ensure maximum value for all concerned.

Advance Planning
The contracting process itself, including the development of the service specification, takes long enough. This allows an early start to involvement in contracting which is essential in order to ensure service users feel adequately valued and prepared to take part in this exercise. The planning and preparation for involvement must start at the beginning of the process.

Budget
A ‘local’ budget will need to be found to pay expenses, alternate care costs etc to service users. It is proposed from April 2007, to offer service users and carers fees for their involvement in specific circumstances. Fees will be offered according to a set of criteria and paid from a central budget. 

The most expensive involvement to date (excluding fees) with 6 service users and carers and support staff, including additional staff costs, was estimated at £3000 (equivalent to 0.2% of the year 1 contract value), the more normal additional cost for involvement is estimated at under £1000 (excluding fees) 

How are people to be involved ?
There are two stages at which service users can appropriately be involved:

1. Service specification preparation – this should follow normal consultation procedures and is governed by a Code of Practice (see Appendix 3 for full code) which in summary says:

a. Consult widely throughout the process, allowing a minimum of 12 weeks for the development of the policy, commissioning or service development process.

b. Be clear about the proposals to be consulted upon, who may be affected and what questions are being asked.

c. Ensure that the consultation is clear, concise and widely accessible

d. Give feedback regarding the responses received, the conclusions drawn and how the process influenced the outcome.

2. Tender interviews – see below

Other stages of the contracting process, ie short-listing for example, are informed by regulation and formal procedure where choice and discretion are perhaps not available, and therefore while informing service users in general terms about the process it is probably inappropriate and unnecessary to directly involve them in this.

Tender interviews
1. Who is involved ?

The people who are going to use the service and carers who will also benefit from the service. An open invitation to these people, which also explains what is needed, is issued to invite people to take part.

The invitation is followed by a meeting to which all respondees are invited. The process, the roles and the benefits explained and at the end of the meeting the group decides who will actually take part in the tender interviews.
There may be some situations, for example dementia care, where the service users will be unable to directly take part. However, if planning is started early enough, it should be possible to find people who might use the service in the future or develop individualised support that will enable people to take part.
2. What are the parameters to involvement ?
The extent of involvement and degree to which service users can share the decision making following the tender interviews could vary according to circumstance. However normally the decision making process should equally involve the service users and officers. It should be made clear that in the event of disagreement, the officers would make the final decision and explain their reasons for doing so. 
3. Confidentiality

In order to be involved, the service users and carers have to have access to the information contained in the tender documents and the service contract. Much of this information is ‘commercially confidential’ and must be treated as such. However the tenderers should be advised at an early stage that service users and carers will be involved in the interviews and therefore would have access to the tender documents.
Confidentiality must be discussed in the first meeting with service users and carers, advising them that as individuals they must maintain confidentiality, and why, and offering them the opportunity to withdraw at that stage before anything confidential is shared. 
Officers, who take responsibility for this, must be confident that this issue is understood and accepted. To date written statements have not been used, although service users and carers have said they are happy to put their agreement in writing.

This is not an issue that has caused any difficulty when it is dealt with in an open manner and the reasons are explained. To date service users and carers have, as expected, been impeccable in maintaining confidentiality and tenderers have positively welcomed their involvement.
4. How are service users and carers involved ?

There are two options;

a. Separate service user and carer panels and an officer panel

b. One joint panel

Both have their merits, however circumstance and the particular contract is likely to dictate which method is used. Issues to be considered:

· Size of contract ie local versus county wide

· Nature of contract and any specific circumstances

· Preference of participants

· Skills of the service users and carers – a more sophisticated level of intellectual ability on the part of service users and carers is required for a joint panel.

· Ensuring both officers and service users and carers are able to ask relevant questions and receive the answers.

5. What are the parameters to involvement ?
The extent of involvement and degree to which service users can share the decision making following the tender interviews could vary according to circumstance. However normally, the decision making process equally involves the service users and officers. It should be made clear that in the event of disagreement the officers would make the final decision and explain their reasons for doing so. Unanimous agreement has always been easily reached to date – sharing information is the key – even though there have been occasions where the outcome was not what was initially expected by both officers and service users.
By ensuring that the tenderer is aware in advance of the service users and carers role and also the officers acknowledging that the accountability and responsibility is theirs, there should be no reason for conflict.
6. Support
Depending on who is involved, and their individual support needs, this will vary. Where service users with a learning disability have been involved one member of staff has worked with the group throughout the process, sitting in on all aspects but not involved in the contract process. 
Other service users may need their personal assistants and/or interpreters with them at all times, the cost of this will be met by expenses. Others will require minor support which they may be happy to accept from one of the officers. Interpreting and other communication needs will have to be met. In every other respect facilities are shared between officers and service users. 
7. Training and Preparation
The key to successful involvement. A minimum of two preparation meetings are held with service users and carers. The first to set the parameters, answer questions, deal with confidentiality and chose who will actually take part. The second meeting is with the officers who will interview and is for ‘team building’, information sharing and interview planning. Flexibility, attention to circumstance and who is taking part will govern how these meetings happen.

8. Conclusion

Working Together and Trust

Interviews after the event with officers, service users and tenderers who have taken part in these contracts clearly indicates the value and benefits of this working together. Tenderers in particular welcomed the experience as they believe it challenges them to consider the outputs from the contract and who will benefit from them in a different light as well as demonstrate in practice their ability to deliver.

The key to the partnership between officers and service users is mutual respect and trust and this is developed through a sharing of information and knowledge.

The outcome is a greater ownership and appreciation of the service by both officers and service users. This in turn should facilitate contract monitoring and future developments.
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