SPECTRUM CIL and Hampshire County Council Commissioning Home Care Competition - Results and Learning
Background 




SPECTRUM CIL has been funded by Hampshire County Council to co-ordinate a three year initiative to encourage the strategic involvement of user led and community groups, and develop new and existing ULO’s to be more sustainable. 

A very important objective for the project is to use the collective knowledge and expertise from the ULO network to influence and inform the County Council’s policy and practice. We do this in a variety of ways and one of the first innovations we developed in partnership with the County Council was the commissioning and home care competition.

The context for this idea is Hampshire County Council’s new Commissioning Strategy, which offers considerable scope for 

user involvement at every stage. 

This year (2014) will be a particularly important one as the main priority for commissioning Adult Social Care in Hampshire will be Home Care – something that is very important for many Disabled People and other groups – so this was an important opportunity to shape the future of local services. 

About the competition

The competition was open to ALL groups – large and small. 

We had a good mix of groups entering the competition. Participants include Older People, Disabled People & People with Learning Difficulties, as well as groups with membership across different user groups.

Participants did not need to be a service provider organisation to get involved, know anything about commissioning, or have any special experience or skills. All they needed to have was good ideas.
Hampshire County Council gave participants small grants to cover any costs they had in developing their ideas. These grants have been important to support smaller groups (and individuals) who may not have been able to participate without this funding.

All participants also had access to ongoing 121 support from the Spectrum ULO Project Team, to help them with advice on developing their ideas and the best ways of presenting them to commissioners.

How the competition worked


We tried to make participating in the competition as simple and easy as possible. There was a simple entry form with a small number of questions covering people’s ideas about different aspects of Home Care. 

For example:

· Their ideas for maximising choice and control and buying power for Home Care users (including self-funders);

· Their Ideas for producing the outcomes users want from Home Care;

· The best way of monitoring the quality of Home Care services;

· How users were involved in developing ideas – which is obviously central to the whole idea of the competition.

Results 




A judging panel made up of representatives from local User Led Organisations, Hampshire County Council, and a national User Led Organisation reviewed the competition entries.

Finding a winner turned out to be slightly trickier than anticipated as the judging panel were split between two of the entries, both of which scored highly. In the end, the Director of Adult Services at the County Council (who had a casting vote) decided to top up the prize fund and spilt it equally amongst both groups – one of whom was a DPULO and the other an Older People’s organisation. 

So, in the end, we had two winners instead of one. That's two sets of ideas that can be developed further for the benefit of commissioners and, just as important, two groups instead of one that have the opportunity to speed up their development and capacity building.

Also, from the perspective of our broader objective of developing ULOs, it is particularly pleasing that the two winners were the two newest groups who had entered the competition - both had only been going a year or less. 

Each of the winners have received £4,000 of development funding - plus 121 mentoring from the Deputy Director of Adult Services to help them develop their ideas further; and, hopefully, move towards a position where they are able to tender when the Council starts it’s commissioning. 

The entries that did not win were all offered signposting and 121 support, if they wanted it, to advise them about how their ideas could be developed further. 

We have for example already been talking to one of them about how they might take advantage of the Council’s priorities for commissioning in 2015, which is in an area where they already have some expertise so could be in a position to tender if they can build their capacity.

Outcomes and lessons learned



One of the issues we initially identified in our networking was that many DPULOs (both large and small, but especially the latter) think that commissioning is too difficult to engage with and that they don't really understand it so think the option of influencing the process is beyond their scope. 

But what we found was that, if you repackage the issues and processes into a format and using language that makes sense from a user perspective, people soon discover that they do in fact have plenty of scope to engage in a meaningful way. 

We have shown that commissioners working in partnership with DPULOs can make this happen fairly easily if the will is there.

Another of our objectives has been to build ULOs capacity as a way of trying to level the playing field in terms of being able to compete in the new commissioning landscape. Part of this has involved working with the Council to simplify some of the processes involved (like application forms) to make them more accessible. This is a benefit to all DPULOs as we know that even the larger groups often struggle with the bureaucracy, if for no other reason than it is so time consuming!

Even so, the feedback from some groups was that the application process was still too time consuming and involved too much paperwork. It was felt that this might have discouraged some groups from participating. So there is clearly a learning point about the need to make sure that support and advice is available to help build capacity to engage with such funding processes, and that is something the Council are going to look at.

The benefits of having access to 121 support and advice was demonstrated during the main stage of the competition as the support we were able to give some of the smaller DPULOs in particular has enabled them to increase their level of confidence and knowledge to the point where, in some cases, that they have already been able to start planning for ways in which they can use commissioning opportunities in the future to help them become more sustainable. 

As a 'larger' DPULO we see medium term benefits for ourselves in this also, because we are extending our own capacity and expertise at the same time through involvement in this process and have identified potential for new income generating products as a result. Hopefully other DPULOs might see similar potential in their own areas.

But, even with the extra time and support the groups had, the process still highlighted significant gaps in capacity. 

While several of the ideas submitted were genuinely innovative the quality of the proposals in terms of presentation and detail was such that participants would probably not be successful in a real time tendering environment.

Also, it is probably no coincidence that the groups who chose not to take up the offer of advisory support fared worst in the competition. In some cases groups did share their draft plans and request feedback, but only at the last minute, which obviously limited the amount of support we were able to give. So, another key learning point is about encouraging organisations to accept support when it is offered.

In any event, it is very clear that more intensive support, advice or mentoring is required to enable ULO's and Community Groups to maximise their capacity to engage with commissioners.

So, in order to help build capacity, we will now be looking to co-produce training resources for ULOs and Community Groups that could increase capacity in a sustainable way over the longer term.

This process has also highlighted the benefits of networking, which is a central focus throughout our ULO project work. 

Some of the smaller groups participating in the home care competition are groups with whom we had no previous contact. So this has helped to extend the network, which has been good for them as building new contacts is one of the things they say they need and want to do, but also for larger ULOs such as ourselves because it means we have new potential partnerships. We are for example, already working with one of them in bidding for some other work on a partnership basis. 

‘Top tips’ for DPULOs 




Finally, the feedback from the judging panel illustrates some useful tips about what commissioners look for and how DPULOs can demonstrate that they are better in order to secure contracts and funding.

Answering the questions: This seems obvious but often the answers people gave on their proposals did not relate directly to the information they had been asked for. In a tender situation that is pretty much always a fatal mistake.

Practicality: Several of the participants had good ideas but failed to demonstrate how they would propose delivering them in practice. Those that were able to offer practical proposals, and convince the panel that they could make them work, tended to score very highly. 

Being very clear about what outcomes your proposals would produce is also critically important, especially with the trend towards outcome based commissioning that we are seeing now.

Recognising commissioners own priorities: This is a crucial success factor. Even if you want to offer something different, you need to be able to demonstrate how what you are offering would help to address the needs and problems that commissioners are most concerned about. 

For example, with this competition, the winning groups took our advice about linking their proposals to issues such as increasing take up of direct payments; pooling personal budgets; and addressing gaps in support for people in rural areas – all of which were known to be priority issues for local commissioners.

Demonstrating a strong understanding of equality: Surprisingly perhaps this one of the weakest aspects of many of the proposals, but those that did demonstrate a clear understanding of equality did very well. 

It is important to keep in mind that, because we are user led organisations commissioners will expect us to have a good grasp of equality issues. 

A common mistake is to simply say that, “because we are user led we do of course understand equality”, or “we have years of experience” etc. That will not cut it – you need to show that you understand what that means in practice.

Innovation: Users came up with some very creative ideas about redesigning home care. Some maybe overshot the mark by being too ambitious without convincing the panel that their ideas could work in practice, but those that did well were able to be simultaneously practical and creative. 

So, the message here is clearly – don’t be afraid to think outside the box. Commissioners often struggle to think of new ways of doing things and often users will be miles ahead of them when it comes to finding a solution. This can be one of our strongest assets.
Last but not least, demonstrating value for money: Commissioners always face a challenge to make the best use of resources. But, obviously, in the current climate using limited resources in the most cost-effective way becomes a top priority. 

And, this presents a challenge for DPULOs as well because there is a difficult balance to be struck between setting costs at an adequate level while, at the same time, competing against other organisations.

There is no easy answer to this problem, but the learning from our commissioning competition does give some useful pointers. 

In particular, whatever you decide you need to make sure that your costs are clearly explained and justified. 

Also, while commissioners will expect you to have looked at trimming whatever costs it is practical to trim, it is just as important to resist the temptation to trim more than is realistic. 

The judging panel in our competition tended to be just as critical of costs that they saw as being too optimistic as they were of those that they thought were too high.
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