
 

 
SUBMISSION FROM SOCIAL WORK INSPECTION AGENCY 

 
1.  Introduction  
 
1.1   The Social Work Inspection Agency (SWIA) welcomes the opportunity to submit 
written evidence and Alexis Jay, Chief Social Work Inspector, will also speak directly 
to a number of the issues that have been identified as being of concern to the 
Committee.   There are some matters that have already been covered by other 
contributors, including e-procurement processes undertaken, and engagement with 
people in receipt of services affected by such processes, although SWIA does have 
evidence about service users and carers views.   We set issues about procurement 
and contracting firmly within the context of the overall commissioning of services for 
older people and refer to our findings on this later in the paper.  
1.2  With regard to the Committee’s interest in cost differentials between directly 
provided and commissioned care, SWIA’s evidence base highlights that this is a 
complex matter.  Costs can vary considerably, depending on a number of variables, 
including the level and type of service provided, staff qualifications, staff conditions of 
service, capacity of service, contract size, and overheads.  In general, we are aware 
that directly provided home care services tend to be more expensive than externally 
provided services.  In addition, service quality, choice and personalisation are key 
considerations.    
1.3  We are aware that most councils outsource a proportion of their home care 
services (along with other services), utilising tendering mechanisms to do so and 
many are also engaged in re-tendering.  In some instances, how the re-tendering is 
carried out has led to anxiety and distress on the part of people who use service and 
their carers.  This has been conveyed to us in inspections. 
 
2.  Strategic Commissioning Guide  
 
2.1 SWIA will shortly be publishing a self evaluation guide to assist strategic 
commissioning for councils. This focus on strategic commissioning is intended to 
assist councils, working with partners, to evaluate the effectiveness of their strategic 
commissioning and related procurement and contracting activities. 
2.2  This lack of strategy was on occasion compounded by underdeveloped 
mechanisms for rigorous review and monitoring.  Effective working with providers 
was also found to be variable.  Following recommendations made in SWIA 
performance reports, many councils are giving priority to completing and 
implementing commissioning strategies.  
 2.3  Our evidence shows that while a very significant proportion of social work 
services spend is on externally commissioned services, often in excess of 50% of 
social work services budgets, there were few examples of completed and 
comprehensive commissioning strategies or commissioning plans for specific care 
groups such as older people. These strategies and plans should link together 

 



 

strategic objectives, financial plans and budgets, while identifying purchasing 
intentions within identified timescales.  They should also detail the volume and type 
of services required to address local needs.  We found that commissioning for 
children’s services, although widely undertaken, was often less well advanced than 
for adult services.      
  
3.  Definitions 
 
3.1 Because there is very often confusion of terminology around commissioning, 
procurement and contracting, the strategic commissioning guide uses a number of 
definitions and some of these may be helpful to the committee in its deliberations. 
3.2  In the guide, commissioning is the strategic activity of assessing and forecasting 
needs, agreeing desired outcomes, considering options, planning the nature, range 
and quality of future services and working in partnership to put these in place. 
3.3  We use the term personalised approaches to mean approaches in services for 
children and adults which focus on the individual in a child centred/ person centred 
way, giving them the greatest possible choice and control over how they are cared 
for and supported.  This may be through the use of self directed support, perhaps 
using direct payments or individual budgets.     
3.4  Public procurement is the acquisition of services, whether under formal contract 
or otherwise, of goods, services and works from third parties by contracting 
authorities.  It is mandatory that all public procurement, including the purchase of 
social care services, complies with the guidance in the Scottish Procurement Policy 
Handbook, published in December 2008.   
3.5  A service is directly provided or an in house service if a council employs and 
manages the staff who deliver the service.  This may be done by the social work 
service or another council department.   
3.6 Joint purchasing is where two or more agencies co-ordinate the actual buying of 
services to meet needs, either at a population or at an individual level.  Joint 
purchasing must comply with the Scottish Procurement Policy Handbook. 
 
4. SWIA evidence on strategic commissioning for older people 
 
4.1  From the evidence of the first round of performance inspections of councils, 
SWIA has drawn several conclusions about commissioning services for older people 
in Scotland.  These are listed below: 
 

• older people think that the services they receive are of good quality and 
reliable but do not think there is enough choice 

• carers are less satisfied with services than those they care for 

• the profile of services is still more traditional, with too much reliance on 
expensive residential care 

 



 

• there is not enough self directed care, including use of direct payments 

• support to older people is rationed more than for those under 65 

• there is too much contracting activity and not enough commissioning, which is 
frequently used to describe only external purchasing of services and not to 
apply to in-house services 

• commissioning is more personalised for people with learning disabilities and 
less so for older people. 

 
We have also been able  to conclude that the best councils: 
 

• work in close partnership  with providers in the private and voluntary sector 

• encourage providers to be innovative and are open to ideas for improvement 

• manage re-tendering and changing providers in a sensitive way with personal 
contact and support 

• involve older people  where possible in the redesign  of services and selection 
of providers 

• commission jointly with  health, education, police  and others when useful to 
do  

• understand people’s needs and aspirations for how they want to live their lives 
through personalised approaches.   

• do not assume people will always want more of the same when planning to 
meet  future needs 

 
4.2  E - auctioning has only been undertaken by a very small number of local 
authorities and as far as SWIA can ascertain has only twice been used by a local 
authority as a complete process for procuring home care.  Committee have already 
taken evidence from the two councils concerned and they have advised that they 
would not use this approach again for the procurement of social care services.  
Some councils use the first stage of E-procurement processes to provide an 
information ‘portal’ for any interested parties.  We have heard positive comment 
about the use of this stage of the process. 
4.3  Retendering is being pursued by a number of local authorities and the 
Committee has already considered the issues raised by provider agencies and 
CCPS about this.     
4.4  We fully recognise the importance of increased efficiency in how Scotland’s 
councils procure their goods and services.  Apart from the issues of e-procurement 
already discussed by the Committee, there are other aspects of current approaches 
to procurement which do not always operate in the best interests of people who use 
services when applied to social care. 
5.  About SWIA  
 

 



 

5.1  As Scotland’s independent scrutiny body for social work, SWIA aims to deliver 
rigorous inspections that will drive up standards and improve the quality of social 
work services across the country. 
As a government agency we are directly accountable to Scottish Ministers. 
Focusing on inspection and at arm’s length from policy responsibilities, we inspect all 
local authority social work services in Scotland, and report publicly and to Parliament 
on the quality of these services, locally and nationally.  The emphasis is firmly on 
people, and the improvement services make to their lives. 
The first full cycle of local authority inspections will be completed in 2009. 
When requested by Scottish Ministers, we also: 

• carry out investigations  

• provide professional support to policy development  

• undertake other tasks that need up-to-date professional knowledge and 
expertise  

     
 
Alexis Jay 
Chief Social Work Inspector 
4th June 2009    
 
 

 


