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Stephen wanted to leave the family home. Quite naturally, as he was getting older he wanted more independence and control over his life. Stephen had heard about Direct Payments and wanted to think about having one. He had already been offered a flat by a local housing association building some accessible flats. Rather than just offer a generically designed accessible flat they also wanted to include Stephen’s particular access needs into the design. 

The Housing Association had one condition which was that Social Services agreed to (financially) support him in his new home. Unfortunately, such conditions are not unusual; housing associations will tell of occasions when they have been left to support disabled people themselves due to a lack of support. This is questionable practice and could be regarded as blatant discrimination. It just takes Social Services to refuse to consider offering support until someone has actually moved into their own home to scupper such opportunities.

Stephen is not alone. Recent research
 has found others in a similar position. One of the great strengths for Stephen has been a good circle of support, a group of people joining with Stephen to help him achieve what he wants. One member of the circle said “ I am totally convinced that he would not be getting the major and rightful things he wants and needs unless he had this Circle. There was simply too much to undertake for a lone advocate and he had been consistently let down by Services. Now things are working out, not without a fight, but this is done through the co-ordination of all those people with him in control of the process. It is very, very powerful. And local services are responding because they know it is a force to be reckoned with!” 

The circle was concerned that his social worker “seemed not at all keen on the concept of Direct Payments”. A county policy decision had refused to implement Direct Payments despite their statements that “they are confident (the county) is in the vanguard of efforts to empower service users … Devolving aspects of commissioning to them”. They went on to say “we will put our customers and clients first”. There is an obvious contradiction between these statements and their refusal to implement the most empowering commissioning system yet devised, that of Direct Payments. Fortunately, this county’s policy is changing in line with Government thinking as outlined in the new White paper ‘Modernising Social Services’
.

Many people with learning difficulties are being excluded from Direct Payments schemes, either by ignorance or design. Such exclusion is wrong, not only through blatant discrimination but also from a very practical point of view. If authorities want to learn what support people with learning difficulties need to successfully use Direct Payments then basing such a service on the pilot scheme findings of other groups of people with, perhaps, different needs will not suffice. It will prove to be a self-fulfilling prophecy that people with learning difficulties cannot use Direct Payments. 

More importantly, the inclusion of people with learning difficulties in Direct Payment schemes will be of benefit to all. As the research shows, many authorities have developed complex systems of administration and supervision of Direct Payment users, they terrify people. Making these procedures accessible, easier to understand, using basic straightforward systems that many more people can use must be of benefit to all. Complex procedures are a way of retaining control or are attempts to divest all responsibility. Authorities’ lawyers and finance officers may prefer such procedures, but these must not be allowed to take precedence over accessibility. 

Repeatedly, the issue of a lack of information about Direct Payments has been mentioned. The research found no accessible information provided by authorities, despite their duty to do so. It is indeed timely that the DoH has commissioned Values Into Action to report back on an appropriate format for a guide on Direct Payments for people with learning difficulties in England. It must be hoped that these recommendations will be enacted upon and a subsequent guide produced as soon as possible. It is also hoped that the findings will be adapted for use in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

People are entitled to a professional service from authorities. That includes information correctly and suitably supplied about Direct Payments. The lack of information among many workers is clear. It is a professional duty upon social workers to keep themselves well informed of services and new opportunities; while appropriate training must enhance this, the will to learn must also be present.

As for Stephen, his new social worker at least knows about claiming money from the Independent Living Fund for support and has got the department to agree a care package to enable him to move into his own home. It is a pity that it took such effort and conflict to achieve, but now Stephen is looking forward to the move. He still wants a Direct Payment for the rest of his care and the social worker says that he is in favour of Direct Payments in principle. However, he felt that Stephen would have to wait at least six months before considering a move to Direct Payments. He argues that “the changes with getting ILF will be enough to manage and then they will review it”. Stephen, facing all the changes involved with moving house, has many other issues to cope with but says he feels OK about including Direct Payments as well. The additional problem, that he does not want, is having to take on more conflict when constantly having to challenge Social Services. It would be so much better to work together in partnership.
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