
	Information and Assistance Unit Community Review


The Community Review of the Information and Assistance Unit was conducted Tuesday, December 17 through Thursday, December 19, 2002.  The review panel included Mr. James Cudjoe, Ms. Jan Stanton and Ms. Wendy Susswein.
This report is divided into the following four parts:

1. Program Description

2. Review Process

3. Summary of Findings, which summarizes the reviewers’ findings about the program’s performance in each reviewed area.  This part also includes recommendations and suggestions for improvements.

4. Review Scale with Results and Comments that includes a description of the areas reviewed and the review scale and the review areas with the panel’s scoring results.

Program Description
The Information and Assistance Unit (I&A) is a resource service for seniors and their families and people with disabilities and families with children with disabilities.  The unit’s mission is to provide information and assistance as needed to seniors, people with disabilities and families with children with disabilities.  It does this by providing a one-stop information and assistance resource about aging and disability programs to Montgomery County residents.  Every caller receives information and/or assistance needed in “one stop,” the first time they call.  I&A also provides case intake for most case management services within Aging and Disability Services to individuals, age 18 or older and is a single point of entry for seniors who are looking for referrals for services.  Screening and linkages are made to Department of Health and Human Services’ (DHHS) Aging and Disability Services programs as well as to other private and public services.
The program’s information line can be accessed through the telephone, e-mail or fax.  Assessments are done by telephone and in person.  A Disability Outreach Service is provided to assist with referrals for home care, housing, transportation and other services.  The unit provides intake for case management services for the following programs:

· Senior Information and Assistance

· Adult Protective Services (APS)
· Adult Evaluation and Review Services

· Social Services to Adults

· Transitional Emergency, Medical and Housing Assistance
Review Process
To gather information about the program, panel members met initially with the Chief of Aging and Disability Services, the program administrator and program manager.  A PowerPoint presentation of the unit was shown.  The reviewers were given a tour of the program and observed program specialties and assistance calls.
Panel members visited the Holiday Park Senior Center in Wheaton and learned about the National Family Caregivers Support Program.  They also went to the Gaithersburg Senior Center to observe services and meet with staff.  Two panel members talked with a staff person about APS telephone calls and cases.  One reviewer went on a home visit with a staff member.

To assist the panel with their findings the following documents were reviewed:

· Program Self-Assessment
· Annual Reports

· Family of Measures Sheet

· Brochures/Fact Sheets

· Program Statistics

· Intake/Application Forms
· Evaluations/Surveys

· Organizational Charts

· Position Descriptions

· Program Budget
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

Summary 

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations 
· Program measures clearly indicate a high rate of individuals and families who have sought assistance and received information and referrals to meet needs; for example, 92% actual for FY02.  Also, the FY02 report for meeting the specific goal of returning calls within two business days was 92%.  These high figures meet expectations of the FY03 budget percentages as well. 
· Regarding the Information Line, the dedication, expertise and desire on the part of staff to provide “the right information the first time” is indicative of meeting outcomes. 
· Observed extended assistance also indicated that the program is helping individuals and families achieve maximum possible self-sufficiency.

· The program has very good partnerships with other agencies such as the Police Department and Fire and Rescue Service.
Aspects of the Programs that are Meeting Expectations
The site visits, home visit, a discussion with the disability worker and observed telephone calls provided examples of the varied work the program does to help Montgomery County residents achieve maximum levels of self-sufficiency.  Again, the expertise, skill and joy in assisting people in need shone through the staff work.  After working on a number of DHHS community review panels, the expectation is that is the norm for staff.
Aspects of the Programs that Need To Be Developed Further
· More efficient tracking of statistics and comparison of program results and trends to other state and national communities would be helpful for improvement and staff morale reasons.  In addition, there is no ability to track the outcome measures with local/state/national data.
· The review experience has been that Montgomery County DHHS is most certainly doing an excellent job on this program.  Consequently, better quantitative evidence is valuable information for staff to know in evaluating their own strategies and progress.
Suggestions for Improvement
· Laptops with Internet connection at sites such as senior centers would help staff provide more timely and on the spot assistance to customers. 
· Record keeping and statistics for outcome reports would be more efficient. 
· A locked file cabinet at the Gaithersburg Senior Center would be more efficient for staff there only one or two days a week.
Additional Comments and Recommendations
The overall performance of all program elements is outstanding.  Staff members seem genuinely interested in providing services reflected in the mission.  The outreach with such materials as the magnetic File of Life and the pill box is excellent.  Almost without exception all staff discussions and observations included mention of outreach through fairs and presentations.
The bilingual staff observed was also outstanding.  In discussions with individual staff members, language barriers seem to be a significant hurdle to doing the best work to achieve the desired outcomes.  While translators are available, they are not always available on the spot.  An organized, permanent and preferably staff led corps of bilingual volunteers could fill this need. The demographics of the county are such that this is vital to achieving the program’s outcomes.  Indeed, two staff members indicated their agreement with the concept of such a volunteer corps.  A bilingual staff person said she would be willing to start such a group for the Spanish speaking residents in need.  Different areas of the county have many different language needs, but Spanish and Asian bilingual volunteers would be a good start.

If possible, the County could assist with locating resources where volunteers could do yard work for residents able to live independently.  This would be helpful for their increased self-sufficiency and safety. 
It is recommended that top management visit the National Family Caregivers Support Program at Holiday Park if they have not done so.  The program is a valuable service that ultimately can help the unit further achieve its mission and outcomes.  The program is in need of more resources such as printing funds and an online computer.
The reviewers wondered whether measures were in place to determine if I&A is meeting the needs of the senior and disabled populations.  A strategic plan for the future might be helpful given the growing number of elderly residents and those in need of mental health services. 
Because of several different reporting requirements at the county, state and federal levels and an older database for tracking cases, the reviewers wondered whether information on how many clients were being served and the hoped-for outcomes were being achieved at the highest level possible. 
Useful Trends/Information for other DHHS Programs and Contractors
· The practice of telephone calling random customers to complete a customer satisfaction survey is a creative way to obtain hard-to-get information that is vital to understanding whether or not the program’s missions and outcomes are being met.
· Apparently, three way telephone calls through the AT&T Language Line can be done if translations are needed in order to help a call-in customer.  This resource would be useful for staff throughout DHHS to know.

SECTION II:  PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

Summary
Aspects of the Programs that are Exceeding Expectations
· Staff observed were highly professional, courteous and helpful to their clients.  These elements of customer service were evident whether the staff was handling a phone call assessment or providing assistance in person.  Their ability to efficiently assess the needs of clients using available resources is to be commended.
· Additionally, the place-based services provided were seen as extremely important to the well-being of seniors and the disabled who are unable to travel for assistance.
Aspects of the Programs that are Meeting Expectations
· The program’s mission is clear and the ability to access the program by telephone is fairly widely distributed.  
· The internal system for monitoring calls and quick response times is admirable considering the lack of an integrated tracking system.
Aspects of the Programs that Need To Be Developed Further
· The influx of mental health clients could further strain the system.  More social workers and psychologists (whether merit employees or contract staff) are needed to provide clients with appropriate assistance.
· While some resources are published in other languages, there seems to be a great need for more Spanish speaking social workers as well as those with a proficiency in an Asian language (Cambodian, for example).  Because there may be a reluctance to access government services by some immigrants, attempts might be made through Spanish newspapers/radio to promote the program.
· Finally, in a further effort to fine tune “getting the word out” about the program, DHHS might consider adding a question to its evaluation questionnaires given to clients asking, “where did they find out about the services?”
Additional Comments and Recommendations
Seniors the reviewers met were quite grateful and appreciative of the help they received from I&A.  There is no question that the County should continue to provide services to vulnerable populations.  The single telephone call to access services is a definite red-tape cutter.
There seemed to be some communication issues between the I&A Unit and few partners.  Perhaps more regular meetings among partnership agencies where issues could be discussed would help improve communication since everyone should have the same goal.  

SECTION III:  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE
Summary

Aspects of the Programs that are Exceeding Expectations
· The current staff is experienced with a mix of complementary skills suited to their job requirements. 
· The cultural diversity is also a plus.  Each individual the reviewers met is in tune with the program's mission.  They are resourceful in managing and overcoming inadequacies of tools to do their jobs. 
· Management attention to staff growth needs, as well as opportunities for training, contributes to staff satisfaction with their roles.

Ways in which the Programs are Meeting Expectations

· The program has achieved budget increases in recent years primarily through resource shifts into the unit.  While additional resources will help increase service delivery, there has not been any reduction in funding in spite of budgetary challenges facing the local and state governments.
· Staff strives to use the available tools at their disposals to the best of their abilities.  The computer systems and programs are antiquated, but the staff tries hard to make the best of the available resources.
· There are adequate opportunities and resources for staff training, and by and large, the staff does take advantage of these to update skills and knowledge.

Aspects of the Programs that Need to Be Developed Further
· The biggest drawback on infrastructure support is the state of information technology tools for the unit.  There are a few hybrid computer applications in place that are old and not integrated with anything.  Customer information is recorded in multiple databases or not at all.  All existing systems can be accessed only in the main office at Hungerford. Field offices do not have any systems at all.  As a result, some staff members often carry customer records to/from field offices.  Lack of effective tools to collect and analyze operational data hampers outcomes measurement, problem awareness and planning for optimal utilization of resources.

· Beyond internal operational efficiency, effective technology adoption can significantly enhance and expand I&A's service delivery to an increasingly techno-enabled community. 
· I&A management appears too consumed with "crisis management" and operational chores (e.g. manual data gathering, analysis and reporting) at the expense of strong strategic planning for the growth and enhancement of the unit's programs. 

· While I&A has excellent culturally diverse staff, communication barriers to growing non-English speaking groups are still a challenge to monitor and improve.
· The unit can benefit from increased use of "free" community resources (volunteers, organizations, students, etc.), but requires staff time to plan and manage an effective ongoing program. 

Suggestions for improvement:

· DHHS and I&A should make technology adoption a priority.
· The Information Systems and Technology team and I&A should work together to develop a plan of mapping out critical needs and a short/medium term roadmap for implementation of effective sustainable solutions for all work locations.  This roadmap might include:
1. Integrated tools for intake, data gathering, analysis and reporting;
2. Easy links to county, state, federal and other public information resources;
3. Appropriate computers for all staff and
4. Web services for internal information sharing and service delivery to the community.
· I&A management must find ways to free up staff time for strategic planning within the unit and with other complementary departments/external organizations.  The unit could use more frequent program reviews to assess common problems and share best practices.
Additional Comments and Recommendations
The I&A Unit is a tremendous asset to the county, with a wonderful staff that loves the job they do.  The mission is an important one and its execution deserves the full support of the County community through appropriate funding for infrastructure.  The county's population is growing in numbers and cultural diversity.  With the aging segment expected to increase significantly in the coming years, the need for I&A's services can only go up.  In view of the unavoidable constraints on staffing, the best chance for keeping up with current and future needs is a serious plan for technology and process improvements.
REVIEW SCALE WITH RESULTS AND COMMENTS

Areas for Review and Rating Scale

The panel rated the program in the following areas:  

Section I—Achieving Outcomes, which includes Developing Key Results, Charting Results and Creating and Nurturing Partnerships.

Section II—Providing Customer Service, which includes Identifying, Responding to and Anticipating and Evaluating the Needs of Customers.

Section III—Building an Effective Infrastructure, which includes Supporting Outcomes through Personnel, Budget and Technology and Training.

The panel used the Community Review tool to guide their findings, which consisted of the following five point Likert scale:  

Not Meeting


    Meeting


              Exceeding
     
Expectations


  Expectations

        
Expectations


   1

       2


3

      4

        5

The panel used the following definitions of the rating scale for the Information and Assistance Unit:

Exceeding Expectations
· There is evidence of exceptional performance.
Meeting Expectations

· Expectations are being met by the contract, agency’s goals or the panel’s own reasonable presumptions.
· There is evidence neither showing exceptional performance nor evidence showing failure to perform.
· If panel finds a mix of evidence showing both excellence and poor aspects of performance, they might place a program in this category.
· The panel viewed the category as positive performance.
Not Meeting Expectations

· There is evidence that performance is falling short of expectations.

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

	
	Score

	A.  Developing Outcomes
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1.  Able to describe the program’s mission
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2.  Clear about community-wide outcomes
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3.  Able to describe the specific impact of 

     the program 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4.  Have outcome measures in place to 
     measure results
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	5.  Able to indicate how the program’s

    outcome measures address client’s 

  well-being
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	6.  Able to indicate how the outcome measures are linked to the program’s mission
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	7.  Using research on “what works” to achieve the program’s mission and improve the outcome measures
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	8.  Applying research to develop and/or change strategies.
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	9.  Clearly articulating the key result in program descriptions and publications 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	2
	1
	6
	
	

	Subtotal =  31 out of a possible 45
	


	
	Score

	B. Charting Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Using a standardized assessment tool to measure success
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Using a computer to collect and track program outcome data.
	(
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Identifying/setting targets for outcome measures
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Incorporating information about progress toward program key results in reports outside DHHS
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Comparing the program/results trends with other communities, the state or the nation
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	1
	1
	2
	1
	
	

	Subtotal =  13 out of a possible 25
	


	
	Score

	C. Creating and Nurturing

      Partnerships
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Establishing relationships (other parts of DHHS)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Establishing relationships (other parts of county government)
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Establishing relationships (other agencies outside of government)
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Identifying additional partnerships
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	3
	1
	
	

	Subtotal =  13 out of a possible 20
	

	Comments:
· Consider formalizing in writing the program’s key partnerships with other agencies.  Also, consider reviewing how these partnerships are working on a regular basis.


SECTION II. PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

	
	Score

	A. Identifying the Needs of Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Identifying primary and secondary customers
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Aware of how customers come into the program
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Using explanations of eligibility criteria that are clear 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Maintaining information in a variety of formats and languages
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Using translation services, such as the AT&T language line, the Language Bank, etc.
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Delivering services in a sensitive manner in terms of cultural diversity
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Knowledgeable about how to provide materials for customers with specific needs
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Identifying needs of customers on an individual basis
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	9. Employing a positive tone
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	10.  Ensuring that customers understand      

       access and intake process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	11.  Encouraging staff to make a 
       concentrated effort to please
       customers
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	6
	2
	2
	

	Subtotal =  36 out of a possible 55
	


	
	Score

	B. Responding to the Needs of 

     Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Offering services consistent with goals 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Offering services that are readily available
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Easily accessible by phone, fax, e-mail
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Accessible by TTY, use of the Maryland Relay Service and other assistive devices
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Delivering services in comfortable facilities that are accessible to people with disabilities
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Maintaining a waiting list 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Attempting to meet the needs of customers on the waiting list
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Referring customers to appropriate services if the program cannot provide the requested service
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	9. Demonstrating that staff work well together to serve customers
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	6
	3
	
	

	Subtotal =  30 out of a possible 45
	


	
	Score

	C. Anticipating and Evaluating the

     Needs of the Customer
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Able to demonstrate and document an awareness of customer satisfaction
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Using Information to Improve customer service
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Handling complaints/disputes through a clear written process
	(
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Offering a formal mechanism to make changes in the program based on lessons learned through the dispute process
	(
	
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	2
	
	2
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  8 out of a possible 20 
	


SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

	
	Score

	A. Supporting Outcomes through

Personnel
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has staff and appropriate resources to support program goals
	(
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Program utilizes management techniques to ensure that staff are effectively working to meet goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Program has staff that is well-matched to program needs
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	4. Program has staff and others that see their jobs in terms of supporting program goals
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Program has job descriptions and evaluations for each staff person.
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Program has performance evaluations that are conducted on a regular basis
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Program has job descriptions and evaluations that reflect the individual’s role in achieving the program’s mission
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Program utilizes volunteers, consultants or has training opportunities for students
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	9. Program ensures that volunteers and consultants have an understanding of their role in supporting program goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	1
	
	5
	1
	2
	

	Subtotal =  30 out of a possible 45
	


	
	Score

	B. Supporting Outcomes through 

      Budget
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Budget reflects and supports program goals
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	2. Budget addresses all of the significant needs of the program 
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	3. Budget incorporates a process so that program needs not reflected in the budget are addressed in other ways
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Budget incorporates a process that includes a recommendation from customers/advocates of the  program 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	2
	2
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  10 out a possible 20
	


	
	Score

	C. Supporting Outcomes through 

Technology and Training
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has appropriate and sufficient technology to support its work 
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	2. Program has technology available for work “in the field”
	(
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Program has staff that understand how technology can help them achieve goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Program identifies training resources needed
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Program makes use of County or other training resources
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	1
	1
	3
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  12 out of a possible 25
	

	Comments:

· Effective infrastructure includes physical environment considerations to enhance the delivery/performance of services to customers.  At field locations visited, I&A staff worked in private offices holding face to face and telephone discussions with customers in private and without noise interference.  However, staff cubicles at the I&A home office at 401 Hungerford are too open, too close and too noisy for optimal problem solving on the telephone with customers
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