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Abstract

In November 1998 the Government issued a White Paper entitled “Modernising Social Services: Promoting independence, improving protection, raising standards”. It contained a whole raft of new structures and processes for regulating standards of social services provision at both an individual and a corporate level, including the establishment of a General Social Care Council to set practice and ethical standards for individual social care practitioners, and a Care Standards Commission to carry out the regulation of care services at an institutional level. 

It also introduced the concept of a Performance Assessment Framework to “provide a basis for a common understanding between central and local government on performance, value for money and resourcing issues in social services”. This heralded the inception of a sophisticated social services performance assessment system to monitor and compare the performance of social services provision on a local authority basis, building on the established inspection functions of the Social Services Inspectorate and the then recently established system of Joint (SSI/ Audit Commission) Reviews; it included a framework of statistical performance indicator information and twice-yearly self-auditing “Position Statements” to reflect the state of play in key national priority areas. This system has grown rapidly in sophistication and automation over the intervening three years, reflecting the increasing requirements on it to provide a comprehensive and objective audit trail through all the available performance evidence, culminating in the allocation of a single overall star rating for the first time this year.

We describe briefly the development of the system and the realisation of its objective to provide a comprehensive, automated and objective tool to assist the Social Services Inspectorate in its assessment of the performance of local councils in carrying out their social services responsibilities. We give an overview of the component parts of the system and of the methodology by which the star rating is determined. We explore and discuss some of the logistical challenges encountered in arriving at a single overall view of a council’s performance; and we present some views of people on the receiving end in local authorities, exploring with them the pros and cons of the performance assessment process and its potential for impact on social services performance.

1. Policy Background

The present Labour government came into power in May 1997. Shortly afterwards I had occasion to visit the Social Services Inspectorate in the Department of Health, and was aware of a sense of breathless activity. The new government had evidently “hit the ground running”, and those charged with implementation were clearly having to sprint to keep up - generally with vigour and enthusiasm, if the occasional hint of exhaustion!

The developments over the ensuing five years in monitoring and evaluating the performance of social services were, and remain, part and parcel of a much wider agenda embracing the whole of local government. In March 1998 the DETR put out the consultation paper Modernising Local Government - Improving Local Services through Best Value
, introducing the concept of Best Value across all aspects of local government. This would replace the imperative under Compulsory Competitive Tendering for public services to be put out to private tender, establishing instead the principle of Best Value  “to provide the best that can be achieved within the resources available”. The intention was to bring considerations of quality and economy back into more of an equal balance; the basis the “four C’s” of Best Value - Challenge, Compare, Consult, Compete. The consultation also delivered the message that, while Best Value (including the setting of local service targets) was to be locally pursued, it would operate within the context of a centrally established service framework which would include a number of national standards and targets. This consultation was closely followed in July 1998 by the White Paper Modern Local Government: In Touch with the People
, duly confirming the planned abolition - through the Local Government Bill - of CCT, and the introduction of Best Value.

In November 1998, the Department of Health issued the White Paper Modernising Social Services
 ; this was a sort of companion volume to the NHS modernisation agenda contained in The New NHS
, produced in December of the previous year. It gave notice of the intended legislative change, through the Health Act Flexibilities, to enable social services to work more closely together with their health partners unfettered by limitations on the pooling of resources and responsibilities. It set out a set of key principles for social services delivery -  based, for adult services, on promoting independence, improving consistency of service provision and providing user-centred services, and, for children, on protection, quality of care and improved life chances. Underpinning all of this was a raft of proposals for monitoring and regulating standards of social services provision at both an individual and a corporate level, including the establishment of a General Social Care Council to set practice and ethical standards for individual social care practitioners, and a Care Standards Commission to carry out the regulation of care standards at an institutional level. It encompassed the introduction of the first National Service Frameworks - setting principles and standards of service delivery in specific areas of health and social care (starting with Mental Health, Coronary Heart Disease and Older People), established the Fair Access to Care agenda (setting out principles for eligibility for, and access to, services) and the Long-Term Care Charter, and introduced Quality Protects as the basis for children’s services development. 

It also introduced the concept of a Performance Assessment Framework (PAF) for social services - providing the link with the Best Value agenda - to “provide a basis for a common understanding between central and local government on performance, value for money and resourcing issues in social services”. The development of these Performance Assessment Frameworks represented a significant increase in the degree of control and intervention in the relationship between central and local government. They embodied the concept of local government functions being directly evaluated by central government, with centrally set targets and expectations, and explicit rewards and penalties attached.

The performance framework would be underpinned at national level by

· the establishment of a standard set of objectives for social services;

· the publication of National Priorities Guidance, setting out key targets for medium term achievements in health, social care, and across the interface;

· the increased targeting of resources (through special grants) to support achievement of demonstrable change; and

· the establishment of mechanisms to monitor and manage performance.

These preparatory elements in the proposed modernisation, regulation and monitoring of social services delivery came together in February 1999 in the Department of Health consultation document A New Approach to Social Services Performance
. Best Value was expected to be fully implemented across local authority functions from April 2000. The social services Performance Assessment Framework (PAF) would be designed to “provide local authorities, Central Government and others with the means to assess performance”.  It would incorporate the measurement of performance against an eventual total of around 50 indicators, including the centrally determined Best Value indicators for social services and the targets contained in the National Priorities Guidance. 

But the performance system would incorporate more than just statistical comparisons at national level. Councils would also be encouraged to develop local targets reflecting local concerns and priorities as well as keying in with the national agenda; they would be encouraged to work increasingly closely with other relevant local authority services such as education and housing, as well as in partnership with the NHS. Under Best Value, local authorities would be required to produce annual Local Performance Plans (LPPs) which would be subjected to external scrutiny.  For the social services element this scrutiny would come from the local auditor working together with the Regional Office of the SSI. The Department of Health were in process of redefining and strengthening the role of these Regional Offices “to allow them to engage individual authorities more proactively on performance issues……, building a better understanding of the performance of social services than has been possible in the past”. A major feature of this overall programme would be an Annual Review Meeting (ARM) between social services and the Regional SSI, also involving Regional NHS as appropriate, and focusing on all manifestations of social services performance - including following up on any Inspections or Joint Reviews which had taken place during the year and considering all aspects of progress in pursuit of specific government priorities and objectives.

2. Development of the Social Services Performance Assessment Framework

The Annual Review Meeting and the PADI

The Annual Review Meeting was designed to be the culmination and focus of the annual performance assessment process. While the performance dialogue between inspectors and their councils would be ongoing throughout the year, the ARM would be the point at which the inspectors engaged formally with the council social services functions and their health partners, to review together the full range of performance evidence over the previous year, the background and circumstances of that performance, and the authority’s plans for future development. The content and outcomes of the ARM would be made public through a performance letter directed from the Regional Social Services Inspector to the council’s Director of Social Services (or equivalent), outlining the key evidence and conclusions of the performance review.

As indicated in A New Approach to Social Services Performance, there were designed from the outset to be three essential components to the performance evidence system:

a) the performance data, supplied through the selected set of PAF Performance Indicators (see below), 

b) evaluation information. This would be derived from SSI inspections on particular service areas and from the five-yearly cycle of SSI/Audit Commission Joint Reviews, and 

c) monitoring information - in particular monitoring of progress on national priority areas. This is collected through the Position Statements - originally paper-based but now electronic returns - submitted by councils twice-yearly to furnish progress reports on current priority areas and outline future planning intentions.

Under the overall Best Value umbrella, it was also a requirement that the measurement of performance be structured according to (an appropriate modification of) the five Best Value domains -

· Meeting national priorities

· Cost and efficiency

· Effectiveness of service delivery and outcomes

· Quality of services for users and carers

· Fair access.

The development of the PAF system was therefore designed - for each local authority - to capture the three evidence streams (data, evaluation and monitoring), extract the key messages from the evaluation and monitoring sources, and structure the totality of the evidence according to the five Best Value domains together with prospects for improvement (i.e. 6 domains in all).  It also contained relevant contextual evidence about each council. The evidence was further divided according to whether it concerned Adult Services, Children’s Services or cross-cutting issues of Management and Resources. 

Over the three years of its development the PAF information system has now grown into a sophisticated database known as the PADI - Performance Assessment Data and Information - enabling all of the component performance elements to be entered and identified to appropriate performance domains, alongside the contextual evidence. It supports the structuring of the information by the six domains and allows for accessing it at different levels of detail or summarisation.   As such it provides an invaluable tool, both ‘laterally’ for inspectors in helping them to assemble all of the available performance information for a particular council, set it in context, and ‘dig down’ into the detail as necessary; and also ‘longitudinally’ in enabling overviews of performance evidence to be aggregated nationally or by Region or local authority type in particular topic areas.* 

The Performance Indicators

The choice and ongoing development of an appropriate set of quantitative indicators is an essential element of the performance system. The original set of social services indicators as set out in the consultation  A New Approach to Social Services Performance was chosen to 

· provide some measure of performance against each of the five PAF/ Best Value domains;

· enable progress against the national objectives for social services to be monitored;

· provide local authorities with a means of comparing their performance against that of others;

· support the process of improving performance by identifying areas both of possible good practice and concern, prompting questions and suggesting possible follow-up;

· contribute to a shared understanding of performance across the social care/ health interface through the inclusion of common indicators in the sets for assessing both health and social services performance.

 In addition, the indicators were chosen with an eye to being

· attributable: reflecting outcomes directly attributable to social services activity;

· important: reflecting issues important both to policy makers and to social services professionals and managers, as well as resonating with public concerns;

· avoiding perverse incentives: as far as possible introducing counterbalancing indicators where perverse incentives could threaten to distort behaviour;

· robust: measurement of the indicator should be reliable and coverage high;

· responsive: ensuring that change that matters can be observed and monitored; and

· usable and timely: data should be readily available and within a reasonable timescale.

An effect of this last requirement was that the first set of indicators would need to be based on data collections which already existed or were planned. The collection of social services performance indicators per se was not a new development. For many years the Department of Health has collected large volumes of returns from local authorities and used these to construct a range of indicators. The new development was to identify a limited set which would satisfy the above criteria and serve as a robust basis for the identification and exploration of performance issues and for comparisons, both between authorities and over time. The original draft set of PAF indicators was put out for consultation in A New Approach to Social Services Performance, and changes were made as a result of feedback from that consultation. It was recognised in the consultation document that there were inevitable shortcomings in these early indicators, based as they were on existing or planned data collections - not least that they were therefore likely at this stage to be weighted towards process rather than outcome. The indicators would therefore need to be improved and refined over time, but remaining stable enough to enable the measurement of change. They would also need to develop in line with changes in government targets and priorities, including those expressed through the national service frameworks.

The Star Ratings

The most recent development in the social services performance system has been the move, for the first time in 2002, to summarise the assessment of a council’s overall social services performance in a single ‘star’ rating - ranging from zero stars for the worst performing councils to a maximum of three. This was predicated by the move to introduce a single-rated Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) across all local authority functions, as set out in the DTLR White Paper Strong Local Leadership - Quality Public Services
, starting with the upper tier authorities at the end of 2002 and progressing to district councils in  2003. The introduction of CPA expresses the most recent, and again radical, development in the relationship between central and local government, in which both the detail of the financing freedoms and flexibilities and the level of monitoring and control are dependent on the CPA rating which a council receives. The social services star rating will constitute the social services element of the CPA.

The assignment of the star rating is a structured process taking into account all of the available social services performance information and leading to a judgement against a set of “descriptors” or standards. It is based on separate ratings for adult and children’s services in each of two dimensions - an assessment of current services (4 choices ranging from not serving people well to serving all people well) and an assessment of prospects for improvement (also 4 choices, ranging from poor to excellent). The sophisticated structuring of the PADI system is now crucial in enabling the identification of a clear audit trail through all the available evidence in arriving at the four ratings, which are then combined according to a precise set of rules to give a single end result; the assessment of current services is weighted more heavily than the prospects for improvement. Councils (and the public) are informed of the contributory adult and children’s services ratings, as well as the final number of stars.

3. Practicalities and Challenges

The system of social services performance rating is complex, and nobody would pretend that it is perfect. It is young, and developing, and open to change, though needing to ensure a reasonable degree of continuity and stability over time.

It has sometimes been bedevilled by perceptions from a range of quarters that the PAF is purely about the quantitative indicators, including the use of the Performance Indicator publications to draw up “league tables” of performance. This is particularly dangerous in the case of these social services indicators, several of which (such as length of time on the Child Protection Register) do not indicate inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’ performance in themselves, but are intended primarily to flag up situations which may need further investigation. Moreover, it is often helpful - or even necessary - to look at combinations or clusters of indicators to gain a better understanding of performance. The indicators are an essential component of the overall performance system, but cannot be viewed in isolation. They form just one part of the total picture, and partial pictures give partial messages.

This was amply demonstrated in  a Guardian article in January 2001, following the publication of the second set of performance indicators. Several authorities were identified as having apparently performed well on the basis of the indicators but poorly on one or other dimensions of a Joint Review, or vice versa. In most cases of detail this did not necessarily imply a contradiction. For instance, while possibly being unusual, it was not in fact at odds for a council to have questions raised over half of its PAF indicators and yet to be ‘serving some people well’ and to have ‘excellent prospects for improvement’. However, the comment that one authority which appeared to have performed particularly well on its (self-reported) indicators had a joint review feedback pointing to “the absence of a robust and reliable management information system” gives another very good reason for not relying on indicators for the total picture! The article went on to acknowledge that in many cases the detail of the different reports appeared to be in good agreement, but that it was the summary impressions that gave apparently contradictory messages.

One might imagine that this would become even further exacerbated when all of the performance evidence was combined into a single “star rating”. However, the indications are that the first star ratings, while due to be revised and updated before their inclusion in the CPA, are essentially robust - in that there is a strong relationship between the indicator results and the overall ratings, which are in turn largely in line with other evidence such as Joint Reviews. The important factor is not so much the complexity (or otherwise) of the rating, as the process by which it is arrived at. In the case of the star rating, the whole of the formal performance evidence base is taken into account through a demonstrable audit trail, checked for internal consistency, and must finally be approved by the Chief Inspector. The overall picture is therefore condensed rather than partial, and that is a crucial difference. Moreover, the standards and processes are open and transparent and have been developed in close consultation with the field.

That being said, condensing this enormous wealth of performance evidence and contextual understanding into a single rating on a consistent basis is no easy matter. There are set rules for combining the four judgements - on current performance and prospects for improvement in the areas of adult and children’s services - into a final single measure. But the preceding stage - that of  arriving at these judgements in the first place - is bound to contain an element of subjectivity. To remove the contribution of individual professional judgement on the part of the regional inspectors by attempting to develop set rules for all eventualities would be probably impossible and certainly undesirable. This has been, and continues to be, addressed by the DoH through intensive training of inspectors and their teams in the art of assimilating all the range of evidence presented through the PADI system, drawing from it the key messages in terms of performance on a local and national basis, and ensuring that their judgements are supported by a robust and defensible audit trail through the available evidence. Meantime, the standards and related evidence sets are now being further defined and elaborated, particularly to help in defining performance in the one and two star range.

Finally the choice and development of the Performance Indicator set is itself a challenge. While not the whole picture, they certainly constitute an important part. The basis on which the indicators were chosen is generally accepted as sound; the question tends to be the degree to which they are actually seen as being attributable, important, etc. It was recognised at the outset that, given the restriction of using existing or already planned data collections, these indicators would need to develop over time with the introduction of new data streams - especially as more and better data became available directed towards measuring outcomes. Nick Miller
, in a paper presented to the SSRG annual conference this year, expands on a number of drawbacks and potential for misuse in the current indicator set. Perhaps the main message from this - apart from the acknowledged need for the indicator set to continue to be critically assessed, revised and developed (but at such a pace as to allow for an appropriate level of continuity and comparability over time) - is that, as for evidence as a whole, indicators too have to be viewed as part of a complete and balanced picture. It can never be appropriate to base any form of judgement on a single indicator, or even on an entire set of indicators viewed in isolation from each other. As pointed out in the paper, few local authorities are likely at present to have the sort of sophisticated analytic capabilities required to build up a balanced and multi-faceted indicator picture in this sort of way; this is something which requires development, with support from the centre.

And over the whole of this evaluation structure hangs the essentially political question/ challenge of central directivity versus local autonomy. This is one to which there is no universally acceptable answer. The pendulum swings, and wherever it is there will be those who feel it has gone too far one way or the other. The most recent approach to addressing this is the development under the Strong Local Leadership White Paper to directly tie in levels of local autonomy with overall ratings, from strong central control and monitoring over those with no stars to the ‘light touch’ for those considered to be performing well.

4. Views from the Sharp End

So what does it feel like from the point of view of the local authority social service functions whose service delivery task this whole edifice is designed to support? We informally consulted the views of a number of social services officers from a range of councils; the responses were mixed, but similar in several respects. 

Respondents in general appreciated the assessment system and would not like to see it disappear. Responses included the comments that measuring performance is right, that everyone actually wants to provide a good service, and that it is helpful in providing a focus on central government priorities. The general feeling was that the principle was right but that the ‘how’ - both of content and delivery - needed increased clarity and further development.

Recognition of local context

It was felt that the individual relationship between inspectors and their councils needed to be made more use of, supporting evaluations with a more explicit recognition of local context and circumstances. Concerns included small councils struggling with economies of scale (e.g. less able to employ dedicated quality and performance staff), councils situated out of London but close enough to be subject to London pricing levels, non-city-centre councils with city centre levels of deprivation, and councils having to cope with a wide range of (new) Health bodies - e.g. those whose boundaries embraced multiple PCTs and/or more than one Strategic Health Authority.

Clarity of performance system and process

Respondents commented that they would welcome the availability of material which helped them more clearly to understand:

· how the entire evidence base is used as the basis of discussions and judgements, and how PAF performance indicators fit into this;

· how the star formula works;

· how SSI and Audit Commission functions inter-relate.

Performance Indicators

Inevitably, there were perceptions of shortcomings and limited usefulness among some of the present set of performance indicators. Suggestions for development included

· development of more precise definitions to ensure consistency of measurement;

· ‘slimming down’ of the indicator set to ensure that all add demonstrable benefit to service delivery;

· avoidance of ‘mixed’ indicators (e.g. combination of unit costs for fostering and children’s home placements, or residential and intensive home care for adults);

· avoidance of ‘satisfaction’ indicators which make no distinction on who has delivered the service.

To this must be added Nick Miller’s observation (reference 7) that the set of indicators need to be viewed together as part of an integrated picture, rather than in isolation, and that most councils would need help with developing the analytic capacity and mechanisms to enable them to do this.

Other comments regarding the PIs included a list of those indicators which people found most helpful and would retain whether or not the central requirement were continued. One council had put its staff through the exercise of pretending that all central PIs had been scrapped, and tasked them to come up with what they would put in their place; two-thirds of the original PIs were retained! There was also particular appreciation of the value of cross-cutting indicators, demanding ownership and input across different organisations - specifically education and health.

Practical and developmental support

Regarding management information, councils would welcome support with the development of robust, consistent and easy-to-use recording tools, especially as problems of staff turnover meant constantly having to re-train. 

There were also areas where respondents felt that particular messages from the centre would have a beneficial effect. For instance, there would be more faith in the robustness of the system overall if all of the PAF indicators were required to be audited for accuracy, rather than just the Best Value indicators, as at present. There was a suggestion that messages of support for the development of effective management systems - e.g. encouragement and rewards for adoption of business excellence models and Investors In People - would be beneficial, since this was seen as the key to improving performance. Also welcomed would be support in training staff to ‘own’ performance evaluation - there can be a tendency for frontline staff to see it as the provenance of the IT people; and in developing systems to tie personal performance to corporate achievement.

Several respondents commented that resolving recruitment and retention issues was the lynch-pin to everything else. They needed to feel that there was understanding and support for decisions to give this top priority in order to be able effectively to address the rest. More generally, there was a suggestion that there were just too many central government priorities to be able to handle them all at the same time, and that allowance needed to be made - in consultation with inspectors - for decisions to prioritise action on these locally within the context of local requirements.

Finally, there was real concern over the vulnerability of staff morale. This was coupled with a recognition that, if the performance system was to achieve its fundamental objective of delivering better quality services, then it was essential that its overall effect was to improve the morale of the workforce rather than further to endanger it. This meant that it was crucial that the system gave all councils every opportunity of recognising and receiving tangible credit for those areas where they were developing good practice, investing effort in difficult circumstances, and/or performing well.

5. Concluding Note

Evaluation is a means to an end – in this case better practice and improved outcomes for service users. There is no doubt that the developments of the social services performance assessment have given politicians and managers more, and mostly better, information about the services they are accountable for, even though all the evidence needs to be interpreted with caution. But the building of better practice in the first place may be diverted if performance assessment becomes an end in itself. Policy makers and managers must continue to ask themselves what is the key to achieving good outcomes, and then focus energies in that direction.

* For the reader interested in exploring the Performance Assessment System in more detail, we recommend the Department of Health website: http://www.doh.gov.uk/scg/pssperform.
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