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I mpact of welfarereform and moder nisation

Private sector involvement in the services provided by the Social Security
Agency

Asyou may be aware, the Socia Security Agency has sgned aten-year
partnership contract with the private sector, with the aim of delivering amore
efficient service to benefit damants.

This partnership is with a private sector consortium caled EISIS which is made
up of Electronic Data Systems (EDS) and PricewaterhouseCoopers.

The modernisation process will initidly involve Attendance Allowance, Disability
Living Allowance and Invaid Care Allowance. There will be a phased
implementation of this modernisation process, with plansto begin with
Attendance Allowance in October 2001 and adopting full implementation with all
three benefits by February 2002.

However, what impact will this process of modernisation have on benefit
clamants?

The answer isthat there is potentid for consderable impact. Already eectronic
clam forms are being devised for al three benefits. It is envisaged that Socid
Security Agency staff will be based within a centrdised * cal centre’ with the
ability to complete daimants benefit forms over the telephone.

Where written correspondence is recelved from the claimant and indeed their
doctor, thisinformation will be scanned into eectronic form. It is envisaged that
thisis the beginning of a process which will result in dl damant details being
held in eectronic form.

The centra premise for the Socid Security Agency embracing this private sector
partnership is to improve the qudity of decison making, to improve turnaround
times and to improve efficiency. AIAC acknowledges that improved turnaround
timeswould certainly be to the advantage of claimants. However we remain to be
convinced that this initiative will result in dlaimants experiencing an improved
standard of service and an improved standard of decision making. Technologica
improvements must have the interests of claimants at heart, and we would have a
number of concerns around the following:

1. Completion of formsover the telephone
Many people are reluctant to discuss any matters of importance over the
telephone. This Stuation is magnified for people with disabilities such as
arthritis which would mean the person enduring pain even lifting the telephone
never mind speaking on the telephone for the 1 — 3 hours necessary to
complete forms. It would certainly be inappropriate to attempt to cover such a
detailed process with someone with learning difficulties or mental hedlth
problems. Indeed it might be entirely ingppropriate to ask some of the
guestions which require to be asked such as assistance with toilet needs,
incontinence or ass Sance with putting on under garments.



The Socid Security Agency itsalf has recently published two Reports which
demondtrate clearly the preferences clamants have in reation to assstance
with benefit forms. Also the Public Accounts Committee has made
recommendations on thisissue:

0] Periodic Review Process Evaluation Report (January 2001)
This process involved contacting 1,200 randomly selected customers,
who had decisions on the award of DLA given between April 1992 and
March 1994. Customers who were selected for the process were
required to complete an enquiry form, detailing their current care and
mobility needs. The enquiry form was completed ether by the client
themsdves or at ahome vist by Agency Staff.

The Evauation Report dates:

“ Half of those customers selected for the periodic enquiry process
received a home visit ... Although no savings were achieved from the
programme of visits, results from the customer survey indicated that a
number of customers preferred this method of contact. In view of this
it has been decided that home visits will continue to play arolein
subsequent phases of the programme albeit on a smaller scale and
mor e responsive to the needs of the customer e.g. priority given to
visually impaired customers etc.”

(i) New Claims Trial Evaluation Report (January 2001)
This document presented the evauation findings for the New Claims
Trid. This initigtive involved Socid Security Agency staff offering to
vigt cusomersto help them complete the Disahility Living Allowance
(DLA) dam form.

320 randomly selected applicants for Disability Living Allowance
(DLA) were given the option of having ahome vigt to help with the
completion of the claim form. Of the 320 sdected, 148 made clamsto
DLA with 27 requesting help from Agency saff to asss with the
completion of the clam form. Out of afurther 21, who contacted the
Benefit Enquiry Line looking for assstance, 19 accepted a home vist
to assst with the completion of their daim form.

The Evduation Report states:
“7.2 Main pointsarising from the customer survey

Customers opinion on the choice of a visit.

All the customers considered that

> thevisit was more beneficial than having to complete the form
themselves and they preferred to be visited in their own home
rather than completing the form themselves or over the phone.



(@iii)  Public Accounts Committee Recommendation
That the Socid Security Agency will “ set in place a rolling
programme of visits to customers over a number of years’ .

In summary, AIAC has a number of concerns regarding any move towards the
completion of forms over the telephone. We do not fed that it is gppropriate for
many clamants to be required to complete gpplications or give information over
the telephone. Thisis borne out by the Socid Security Agency’s own Reports and
therefore there should be clear choiceslaid before clamants: with the option of
samply forwarding the forms to the daimant, arranging ahome vist or going

ahead with atdephone interview.

If the Agency is going to pursue the idea of call centres and conducting telephone
interviews there should be adequate training of saff involved in this service.
Traning should include dedling with clients over the telephone, cross benfit
training with the saff being able to advise across dl benefits. Thisis particularly
important with regards to Disability Living Allowance and Attendance
Allowance as the award of these benefits can have a Sgnificant positive impact
on other benefits such as Income Support.

AIAC offer on the job Nationa Vocationd Qudification training and we would
ask the Agency to serioudy consder adopting thisor smilar training for all
relevant staff.

It remains to be seen whether or not the call centre ideawill work if gpplied to
Socia Security Agency benefits. It may be gppropriate to use this method of
sarvice, for example with car insurance, where the cdler is Smply asked factua
information about their address and car etc. However, the kind of information
being asked for within the context of Disability Living Allowance and
Attendance Allowance is completely different. Most people are reluctant to speak
about the full extent of their hedth problems, especidly where this concerns
persond bodily functions, even in aface to face interview. An interview
conducted over the telephone might be more likely to miss out on key
information, particularly as the person does not have sight of the cdler and
cannot actualy see the extent of the disability.

Other issues such asthe cost of these telephone calls, the issue of keegping
someone on the telephone for an unacceptable length of time and the issue of
adding additiond information at alater stage dl require examination.

Completion of forms over the telephone may reduce turnaround times and
increase efficiency within the Agency, but will this be a the expense of quality
decision-making and result in more digible daimants being disdlowed
entitlement to benefit? Clearly this may result in digible damants not pursuing
their dlams, and more gpped s which in the long run will reduce any savings
made and delays as claimants await their gppedls.



2. Trandgfer of information into eectronic form

The private sector involvement will see the widespread introduction of ectronic

data manipulation. As noted above there will be provison for the completion of

forms over the telephone, but in addition:

»  Where damants complete their forms manudly, these forms will be scanned
into eectronic form;

» Where additional medica information is sought for example from a doctor,
thiswill be dectronicaly scanned into the clamant’ sfile;

» Decisons made by Agency daff will be recorded eectronicaly inthe
daimant’sfile

Generdly more business will be done through dectronic means.

AIAC would urge that this process be properly thought through. We are dl aware
that no matter how robust acomputer system is, there is dways the possbility that
something can go wrong. There should be safeguards in place to ensure that
should the computer system ‘ crash’, then claimants will not be disadvantaged in
any way. We are aware that at present paperwork and forms can go missing but if
the Agency move towards doing most of it's business in eectronic form, there

will be less tangible hard evidence available and therefore it may be difficult for a
clamant to prove that a clam was made or aletter was sent.

TheIT partner in thisinitiative Electronic Data Systems (EDS) are dready
involved in modernising service ddivery within the Benefits Agency, the
Employment Service, the Inland Revenue and the Passport Office. In some cases,
serious flaws have come to light in terms of the robustness of their systems and
assurances would have to be sought on the systems being devel oped for the Socia

Security Agency.

Grester use of datain dectronic form brings with it other concerns. There are
Data Protection issues around who can have access to this information. Will dl
Agency dtaff throughout the Agency network have access to very persond details
held on individua damants? Will life insurance companies for example be able

to tgp into the system and carry out a hedth check on a potentia client? Will the
system be able to scan hand-written information accurately? Will the system have
direct accessto aclamant’s medica records held in asurgery or in hospital?
Whét right of access will acdamant/their adviser have to thisinformation?

We need to know that there are robust monitoring and evauation systems in place
to ensure that this modernisation process runs smoothly and any problems can be
identified and solved as quickly as possible. There may be merit in an independent
monitoring body (with representatives from various sectors including the advice
sector) being set up to advise on the impact of the process.

These are dl mgjor issues which need to be addressed.



3. Ensuring that the needs of claimantsare central to the process
It is understandable that the Socid Security Agency should seek to make greeter
use of technologica developmentsin order to improve their service and make
their service more efficient. However the needs of claimants should be centrd to
this process. They should be given the choice as to how they want to proceed with
their daim. Even though the Agency may prefer daimantsto fill in forms over the
telephone, their own Reports have highlighted that claimants do not like this
method of service.

The Socia Security Agency’s own Customer Charter tates ‘if you are not able to
cdl into one of our offices, phone us and we may be able to arrange to vist you a
your home'. It isdso palicy that if acustomer cdlsinto aloca Socid Security
Office they will be given assstance with the completion of al benefit dam

forms

Where clamants do wish to have their forms completed over the telephone the
Agency should ensure that their staff are adequately trained to conduct these types
of interview over the telephone, that they have a broad knowledge across dll
benefits, that staff are polite and courteous, sengtive to the needs of calers, are
clear when asking questions and read the claim form back to them at the end of
the interview. Claimants should be able to stop the process a any timeif they are
uncomfortable with the interview over the telephone.

The issue where the award of DLA/AA/ICA would lead to Income Support
becoming payable will have to be addressed. The SSA adviser will have to carry
out a ‘better off’ calculation and assst the client to make aclaim to Income
Support in order to protect backdeating rights.

It is envisaged that these forms, completed over the telephone, will be forwarded
to the client to sign. AIAC believe that the entire form must be sent to the dlient,
not just those pages completed during the tel ephone conversation. On reading
through the entire form, the client may recognise other information which would
need to be provided in order that the correct decision can be made on the
goplication.

4. Publicity in relation to this moder nisation process
The Agency as apublic body should be accountable ultimately to the public.
Every dngle person in the community is affected by the Socid Security Agency a
onetime or another, for example through Child Benefit or Retirement Pension.

This modernisation processis one of the most sgnificant developmentsin relaion
to benefits ddlivery since the formation of the Welfare State in 1948. It is
therefore essentid that everyoneis aware of the scale of this modernisation
process, and this includes public representatives, advice workers and particularly
Agency deff & dl levels

AIAC would therefore like more information on how the Socid Security Agency
will publicise these devel opments.
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AIAC Misson Statement

AlAC isavoluntary organisation for the independent advice sector in Northern
Ireland, representing and giving voice to it’s member s aspirations to deliver
effective and holistic, community or issue-based advice through the provision of
services, support and development opportunities.

Values

As a member ship organisation, our values are embedded in promoting the
application of creative community development approachesto advice giving,
which place people and communities at the centre of the process and involves
them in finding solutions and making informed choices.

AIAC bdievesin

Quality advice which isdelivered free.

Advice serviceswhich areimpartial and non-judgemental and respect the
individuals dignity.

Advice which iswholly confidential, and accountable to the public.

I ndependent advice, which isfreefrom statutory or private control and isboth
non-party political and non-sectarian in nature.



Advice services which are aimed specifically towar ds over coming social
exclusion.

Offering people choice through the provision of flexible, accessible advice
services.
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