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Information and Communication Technology (ICT) as a tool for improving access and efficiency in social services

Background

The European population is aging in an accelerating velocity. In Finland nearly half of the people working for municipalities will retire during 2006-2020. The deficit in human resources will jeopardise accessibility and availability of public services especially in the field of social and health care. At the same time the demands of the clients are rising and problems are getting even more complicated. 

A great societal challenge is to create new structures and functional patterns to intensify service production and to secure equal availability of local social services for the citizens. Furthermore, in order to recruit qualified staff it is important to improve the image and increase the attraction of social field. 

In Finland these problems and challenges have been met on a national level. Presently there is in operation a project to restructure municipalities and services. The goal is to boost the production of services by confirming the structure and co-operation of the municipalities, the financial base of producing services and the coverage of the service network. The sizes of the municipalities will enlarge to provide services for larger population. In the year 2000 there were 444 municipalities and at the beginning of the year 2008 the number had been reduced to 415. In addition several municipalities are providing services in close co-operation. Alongside of the structural changes functional reformations such as developing and reclaiming new and innovative ways to organise and produce services, advancing the partnership between public, private and third sectors in providing services, the developing work of electronic information systems, co-services, electronic and phone services, are emphasised.

Especially to secure the preservation of local social services and improving the accessibility of these services municipalities must develop new ways to produce services. Developing different electronic applying and transaction services boosts information transmission and the production of services. By using ICT it is possible to safeguard the accessibility of services also in scattered settlements.  

Developing the use of ICT in social affairs in Finland
National Development Project for Social Services in Finland (2003 – 2007) helped municipalities in the reformation process and was set to accomplish permanent changes. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health launched a project promoting The Use of Information Technology in Social Services in the year 2005. The target was set to unify and standardise the terminology, client documents and information systems in social care. Just now they are working with national codes, classifications, documentation and an archive solution. Challenging in developing client information systems is to improve the functionality and correspondence to the needs of social services sector as well as technically compatible. Furthermore there are some needs for developing in the ICT-knowledge of the people working in the social services, in running errands electronically and using mobile technology. 

The Act on Electronic Processing of Client Data entered into force in 2008 and is now applied in the field of health care. In the next few years the act will be complemented to concern also social care.  The act accomplishes unified processing and electronic archive system on client information to provide secure and efficient services and to improve the possibilities for clients to get information. There is to be founded a national electric archive service that is in charge of saving and distributing all of the client documents produced by municipalities. A national solution enables co-use between organisations and getting hold on to data trough different information systems. 

Development in North Karelia

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health is funding also regional projects developing the use of ICT in different areas of Finland. A North Karelian developing project for the use of ICT in social care (eSOSTIETO -project) defines and tests electronic data transmission and archive in co-operation with the city of Joensuu. The goal is to produce definitions and solutions of data transmissions that also other municipalities can benefit. This development work is taken forward in co-operation networks working in the same area and in the same line with the Regional strategy for ICT administration as well as the ICT development lines of the Ministry of Social Affairs.

The social assistance process was chosen to be the development target in North Karelia because it continuously employs much of the human resources of social welfare. In The Finnish Constitution there is a written right to essential income. Social assistance is the last source of public benefits that a municipality can grand in a situation where the client has not enough income to cover the essential expenses of daily living. Social assistance is covered by tax money so it is a form of income distribution in Finnish welfare state. Social assistance is legislated in the Social Welfare Act and in a specific Act on Social Assistance. According to the legislation the decision about granting or prohibiting social assistance has to be given in seven days after receiving the application and it must be informed to the client without any delays. This strain time limit sets great challenges for municipalities and congests the busy staff of social office. 

There are multiple expectations and objects on the ICT development and electric transaction

· For the client the use of ICT in social services can mean easier transaction without the limitations of place and office hours. Also counselling and guidance on the form has been improved so that clients should not have to call or visit the social services office to ask general questions about social assistance. Electric transaction increases equality between customers. 
· For the civil servant the object is to unclutter the transaction process and to speed up the processing of the applications. The principle is that ones documented data will transfer and is up-to-date and on-line for everyone who needs it. Electronic data transmission in data secure systems increases certainty of transmissions and liability of services as well as decreases errors. 
· For the social welfare’s organisation electronic data transmissions offer multiple developing opportunities and influence that can be viewed from three angles. First of all using electric data transmissions boosts and speeds up handling processes. Secondly with the use of data systems it is possible to change the existing processes removing or reorganising work phases. For example it is easy and fast to spread to a civil servant working in another post perhaps even in another municipality. On the other hand work can also be centralised for example in situations demanding expertise the decision making can be given to certain specialists. Thirdly data systems make it possible to develop whole new standards of activity. These could boost the granting of financial aid and to save time to face-to-face counselling for those who really need it. Functional and effective time usage of the social welfares human resources also causes cost savings. In addition ICT decreases costs from duplication, post and archive costs.
Applying social assistance on-line

The city of Joensuu has been a pioneer in on-line appliance of social assistance. From the year 2005 it has been possible to apply on-line with an eForm from a public services station where the service secretary is helping clients if needed. The application form has been developed in co-operation with social welfare’s staff and from the base of client feedback. 

In eSOSTIETO-project the applying and processing processes have been accurately opened and the content of transferring data has been defined. It has been also defined what data and in which time it transfers from system to another. The aim is to transfer data from eForm filled by a client straight to the client data system, where a civil servant only checks the data, makes the calculation and the decision. If the client hasn’t sent all the information needed the civil servant can contact the client by phone or in the future by electronic notification and the client can send missing information electronically. The eForm and the decision are taken to an electronic archive where those can be found if needed. In the future the clients can check the processing phase of their own application and get the decisions in their own electric transaction account.   

There are two public stations to apply social assistance in the centre of Joensuu. The client fills an eForm and scans the addenda to an attachment file. There are accurate instructions to filling, scanning and sending the application and many of the claimants manage independently or with a little help of the staff. In the spring 2008 on-line applications from private home computers were offered for students living in Joensuu. Intention is to get the eForm on to the city’s website available for all citizens as soon as possible. The service is spread to all municipalities in North Karelia during the year 2008.

Electronic services for the whole Region of North Karelia

The target is to develop IT administration in the lines of IT administration strategy of the Region of North Karelia because regional uniform processes and electronic service models require a uniform client information system. Solutions are developed locally for a base of national development. Electronic services are provided through a virtual common service website centre that transmits information, transmission quests, service questions and feedback between civil servants and private people. It gives an easy way to surf to municipalities’ electronic services and get information about electronic transaction in whole North Karelia.
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