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The voice of independent advice





Response to the Cabinet Office Open Letter to Civil Society
1. Introduction

AdviceUK is a membership organisation of over 850 voluntary and community organisations that give free advice to members of the public. Our members work in some of the poorest parts of England, Scotland and Wales, helping people to solve legal and social welfare problems, providing advice and support to over 2 million people a year. 
Independent advice services provide advice, advocacy and representation in one or more areas of social welfare law – welfare benefits, debt, housing, community care, employment and immigration. Independent advice services often grow out of community action – local people finding solutions to local need. As such, as we will demonstrate, AdviceUK members are an integral part of the Big Society.
AdviceUK supports members to improve the quality and effectiveness of their services and provides a national voice. In recent years, we have led ground-breaking action research, through our RADICAL and BOLD projects, which has demonstrated:

· The immense contribution advice services can make to improving public service delivery and minimising waste;

· The contribution of advice to wider policy priorities such as health improvement, economic growth, crime reduction and stronger neighbourhoods;

· The negative impact of top-down target-driven funding on the effectiveness and ability of advice services to meet the needs of citizens.
We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the debate the government has initiated on the future of public services in the context of deficit reduction and feel our work could make a major contribution. In this paper we will address the following issue: 

· The role and value of independent advice;
· The contribution of independent advice  to greater efficiency and effectiveness in public service delivery;

· The contribution of advice to wider social and economic priorities;

· The impact of cuts on the users of advice services and the communities in which our members operate;

· The impact of cuts on independent advice organisations;

· The value of collaborative working at local level, strengthening the partnership between the independent advice sector and local public services, including through service commissioning.

2. The Role and Value of Advice

Independent advice services are a vital part of a democratic society, enabling people to exercise their rights and responsibilities through:

· Advice

· Support

· Information
· Representation. 

Events such as redundancy, relationship breakdown, spiralling debt, homelessness, and the need to navigate a complex maze of public services make access to advice essential for many people. 

In addition to the immediate value to service users, independent advice services also generate wider social and economic value by mitigating the impact of individual problems on health, housing, crime and community resilience. Citizens Advice has recently published research that:

“...looks at how adverse consequences associated with civil justice problems, and the downstream costs for other public services, can be mitigated by advice. Factors considered include homelessness prevented, poor health outcomes averted, work productivity and client financial gains.”

The report demonstrates that:

“For every £1 of legal aid expenditure on housing advice, the state potentially saves £2.34.

For every £1 of legal aid expenditure on debt advice, the state potentially saves £2.98.

For every £1 of legal aid expenditure on benefits advice, the state potentially saves £8.80.

For every £1 of legal aid expenditure on employment advice, the state potentially saves £7.13.”

Research by Leeds City Council into the impact of financial inclusion activities identified a return of £8.40 to the regional economy for every £1 of public funds invested
.

AdviceUK has demonstrated elsewhere
 that advice services contribute to a wide range of public priorities, including prevention of ill-health, community safety, community involvement, social inclusion, educational attainment and employability. The effects of people’s problems can be catastrophic. Problems with benefits and debt can result in the loss of liberty, the home, essential services and goods. These costs also impact on the public purse, increasing homelessness applications; affecting health, especially mental health; and potentially resulting in intervention by costly care and support services. Timely and effective advice can stop difficulties escalating to such a serious level, restoring stability to the household and reducing the demand on public services.

With the coalition government’s emphasis on reducing waste and on devolving power to local areas and local communities, the contribution of independent advice is more important than ever.

3. The contribution of independent advice to minimising waste

Funded by The Baring Foundation, AdviceUK’s RADICAL project in 2008 undertook pilot research in Oxford and Powys, using a Systems Thinking methodology. Systems Thinking is based on the Toyota Production System, which has been adapted by Vanguard Consulting for use in public service settings. This research
 demonstrated both the perverse incentives and levels of bureaucracy under which advice services operate as a result of inappropriate funding mechanisms, and the huge amount of capacity that is taken up by demand for advice services as a result of the failure of public bodies.

Following this initial pilot, AdviceUK has been working with independent advice services and the local authority in Nottingham to develop the approach. Having analysed the needs of people accessing advice, it was clear that the impact of public service waste on advice capacity is significant. Our interim findings
 demonstrated that 31% of the capacity of advice services is taken up dealing with the failure of public services to get things right for their customers. Particularly significant were the Department and Work and Pensions and Job Centre Plus, whose failures resulted in over 7% of all initial demand for advice, as well as ongoing delays in resolving cases. A more recent, as yet unpublished analysis has shown this level to be consistently high.

Whilst less significant, our study also showed problems arising in the Benefits Service of Nottingham City Council. As Nottingham is an Early Intervention authority and management from Revenues and Benefits had been involved in the review, we have now begun to work collaboratively with the local authority to remove preventable system failures from benefits administration. The result will be improved services for customers, reduced administration and cost, and released capacity in independent advice services, to cope with more demand.

Our study also showed some preventable failures (11%) in the ways in which advice services were delivered and advice organisations are working collectively to reduce these and improve their own efficiency and client experience.

4. The contribution of advice to wider social and economic priorities

AdviceUK is also currently engaged in a research project with new economics foundation (nef), an independent ‘think-and-do’ tank that inspires and demonstrates real economic wellbeing. This has resulted in a research paper, shortly to be published in partnership with Advice Services Coventry, entitled Outcomes in Advice. Based on previous work by AdviceUK
, the report maps the contribution of advice to local priorities, in this case, the Coventry Sustainable Community Strategy. The report demonstrates that independent advice contributes to the following SCS themes:

· Economy, learning, skills and employment

· Health, well-being and independence

· Community safety

· Children and young people

· Housing.
Early intervention is crucial. As part of the Coventry research, nef applied a Social Return on Investment (SROI) methodology in a small number of case studies, to assess the cost of public service failures for the individuals affected and their household, and for the state, as well as the economic value of advice interventions. These findings show both the value of advice overall when offset against the cost of service failure, and the importance of early intervention in minimising cost and in maximising the economic and social value of the advice.

Table 1: Case Study Findings
	Case study
	Cost to the individual
	Cost to the state
	Value of advice

	Debt – late intervention
	(19,207)
	(9,511)
	8, 607

	Debt – early intervention
	(368)
	(521)
	9,267

	Housing – late intervention
	(8,837)
	(5,287)
	-

	Housing – early intervention *
	(1,516)
	-
	-

	TOTAL
	(29,928)
	(15,319)
	17,874


* in the final case study, the case was not completed at the time the research was undertaken, so it was not possible to calculate the value of the advice as the outcome was not known.
We also argue that, as well as the intrinsic contribution of their services, advice organisations should be engaged to work alongside frontline public services, to maximise their impact. At times of crisis or of change in circumstances such as the onset of a disability, discharge from prison, childbirth, redundancy or retirement, individuals will experience a range of effects including stress and emotional trauma, as well as practical concerns such as claiming the right benefits, securing appropriate accommodation, dealing with debts, etc. 
Engaging independent advice provision alongside resettlement, care or treatment services significantly improves the ability of those services to be effective and achieve positive results.  For example, a number of primary care services have hosted advice surgeries alongside GP services, recognising the impact of advice on improving mental and physical health, and reducing the number of repeat visits.
5. The impact of cuts – clients and communities

As noted above, AdviceUK members work in the poorest neighbourhoods in the UK. Whilst the need for advice runs through all sections of society, the most vulnerable and poorest experience the highest need
. Recession has a disproportionate effect on certain vulnerable groups and problems tend to cluster, particularly amongst the most marginalised.

Citizens Advice report

· a 17% increase in employment related queries in 2009-2010

· a 28% increase in housing related queries in 2009-2010

· a 114% increase in redundancy queries in 2009
.

80% of local authorities reported an increase in demand for debt and welfare advice in 2009
.

We have two specific concerns about the potential impact of government policy on people in the poorest communities, with whom our members work. The first of these is the impact of tax and benefit changes in the June Emergency Budget. By the Treasury’s own figures, whilst to a large extent progressive, these measures will have a disproportionately adverse affect on the lowest income decile. Secondly, a number of commentators have indicated that the impact of cuts in public services is likely to fall disproportionately on the poorest, and on groups such as women, members of black and minority ethnic communities, and on people with disabilities, who tend to rely to a disproportionate level on public services.

These factors, coupled with heralded cuts in welfare spending, risk creating an additional burden on the poorest members of society, impacting on individuals and households, but also increasing demand for advice services. Our work with advice organisations in Nottingham has highlighted the impact of changes to disability benefits such as Disability Living Allowance and the introduction of Employment Support Allowance, which have significantly added to the workload of advice services, not to mention causing significant distress caused to disabled people whose claims have been incorrectly disallowed.
6. The impact of cuts – independent advice services
Around 2/3 of the funding for independent advice services provided by AdviceUK members comes from local authorities. As advice is not a statutory requirement, funding for advice is particularly vulnerable as local authorities look to implement significant cuts in their level of spending. We have already seen local authorities making cuts of up to 60% in their funding for the voluntary and community sector,  ‘outsourcing’ the cost and impact of cuts, and so minimising their own one-off retrenchment costs.
We are also concerned that the impact of constrained public spending will be to increase pressure on grant funding for advice, which provides flexibility and value, in favour of narrow, target-driven contracts, in the mistaken belief that competition for a reduced number of contracts will deliver value. AdviceUK’s work
 has clearly shown that competitive tendering as practised by a number of public bodies, including the Legal Services Commission, in which the number of units of advice delivered becomes the crucial benchmark, causes perverse incentives, such as cherry-picking of the easiest cases to the detriment of the most vulnerable citizens, as well as increasing the bureaucratic burden on front-line services. 
Reducing the number of providers of advice services is also a false economy. Diversity of provision is a positive benefit, not an inefficiency to be contracted out of the system. Diversity improves access to advice, especially for people from communities traditionally described as “hard-to-reach”. For example, research in the London Borough of Ealing showed a strong need to fund specialist and single community advice organisations: whilst some organisations provide specialist advice, others act as a “gateway” service, providing culturally and linguistically appropriate advice, assisting clients to access more specialist services when necessary and preventing vulnerable clients from ‘falling through the gap’.

Independent advice services face the prospect of being squeezed from both directions – facing escalating demand for services as poorer and more vulnerable people are affected by cuts in the services on which they rely, at the same time as funding is reduced significantly by local authorities and other public bodies, seeking to reduce expenditure. There is an alternative approach, which enables advice to realise its potential in contributing to broader outcomes and in reducing waste and unnecessary expenditure.
7. The value of collaborative working across sectors
The Office for Civil Society has asked for examples of best practice in collaborative working between the voluntary sector and local government. In AdviceUK’s view, the joint work between Advice Nottingham and Nottingham City council represents just such an example.
As an Early Intervention authority, Nottingham City Council undertook a Systems Thinking review of its benefits administration. Managers recognised that, whilst performing to a high level to the targets imposed externally through district audit, the actual quality of service experienced by customers was not as high as it should be. The application of a Systems Thinking approach has brought about improvements in benefit administration and customer experience. However, as the authority was beginning to plan to commission independent advice services, it also encouraged the independent advice sector to apply the same method to identify local need and the ways in which services could be configured most effectively to meet that need.
NCC worked closely with independent advice organisations, also including its own Welfare Rights service in the review. The process involves recording and assessing the needs of customers and the response of the agencies involved, to identify the effectiveness of the service response. Undertaking this review collaboratively has led to greatly increased understanding of the pressures facing all parties involved and increased levels of trust, as each agency’s service has had both its successes and its delivery failures exposed and discussed.

As the authority moves towards service commissioning, it has recognised the importance of commissioning in ways that make best use of the experience and expertise of voluntary sector advice organisations in service planning. In line with its Corporate Commissioning Framework, NCC is also planning processes and funding mechanisms that:

· Avoid placing unnecessary bureaucratic burdens (system conditions) on funded organisations;

· Enable the diversity of the sector to be maintained to maximise access to advice for excluded individuals and communities;

· Promote collaboration between services rather than divisive competition, to achieve best value; and
· Focus on delivering value for service users and communities, by recognising the outcomes achieved and the wider contribution of advice to the achievement of local priorities.

In conclusion – independent advice and the Big Society

The Big Society offers a huge opportunity for voluntary and community organisations. The emphasis on community empowerment is welcome. However, for individuals who are struggling to keep a roof over their head and put food on the table, such opportunities come low on the list of priorities. By helping people to stabilise their situations, independent advice organisations contribute to community resilience overall and provide the foundation from which people can engage in their neighbourhoods. Advice organisations also involve huge numbers of volunteers, many of whom build on the skills and experience they gain to secure paid employment.
In addition, AdviceUK welcomes the acknowledgement that public services are never at their best when simply delivered. Good public services are co-produced, with individuals and communities who use and have a stake in the services engaged to play an active part in design and evaluation of outcomes. Advice providers can facilitate co-production and co-design – assisting service users to have a greater say, both in their own and in public services at local level. 

Independent advice organisations have a crucial role in social action. Most have their roots in community self-help and action, and work in a holistic way with individuals accessing their services. The advice agency that is truly embedded in its community and ‘goes the extra mile’ for individuals is the one that makes a real difference and supports individual and community development.
AdviceUK’s approach to building stronger communities and minimising public service waste is epitomised by an initiative developed by one of our members, Community Links.
Community Links has pioneered an Everyday Innovators approach. This approach has demonstrated a successful example of co-design and 
co-production of advice services. Members of the community identified complex application forms as a barrier to accessing welfare benefits, in the ethnically and linguistically diverse borough of Newham. As a response, Community Links recruited and trained community volunteers to assist local people. As a result:
· The rate of incorrectly completed forms reduced from 70% to fewer than1%;
· Job Centre Plus saved 230 working days in not having to request further information from claimants;
· 60 volunteers gained paid employment.

We urge government to recognise the contribution of independent advice across a range of policy areas, not least the contribution to the minimisation of waste in public spending. AdviceUK is recognised to be at the forefront of work in this field and we would welcome the opportunity to discuss our work more fully with OCS.
AdviceUK
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