 AGE CONCERN SOUTH GLOUCESTERSHIRE &  SOUTH GLOUCESTERSHIRE PCT BENEFIT ADVICE PROJECT


Introduction
There is plenty of evidence associating poor health with low income in the UK 
 but it has been more difficult to show the positive health impact of income maximisation schemes. Millions of pounds worth of benefits are going unclaimed 
 every year because people do not know they are available; they are too ill to make their claims; the forms are too complex and there are many other reasons. There has been growing evidence that primary health care settings are uniquely well placed to significantly improve the level of take-up of benefits. The resulting increase in income has a measurable impact on health.
 Although it was only a small study Abbott & Hobby’s research showed that “the subjects who received an increase in income showed statistically significant improvements in three aspects of health as measured by the SF-36. These were ‘role functioning - emotional’; ‘mental health’ and ‘vitality’.”

Age Concern South Gloucestershire Benefits Advice Project 
Since April 2006 the PCT has been working with Age Concern South Gloucestershire Benefits Advice Project on a local scheme to address these issues targeting our most elderly patients. The aim is to provide a flexible benefit advice service to residents over 75 years of age. Initially funded by the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP), the project has a specialist outreach advice worker who can do home visits and hold sessions in community centres, GP surgeries and other venues, according to the needs. This is resulting in a significant increase in income for disadvantaged and isolated older people in South Gloucestershire.
The national evaluation of the DWP’s Partnership Fund (of which the Age Concern South Gloucestershire Benefits Advice Project was a part) concluded that it was a success. It said:
Many of the ways of targeting and engaging customers uncovered by the evaluation stress the importance of a flexible responsive approach that meets the unique needs of each individual older person.  

Benefit Advice in GP Surgeries
The project has now visited 11 practices. Figures from the first 10 show that a total of 267 patients have attended the surgeries; 349 home visits have been generated from the letters to patients and over £200,000
 have been raised in benefits & arrears awarded. Some practices do not have enough space to offer the worker a suitable room to work from, but alternatives have been found. In North Common the local community centre was used for the sessions and in Filton the Town Council lent their meeting room at the local Library. Both these venues proved to be successful. 

The project does require a certain amount of effort and commitment on the part of the practices, but this is not too onerous. They have to identify all their patients over 75 years old and to do a mail shot enclosing two letters: one from Age Concern saying when the advice worker will be visiting the practice (or a nearby centre) and a covering letter from the practice inviting the patient to take advantage of this opportunity to have some independent advice. In this way patient confidentiality is maintained but the project benefits from the endorsement of their GP.
Some practices have offered to make the appointments for the patients in advance; others have preferred to leave Age Concern to manage the session on a drop - in basis. Practices have been reimbursed for their administrative time, stationery and postage. All sessions have been well attended and in addition they have generated a large number of home visits for the worker to follow up. A total of 152 new claims have been submitted so far.
Conclusion & recommendations
The results speak for themselves (see attached table).  Age Concern and the PCT would like to build on this success and bring the project into the mainstream so that all GP practices are participating. It is making a significant contribution towards one of the Local Area Agreement stretch targets for reducing the number of people in South Gloucestershire at risk of financial exclusion. Age Concern’s bid to South Gloucestershire Council to continue the service, now that the DWP funding has come to an end, has been successful. This means the service will be continuing for the next 2 years. The PCT has also made a financial commitment to the project from its Health Inequalities budget to help practices to cover the administrative costs of the mail shot to their patients. Their active cooperation is essential to identify the most vulnerable patients and to help them maximise their incomes and, as a result, improve their health and quality of life. As Abbott and Hobby say in their conclusion: “The future provision of such services will depend to a degree on the views and enthusiasms of local GPs.... the extra work associated with welfare benefits claims may be more acceptable to GPs in the light of evidence of measurable impact on health”
.
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