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Recommendations

Recommendation

Page

1

The Department should ensure the planned implementation of Online
Financial Assessments being the default route for financial assessments
collects feedback from users on the form, including on any barriers to
completing it, and why those who were asked to complete an online
assessment and did not, chose not to.

11

The People Scrutiny Committee should be informed of the progress of take
up of Online Financial Assessments, and feedback received, as part of the
monitoring of this Scrutiny Review.

11

The Department should continue implementation of learning from other local
authority Adult Social Care departments to improve take-up of Online
Financial Assessments and turnaround time of financial assessments,
particularly considering introducing Robotic Process Automation.

12

The Department should continue to explore opportunities to simplify
operational processes alongside implementing the Being Digital programme.

16

The People Scrutiny Committee should be informed of progress against
Being Digital programme targets as part of the monitoring of this Scrutiny
Review.

16

The People Scrutiny Committee should be informed of the outcome of the
third phase of the Department’s Behavioural Change work with the UCL as
part of the monitoring of this Scrutiny Review.

18

The Department should reflect feedback from residents who have benefited
from digital and self-service options in communications to staff.

19

Information on Being Digital and the digital and self-service platforms on
offer in ASCH, should be included in all new ASCH staff inductions.

19

Digital transformation should be included as a discussion point in team and
1-2-1 (where appropriate) meetings within areas undergoing rollout of a new
digital or self-service platform; and in ongoing departmental communications
(such as Yammer, To The Point and Brief Encounter).

19

10

The Department should continue to work with colleagues through the One
Council Digital Inclusion programme to map the digital inclusion offer in East
Sussex, and, where appropriate, share this with adult social care and health
staff and partners.

21

11

The Department should ensure it is promoting to staff, and utilising, the
range of national and local digital inclusion resources and schemes available
in moving to being digital by default.

21

12

The Department should explore opportunities for partners, including
voluntary sector organisations, to support engagement with and signposting
to ASCH'’s digital offer.

23




13

The Department should consider whether a Digital Ambassador Scheme
could provide added value to Being Digital, informed by learning from the
NHS Digital First Digital Ambassador pilot when it concludes, and
consideration of other models.

24




Introduction

1. The Adult Social Care and Health (ASCH) Department has an overarching medium term
digital strategy, the Being Digital Strategy (2020-23). The Strategy was developed in autumn
2020 to provide the Department with a more structured oversight of the range of digital
developments and innovations taking place; and to set a vision for the Department to have in
place digital capabilities that meet the range of needs of the ASCH community and workforce, in
order to support and enable effective service delivery.

2. The People Scrutiny Committee was made aware at its March 2022 meeting that
although the ASCH Department has an established digital strategy for the medium term, there is
a need to look further ahead at how digital technology and other technological innovations can
maintain provision of a high standard of care and support sustainability of ASCH services in the
next five-to-ten years, and the Department welcomed the Committee’s input on this.

3. A Scoping Board met on 5 July 2022 to consider whether to proceed with a review of this
topic. In addition to hearing about the range of work underway to deliver the Being Digital
Strategy and discussing additional opportunities technology offered for meeting the needs of
ASCH clients, the Board heard that the Department had recently agreed a future direction of
travel for its digital work.

4, In line with the approach being taken by other councils, the planned direction of travel
includes encouraging greater use of self-service options, such as online financial assessments
and needs assessments; and linked to this, working towards implementing a ‘digital by default’
approach whereby digital and self-service means of contacting, accessing services from, and
transacting with the Department are encouraged to be used as the primary route by those who
are able to do so. ‘Traditional’ means of accessing services and contacting ASCH (in person or
via telephone) will remain in place for those who require them.

5. The Scoping Board heard that introducing the digital capabilities to support this direction
of travel is expected to result in better and simpler experiences for clients and carers in their
interactions with the Department (particularly in being able to manage their care and access
services at a time that works for them), as well as improvements in the efficiency and accuracy
of work with partners and providers. The approach will also ensure ASCH resources are being
used most effectively given ongoing demographic, resource and workforce pressures, and
anticipated increased demand arising from the planned care charging reforms. However, the
Department knows that significant cultural and behavioural changes are required to move to
being ‘digital by default’. These changes relate to both the way staff work and to clients’, carers’
and providers’ behaviour and attitudes towards use of digital services and channels.

6. The Scoping Board concluded that based on the discussion with officers about the
strategic challenges being ‘digital by default’ would help with, including the Department having
capacity to deliver the planned care charging reforms, the topic would benefit from closer
examination by People Scrutiny.

Terms of Reference

7. On the recommendation of the Scoping Board, the People Scrutiny Committee agreed at
their July 2022 meeting that this review should explore what cultural and behavioural changes
are needed to support greater use of online services, self-service options and adoption of a
‘digital by default’ approach by the Department, with a focus on the following service areas to
avoid the Review being too broad:

Financial assessments

Reviews (especially carer reviews)
Information, advice and signposting
Carer assessments



8. Members agreed that this would be explored through the following key lines of enquiry:
1. Within the service areas outlined above:

a) To what extent are residents, clients, carers and/or providers currently using
online services, self-service options and/or digital communication channels?

b) If there is high or low use, why is that?

c) Why do people choose to use the channels they do to communicate with ASC in
these areas?

d) What cultural and behavioural changes are needed to support greater use of
online services, self-service options and/or digital communication channels?

e) How can that cultural and behavioural change be encouraged?
2. The review should also look more broadly at:

a) What insights are there from other councils that have a high take-up of online
services and have implemented a ‘digital by default’ approach on the cultural and
behavioural changes needed?

b) How have they encouraged those?



Background
Being Digital Strategy and Programme 2020-23

9.

The Being Digital Strategy 2020-23 is published on the East Sussex County Council

(ESCC) website. The Strategy is supported by an ambitious programme of work, spanning
some 35 projects, focussed on deploying digital technology to improve the way clients and
carers transact with ASCH, improve efficiency of business processes and support smoother and
enhanced partnership working within the broader health and social care system. A Being Digital
project team is leading delivery of the Strategy and Programme and this work is overseen by a
Departmental Being Digital Steering Group.

10.

The Programme is underpinned by a detailed roadmap, setting out the projects

underway to deliver the Strategy’s ambitions. Some Being Digital projects that will deliver more
self-service options within the services in the scope of this Review include:

11.

Online Financial Assessments — Most ASCH services are chargeable and most people
will pay something towards, or for all, the costs of their care. Where a social care
assessment determines that a person has eligible needs under the Care Act, a financial
assessment is completed to determine the level of contribution the person will need to
pay towards the cost of their care and support. The Department already has an online
portal in place that enables people to complete financial self-assessments once they are
assessed to have eligible needs.

Client Finance Portal — This portal is being procured by the Department and will enable
clients with eligible needs to track their client contributions relative to the planned care
charging cap once introduced. This is a key tool for the Department implementing the
processes to support the planned charging reforms.

Client Account - Another tool that is planned to be provided to enable clients to see
documents relating to their care, communicate with practitioners and sign documents
electronically. This will give clients greater control of their care.

Carer’'s Assessments - All unpaid carers have a right to a carer's assessment. The
assessment looks at their needs and what support is available to help them to continue
in their caring role. The Department already has an online self-assessment form that
carers can complete in their own time and send to ESCC.

East Sussex 1Space — This is an online directory of care and support services which has
long been a pillar of ASCH’s digital offer. The site has been online for almost ten years,
but work is underway to ensure the site is more prominently displayed on ESCC’s
webpages.

Artificial intelligence (Al) chatbots - a chatbot (called a Digital Assistant) is already in use
on the ESCC website to answer questions about blue badge applications. Being Digital
will explore other opportunities to employ this technology on the website.

The Department’s current public facing, self-service offer can be accessed through

online forms available on the Adult Social Care Portal on the ESCC Website.



https://www.eastsussex.gov.uk/social-care/beingdigitalstrategy#Vision
https://1space.eastsussex.gov.uk/
https://adultsocialcare.eastsussex.gov.uk/web/portal/pages/home
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Figure 1. Adult Social Care Portal — Website Screenshot
Local and National Context

12. The context to the ASCH Department introducing more self-service and digital options,
and encouraging those to be the primary route into the Department for those able to use them,
is:

o Changing expectations — the Department is aware of the growing number of activities
and services people are able to undertake and access online in managing their day-to-day lives,
from applying for a passport to buying a house to having a doctor’s appointment, and that this
trend was rapidly accelerated during the coronavirus pandemic. The Department is seeking to
anticipate growing expectations that residents will be able to access a similar digital offer from
ASCH services, given the increased flexibility, accessibility and control such an offer can
provide for residents trying to find information about our services and/or manage their care.

o Ongoing rising demand from demographic changes — East Sussex has a growing
elderly population, already at levels that will not be reached nationally for decades. While our
local population is ageing, the needs of people requiring support are also increasing. This has
increased demand for ASCH services which requires the Department to make best use of
stretched resources.

o Workforce pressures — the Department experiences a range of challenges in
recruitment and retention of staff which stretches capacity. The Department must ensure staff
time and resource is being used in the most effective way, with repetitive and process-based
work limited wherever possible to free up staff time to focus on other work, including with clients.



o Planned charging reforms — the Government is planning to introduce reforms to the
way people pay for social care, including introducing an £86,000 lifetime cap on the amount an
individual has to pay for personal care, introducing a more generous means-test for local
authority support and equalising the costs between people who fund their own care (self-
funders) and local authority clients. At the time this review was conducted, the reforms were
intended to be introduced from October 2023, although the Government has since announced
that implementation will be delayed until October 2025. The Department has assessed that
implementation of these reforms will result in an increase in the number of people approaching
the authority for a Care Act assessment of their eligible needs and a financial assessment. This
will further increase demand on ASCH services and greater use of digital and self-service
options is expected to be a significant enabler of the Department meeting this demand within
restricted resources.

13. Nationally, the Government has made a commitment to ensuring that the opportunities
presented by use of digital technology, for improving independence, quality and sustainability of
social care are fully realised. The Department of Health and Social Care has published a Plan
for Digital Health and Social Care (June 2022) which outlines the recognised benefits from
digital transformation of health and social care and a national vision for embedding digital
technology and achieving a digitally transformed health and social care system by 2028. The
People at the Heart of Care White Paper (December 2021) also made a commitment to invest
to drive greater adoption of technology and to achieve widespread digitisation across social
care, building on the way digital technologies transformed delivery of care achieved during the
coronavirus pandemic.



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care#section-2-our-vision-for-a-digital-future
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care/a-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care#section-2-our-vision-for-a-digital-future
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/people-at-the-heart-of-care-adult-social-care-reform-white-paper/people-at-the-heart-of-care-adult-social-care-reform#our-10-year-vision-for-adult-social-care

Review Board Findings

Part 1: Understanding the current offer and uptake

14. In addressing the Review’s first three lines of enquiry, the Review Board sought to
understand the current position in provision of digital and self-service options by ASCH within
the service areas covered by the review; take-up of those options; and any barriers to their
greater use.

Online Financial Assessments

15. One of the areas in which the Department has made notable progress in implementing a
self-service approach is the provision of online financial self-assessments (OFAs). The Review
Board heard that the delivery model of the financial assessment service has undergone quite
significant change in recent years, moving from a service that was mostly delivered face-to-face
including in people’s homes, to being offered via remote assessment, to now encouraging those
who can to complete self-assessments using a digital form.

16. While all residents can complete a financial eligibility checker on the ASC portal to
determine if they are likely to pay the full cost of - or make a contribution to - their care,
residents need to have been assessed as having eligible needs under the Care Act to be sent a
link to the full OFA. This requirement has been introduced within the last year and has improved
the acceptance rate of self-assessments, but is reliant on practitioners sharing the link to the
form. The Review Board heard that while consistency in practitioners sending the forms has
improved, and the number of forms completed has increased over time, sending the link is
perhaps not yet fully integrated into practitioners’ standard approach. The Department has a
programme of behavioural change work underway to encourage more active sharing of the link
which is covered in section two of this report.

17. The Review Board heard from the Head of Service for Hospitals, Finance and
Continuing Healthcare that a new Financial Services offer is currently being designed in which
the digital offer is seen as core to delivery in future, and it is planned for a team within ASCH to
pilot making OFAs the default route for individuals requiring a financial assessment in winter
2022/23. The service is also looking to streamline the process for financial assessments to
reduce the amount of information required to undertake an assessment.

18. The Review Board heard that in the Head of Service’s experience, ESCC is advanced in
its digital offer, as some councils are not yet able to offer an online assessment. In terms of
take-up, between January and August 2022, 330 links to the OFA form were sent and 68 forms
returned; a return rate of 21%.

19. The Review Board asked whether the Department knew whether people not completing
a form were choosing not to complete an assessment outright or defaulting to the non-self-
assessment route. The Head of Service responded that while staff will follow up with anyone
who does not use the link sent to ensure they have access to a financial assessment if they
require one, the service does not currently collect feedback on whether individuals are choosing
not to complete an online self-assessment or are not completing an assessment at all.
Feedback is also not currently collected by the service on what might be preventing people
completing a self-assessment or, more broadly, on the online form. The Head of Service
thought that this could be addressed in the planned pilot to make OFAs the default route for
financial assessments. The Review Board agreed this would be beneficial and asked that the
Department ensure that any insights from feedback that could support and encourage take-up
of online financial, and other, self-assessments were captured and responded to.
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Recommendation 1

The Department should ensure the planned implementation of Online Financial
Assessments being the default route for financial assessments collects feedback from
users on the form, including on any barriers to completing it, and why those who were
asked to complete an online assessment and did not, chose not to.

Recommendation 2

The People Scrutiny Committee should be informed of the progress of take up of Online
Financial Assessments, and feedback received, as part of the monitoring of this Scrutiny
Review.

20. The Review Board noted that, in terms of delivery of these recommendations, the move
to OFAs being the default route of assessment was part of a wider programme of changes to
the financial assessment service, and timescales for implementation of this whole programme of
work may fall beyond the People Scrutiny Committee’s period of monitoring of this Review.

21. While the Review Board heard that ESCC is relatively advanced in its digital financial
assessment offer, the return rate of 21% cited above and other evidence considered showed
there are opportunities to improve take-up of OFAs. The Review Board asked what proportion of
all financial assessments are currently completed online and heard that as of October 2022, just
under 1% of all ESCC’s financial assessments are currently conducted online. Comparatively,
other local authorities have reported to ESCC a much higher rate of financial assessments
being completed online, up to 60% in some areas.

22. Other local authorities have been successful in encouraging people to use OFAs as the
primary route of assessment and both ESCC and a large number of other local authorities have
sought to learn from their approach as a result. Learning is of particular interest where the same
IT systems and providers as ESCC are in use, as replicability should be simplified. The Review
Board considered detailed learning from the approach taken by others and were updated on
how this is being applied in ESCC. This included that:

o Considered thought has been given to messaging — website content sets
expectations of clients undertaking assessments online where possible and senior managers
have signed up to a ‘Digital First’ approach and actively promote it with staff. The language used
to describe the increased use of self-assessments has also been carefully considered to ensure
the change is described positively and to reduce anxiety about the change. The Review Board
heard that in ESCC, the ASCH Department Management Team has also agreed to and
supports a ‘Digital First’ approach and message.

o Staff are equipped with scripts or calling cards — this supports them to encourage
clients to complete the online assessments and to determine who can complete assessments
online and who may need support or lack capacity to complete them. These people may be
offered traditional pathways (a phone call or visit). As mentioned above, in ESCC the approach
to equipping staff to encourage take-up of OFAs has been considered through a behaviour
change programme covered in section two of this report.

o ‘Live Agents’ are available during standard office hours - to respond to queries
which reduces emails and phone calls regarding the forms and increases timeliness in
responses. At the time the Review Board considered their evidence, another local authority was
also looking to introduce a chatbot to answer frequently asked questions about OFAs. The
Review Board heard that ASCH is also considering how use of chatbots in ESCC could support
people with the process of completing OFAs.
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23. As part of this evidence, the Review Board heard that another local authority had
achieved a much shorter average turnaround time for financial assessments than is currently
being achieved in ESCC. The Board heard that application of Robotic Process Automation
(RPA) to the back-office finance system helped speed up the processing of financial
assessments. The Scoping and Review Board heard that ASCH is exploring implementation of
RPA at ESCC, including in support of processing financial assessments, as it has the potential
to free up hundreds of working hours spent on repetitive, administrative tasks every year. ESCC
is also implementing a change management project to improve turnaround time for financial
assessments as part of the broader programme of work referenced above. The Review Board
was supportive of and reassured by the range of actions the Department is seeking to take to
improve take-up of OFAs and turnaround time of financial assessments.

Recommendation 3

The Department should continue implementation of learning from other local authority
Adult Social Care departments to improve take-up of Online Financial Assessments and
turnaround time of financial assessments, particularly considering introducing Robotic
Process Automation.

Chatbots

24. As outlined in the background to this report, a chatbot (known as a Digital Assistant) is
already in place on the ESCC website to answer questions about blue badge applications. The
Review Board heard that the chatbot is thought to work well in the blue badge service because
there are a relatively limited set of questions that can be asked. The Being Digital Team have
experienced some scepticism and challenge around whether chatbots can be used more widely
to respond to more complicated queries in other service areas. The Department is looking to
other local authorities that are using chatbots more broadly in order to learn from the
effectiveness of this and opportunities it presents for ESCC. The Review Board supported the
opportunity to learn from this.

25. In light of the potential for chatbots to be utilised more by ASCH in future, the Review
Board explored both the reliability and limitations of chatbots. The Review Board asked officers
about accuracy and usability of the blue badge Digital Assistant and heard that the service did a
lot of work when implementing the chatbot to ensure the information on the website is clear and
easy to follow; audits of chat logs are undertaken for accuracy; and the chat bot will check
whether the information provided is useful and provide ‘hand-offs’ to a member of the team or
signpost to other sources of information if needed. Between October 2021 and late September
2022, 3342 questions were asked of the chatbot, with a 93% success rate on it providing the
information users required.

12




26. The Review Board heard that there is a current limitation on use of the chatbot in that
cookies (small blocks of data created by a web server while a user is browsing a website) have
to be enabled for it to be visible on the webpage. The Review Board also heard evidence from
an East Sussex resident and Lay Member of the Being Digital Inclusion Group (see paragraph
66 below for more information about the Group) that in their experience providing support to
older people and people with learning difficulties to use digital tools and services, chatbots can
be challenging for some people to use. The Lay Member said that the challenges can arise as
older people and people with lower levels of literacy sometimes do not know that keywords or
phrases can be required to trigger the responses needed for the chatbot to work. This correlated
to evidence the Review Board received that the accuracy of the blue badge chatbot results will
vary depending on the way the question is phrased and that work is underway to improve this. It
was also noted that the use of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in the existing blue badge digital
assistant does enable the chatbot to ‘learn’ from the information it receives (such as colloquial
phrases). The Review Board sought assurance that chatbots, and broader ASCH website
content, were accessible for those with English as an additional language and had confirmation
from officers that language used on the website, and by the blue badge digital assistant, was
intentionally simple and accessible so that it could be easily translated by online translation
tools.

27. The Review Board concluded that on the basis of evidence they have considered,
particularly the 93% success rate of the digital assistant on the blue badge webpages, they are
supportive of the Department exploring greater use of chatbots on the website; and recognise
the role chatbots could play in supporting people to access the Department’s future digital offer.
The Review Board acknowledge that there are some limitations to their use and initially had
some reservations about their effectiveness and accessibility, but were reassured by officers'
responses to questions asked throughout the Review, particularly recognition that chatbots had
to be designed so that they used the most simplified, accessible language possible.

Carer’s Assessments and Reviews

28. Another area in which the Department has put in place the technological capabilities for
people to self-serve is carer’'s assessments. As outlined above, these can be completed
completely independently online. Those who require assistance with completing the form can
ask for help from Care for the Carers (CFTC), a charity commissioned by ESCC and the NHS to
be the Carers Centre in East Sussex and provide support for anyone who cares for someone
who would not be able to manage without them. ESCC monitoring shows that use of carer’s
self-assessment forms on the ASC Portal is high but this is influenced by a project involving use
of the forms by CFTC (see paragraph 31 below).

29. The Review Board heard evidence from the Chief Executive of CFTC which covered that
CFTC is seeing an increase in demand for support for carers, and that the charity is therefore
supportive of the opportunities digital provides to work differently with partners to meet this
demand and to provide options to help carers help themselves, where it works for them.

30. The Review Board asked about feedback CFTC has received about the digital Carer’s
Assessments offer from ESCC and the Chief Executive outlined that there is a mixed picture
among carers with how much they want to engage with a digital offer. CFTC has heard clearly
from some carers that they do not want to use support via digital means whereas others are
supportive. The Board did hear from both the Chief Executive of CFTC and the ESCC Strategic
Commissioning Manager for Carers that carers are often busy, managing lots of different
demands and can be reaching out for support in a time of crisis. In these circumstances, being
asked to complete an online form to assess their needs may not always be appropriate or
welcomed. The Review Board heard it is therefore important to maintain an alternative option for
accessing support and the Chief Executive of CFTC did not feel that encouraging greater use of
the online self-assessments was the greatest opportunity digital presented for carers.
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31. Instead, the Review Board heard from the Chief Executive of CFTC that digital
presented an opportunity for enabling the system that interacts with - and provides support to -
carers to work more effectively together, in a joined up way. CFTC has seen the potential for
this in being commissioned by ESCC to undertake Reviews of Carer's Assessments; whereby
CFCT are commissioned for two members of staff to conduct reviews over the phone, input
information directly into the Carer’s Assessment form on the ASC Portal and then submit that to
ESCC. The Chief Executive of CFTC expected planned further developments to this approach
to reduce administration time and duplication of work for both CFTC and ESCC. It was also
noted that the particular commissioning arrangement CFTC has with ESCC has enabled
smooth information sharing, as well as a range of other benefits in how support for carers is
provided in East Sussex.

32. Being Digital knows that digital presents a significant opportunity to better join up
services and, while not considered in detail as part of this Review, the Programme has a strand
of work focussed on delivering projects that will put in place the digital platforms and enablers to
support the health and social care system to work better together. These include:

o Delegation Portal - this system allows ASCH practitioners to delegate parts of forms to
other practitioners and professionals to complete (e.g. part of a form to be completed as part of
a safeguarding investigation), and is intended to be the default route for seeking some
information from third parties in future. There are a number of benefits to the portal including
reducing the need for transcription from current media, such as email, as information will be
entered straight into ESCC’s ASC case management system; it is secure; there is less risk of
incomplete information being provided; and it creates a digital audit trail.

o GP to Local Authority referrals — Health and Social Care Connect (HSCC), the
telephone contact centre for ASC services in East Sussex, receives thousands of referrals from
GPs per month which are currently manually inputted into ASC’s case management system.
This project is looking at how these referrals can flow from primary care (using their patient
record service) directly into ESCC’s case management system.

o Plexus — this is a project to connect health and care records for practitioners across
Sussex.

The current position elsewhere

33. The Review Board also considered take-up of self-service and digital options in other
areas. The Review Board heard that account registrations on the ASC Portal have increased
year-on-year but are perhaps not yet at a level that could reduce demand from queries to the
HSCC team. Form submissions on the ASC Portal have also increased in the last year but there
is not a uniform rise across all form types because not all business processes align with the
forms on offer, which the Department is seeking to address in the broader move to being ‘digital
by default’.

34, In terms of HSCC, the service has seen a natural shift towards people using digital
means to contact them. When HSCC was established in 2016, the access point saw about
4,000 contacts a month. Around 20% were by email, 70% by phone and another 10% were by
various other methods including fax. Now HSCC see around 7,000 contacts a month, 7% of
those are from the ASC portal, 49% by phone and 44% by email. The Review Board queried
whether the reduction in use of phone is due to callers not being able to get through, and the
service manager explained that while the rate of ‘dropped calls’ was higher than the Department
would want it to be, they were not being flagged as a reason for a high number of complaints to
the Department at the time of the Review. The service also has an arrangement where if there
are long wait times for calls, there is an option for the caller to leave a voicemail and a member
of the Team will follow up.
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35. Applications for a blue badge can also be completed online (using a GOV.UK form that
is processed by ESCC) via ESCC’s webpages and 70% of Blue Badge applications are now
conducted online (of approximately 550 applications per month). Blue badge reviews can also
be completed online and there is an upward trend in the number of people completing reviews
that way. The Review Board heard from the service manager that the pandemic encouraged
this shift to a certain extent.

Rationale for moving to ‘digital by default’

36. In reviewing the current position, the Board received a range of evidence on the
Department’s rationale, and considerations