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‘Managing New Realities’

2nd and 3rd March 2010

‘How can service users, carers and front line workers have a bigger role in shaping services when budgets are tight?’
A Challenge!

At the heart of modernisation has been a strong drive for personalisation, choice and greater control for service users. ‘Individual budgets’ and ‘choose and book’ are exemplars for these trends. Applied properly, services would improve and satisfaction levels would increase. Largely unspoken, but in the ether, has been the perception that these approaches have not just been effective (‘they’ve worked’) but also efficient (‘we can get more for less’). Left to themselves or given greater control, individuals and their supporters would make ‘better’ decisions and the ‘right’ choices.
However, the prevailing social contract of the last thirty years has now come to an end. Until now an unspoken assumption has run as follows: in return for the ‘freedom’ offered by society for entrepreneurs, business and the financial sector to operate within minimum regulation (and maximum personal benefit), sufficient growth through tax driven services was produced to satisfy the bulk of the ordinary population. They in turn have experienced (through rising house prices and relatively painless ever extending credit for most) general levels of satisfaction. Most of the time this equilibrium allowed Governments to apply the benefits of increasing revenue to more people in need in society through policies such as tax credits and better and ‘modernised’ (but still restricted) social and health care. 

However, if the old social contract has come under threat because of the financial tsunami that is heading towards public service budgets, can these modernisation trends be sustained?

Encouraging local authorities to embrace personalisation and choice has not been easy. While the benefits are obvious, the impact on the way prevailing services have been organised up until now has been painful (if liberating). Professional and organisational structures have been truly challenged and some local authorities have constructed their responses to ‘play’ the system. Resource allocation systems that define individual budgets are noteworthy in what they have excluded from the calculation before the final amounts are arrived at.
This predilection to maintain the status quo is a natural tendency. But, if service users and others at the front line are to maintain the benefits of personalistion under financial threat, then the pressure for change must increase. When the majority of service users are utilising greater choice and control over their lives then two fundamental features could emerge. First, local authorities, the NHS and others might come to the conclusion that the current way in which services are organised will no longer be fit for purpose. New kinds of integrated models of care and support will emerge in which pooled budgets from a variety of sources are delegated to communities working alongside local professionals and service users. The NHS would split into two - an acute ‘repair’ service with everything else being given to the community. Secondly, real choices made by local people will need to be encouraged with professionals needing to learn to work with individuals, communities and their choices. This is not just about social care but relates to the whole range of local authority services.  A new social contract will emerge in which living in a community of whatever kind will mean taking responsibility for each other and supporting each other. We will have new kinds of obligations to each other and in return we will have changed and enhanced expectations. 
Consequently, the architecture of public services will change fundamentally. To be at the centre, to meaningfully shape these changes, service users and others will need to move away from a service recipient to a service modelling mode of thinking. Combinations of locally designed responses that cross current boundaries between self help, voluntary, community and statutory inputs will be orchestrated at local level. People will need to be enabled or enable themselves to take real control.
We cannot return to the old ways. The old social contract has broken down for good. It must be replaced with a new understanding. Tinkering with the current system will not work once the wave hits. Press on!

Ritchard Brazil
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