
 

 

 

 

Foreword 

 

Home Care Provision in Coquetdale  

 

This report is the result of joint work between Carers Northumberland, the 

Coquetdale Carers and Service Users Group and Healthwatch Northumberland 

looking at the issues of providing Home Care services in the Coquetdale area. 

Based on two surveys carried out in 2018, it shows the key concerns and 

expectations of people who use services and their carers are communication and 

continuity of service.   It also clearly highlights the challenges faced by agencies 

providing health and care services in a rural area. 

We are pleased that Northumberland County Council’s Adult Social Care 

commissioner was actively involved throughout the process and responded 

positively to the process and findings and we welcome the progress reported by Age 

UK Northumberland. 

However, the main thank you is to Cathy Jacobs of the Coquetdale Carers and 

Service Users Group who organised and analysed the surveys and most importantly 

set the tone for the work from the beginning of raising concerns but at the same time 

providing insight and suggestions for making things better. 

 

Healthwatch Northumberland 

December 2019 
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Report into Home Care Provision in the Coquetdale 2017-2019 

 

Background 

In October 2017, Carers Northumberland was contacted by several carers1 who 

were recipients of Home Care packages from a provider commissioned by 

Northumberland County Council Adult Social Care.  They raised concerns about 

the provision they were receiving and one carer in the north of the county, was 

keen to work with providers and commissioners to improve the Home Care 

landscape.   

In December 2017, the situation progressed with Northumberland County 

Council (NCC) commissioners taking the decision to transfer the contracts from 

one provider to another provider already working in Northumberland.   

A letter was sent to all service users who were receiving Home Care services 

from the original commissioned provider to inform them that all current Home 

Care provision would be transferred to the new provider, Age UK 

Northumberland by 18 December 2017.  NCC worked closely with both providers 

to try and ensure the transfer of services took place as smoothly as possible.   

Both Healthwatch Northumberland and Carers Northumberland were informed of 

the transition and steps were taken by both organisations to inform service 

users and carers in the affected area of the changes.  It was noted that not all 

people receiving Home Care packages were known to NCC as some were self-

funding through a private arrangement. 

In early 2018, Carers Northumberland received feedback from several carers via 

the Information Line regarding the transition of Home Care services.  One carer 

reported that since the transfer of services visits had been inconsistent and in 

one particular week no one came for three days.  Carers were also concerned at 

the lack of consistency of which staff attended.  This can be unsettling for the 

client.  The carer did say that there was no complaint about the standard of the 

care being given and the care workers themselves, however they did feel that 

organisation could be improved.   

Carers Northumberland was contacted by a carer, Cathy Jacob, who lives in the 

Coquet Valley who was keen to set up a focus group with other carers in the 

area who’s dependent was receiving Home Care support from an external 

provider.  Cathy had asked for anyone interested in joining to group to get in 

                                       
1 Throughout the document ‘carer(s)’ is used to denote unpaid family or friends who 

provide care to another person normally referred to as ‘the client’ or ‘service user’.  ‘Care 

Staff’ refers to employees of the organisation contracted to provide Home Care services. 
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touch and as a result she had several expressions of interest from other service 

users and carers in the area.   

Carers Northumberland and Healthwatch Northumberland both agreed to assist 

where necessary to help the group.   A questionnaire was developed to allow 

Home Care users and their carers to respond to set of questions regarding the 

provision they were currently receiving.   

The NCC commissioner updated Carers Northumberland and Healthwatch about 

the transition of Home Care services and how this was managed.  The 

commissioner was interested in looking at a sample of care package recipients to 

help inform how to set future key performance indicators for providers to 

understand what works well for clients and carers and what is important to 

them.  Cathy contacted the commissioner with ideas of how the views of service 

users and carers, especially those living in a rural location, could be heard. 

Results of the Initial Survey 

The survey was completed by 6 respondents in the Coquetdale area, four carers 

and two service users and the results collated in March 2018. The results can be 

found in appendix 1.  A meeting was arranged between Cathy Jacobs, NCC 

Adult Social Care, Age UK Northumberland, Carers Northumberland and 

Healthwatch Northumberland to discuss the findings of the survey, the transition 

of services and how improvements could be made.   

Overall, the responses showed that there had been a general improvement in 

the Home Care services provided in the opinion of the small group who had 

completed the questionnaire. Better continuity of care was particularly 

appreciated, and the kindness and competence of the Home Care Assistants was 

mentioned by all respondents. The weather in the rural areas since the transfer 

had been particularly bad but carers have braved icy roads to get to the area 

and frequently walked through feet of snow to reach clients. If some carers 

could not get through the others organised the work between them so that 

everyone who could be reached was. 

Two main issues were identified in the survey responses: 

Communication – to and from the Age UK Northumberland office, messaging 

systems and not being sure if messages have been received or acted upon. 

Cathy explained that one of the problems was that you often could not get 

through at all but got the engaged tone or an answer machine. One of the other 

difficulties was in getting to speak to the coordinators covering the Rothbury / 

Longframlington area as they did not have a landline in their office and clients 

had not been issued with their mobile numbers. 

Age UK said it had recognised that a new phone system was needed, and this 

had been installed.  Home Care calls would now be directed to the administrative 

staff in the department. If the call is not answered within 5 rings it bounces to a 
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wider Admin team of 15 and if it is still not picked up it bounces to the whole 

team.  It was hoped this would ease the communication difficulties. 

Respondents also felt that it would be useful to have an organisational chart and 

a brief description of the key roles such as supervisor and co-coordinator. It 

would be useful to know who to speak to about what. Age UK said this additional 

information could be added to the 'Comments, complements and complaints' 

booklet when the new senior member of staff was in post. 

Late and missed calls were the most serious problem brought up by the 

survey. Most of those who replied had been able to cope because they had a 

family member to help, but many had experience of meal, shopping or even 

medicine calls being missed where there was no family member available. 

Whereas this was understandable during the handover of the contract, after 

three months it was still happening though to a lesser extent.  

One of the problems seems to be the daily schedules issued to Care Staff.  They 

often have several calls all scheduled at the same time or calls that are 

geographically far apart have no travel time allocation. This means that the Care 

Staff must do the best they can to fit everyone in. One of the problems seems to 

be that the two co-coordinators who draw up the rota are new and have not had 

time to acquire a knowledge of the area, the staff or the clients. This situation is 

exacerbated by the fact that this area did not have a dedicated supervisor. 

This was recognised and set as a priority in managing the contract by NCC.   Age 

UK Northumberland was implementing new systems which would enable the 

supervisor to see on their computer in real time when calls were late in time to 

do something about it. Cathy urged that while the system was bedding in and 

new staff appointed that Age UK should make best use of existing staff to deal 

with current problems. 

Several respondents had said how useful it would be to have a weekly schedule 

of calls issued again. Age UK Northumberland said this was their aim to start 

issuing these for the new areas taken over.  

Retention and Staff Training – including continuity of care, induction and 

training of new staff 

Carers and users felt that Age UK Northumberland had done well to recruit some 

good local care staff very quickly. However, the lack of support (see below) and 

delays in sorting out travel expenses and other personnel matters has put a 

strain on some of them which may lead to them leaving. This has been a 

recurring pattern over the years with all care companies delivering in the area. 

Retention is a major issue and needs to be addressed as it leads to a lack of 

continuity of care – much valued by carers and users. 
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Comment was made by several people that new care staff were not supported 

sufficiently. It was reported that new care staff where not introduced to clients 

before coming to deliver the service. Because of the absence or paucity of the 

care plans they often did not know what tasks were required or needed 

significant support from the client or their carer. This did not help Care Staff gain 

in confidence.  Age UK Northumberland stated that care staff should be 

introduced to new clients by a supervisor and was not aware that in practice this 

had not been happening.  

The appointment of a supervisor for the area should help to correct this problem.  

 
Other services service users and carers would like 

The people who responded to the survey listed several other services they would 

find useful. Some of these already exist and Cathy Jacob will let those people 

know about the provision and talk to providers about ways to reach potential 

clients.  

One service particularly mentioned was respite residential nursing care. Since 

the temporary closure of Rothbury Community Hospital in-patient beds several 

care users have been booking time at Rothbury House (RAFA) for respite care 

and this seems to be working very well. However, there are some clients that 

RAFA feels they are not equipped to cope with, but no local Nursing Homes have 

bookable space for respite. NCC suggested some alternative provision in care 

homes outside of Coquetdale. 

 

Initial response  

Both Northumberland County Adult Social Care and Age UK Northumberland 

thanked the Coquetdale Carers and Users group for doing this work said it was 

extremely useful to get the voice of service users especially at a time of change 

in the service. 

The Coquetdale Carers and Users Group were asked to repeat the exercise in 3 -

6 months’ time to see if there had been any change in how people experienced 

the service.   Cathy said the group were very happy to do this. She particularly 

wanted to reach more people and had made plans to do this as an ongoing 

exercise. 
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Follow Up Survey 

Carers Northumberland sent the follow-up survey in November 2018 to 46 

carers who were registered on its database, not all the recipients were identified 

as having Home Care services in place as this is not something that Carers 

Northumberland routinely ask at the point of registration.  The original plan was 

to provide Age UK Northumberland with surveys to send out to those households 

identified as receiving Home Care support from them, however this ultimately 

not possible. 

Cathy Jacob managed to put together some feedback based on the surveys 

which were returned to her.  The results collated can be found in appendix 2. 

 

Key Points from the Follow-up Survey 

Communication was again a key theme.  Three people (33%) of those replying 

to the questionnaire indicated that they wanted enabling services for the person 

they care for and respite for themselves although none of them knew where to 

find these services.  One respondent suggested that there should be a single 

point of contact – this already exists as the One Call number 01670 536400 

which is the contact for all social care related enquiries.   

This would seem to indicate that better communication about the care services 

available and the need for more contact with Care Managers as people were 

often hesitant to ask for something, especially for themselves.  The One Call 

number should be advertised more widely including in the local 

parish/community magazines such as Over the Bridges and The Ambler, this 

would help inform those in the community who do not have access to the 

internet. 

One carer suggested a short handbook listing services and how to access them.  

Carers Northumberland already send out a ‘Looking after someone’ booklet, 

which is a guide for carers produced by Northumberland County Council and 

Northumbria Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust, the booklet is also available from 

social care staff and should be given when they meet a carer.  Again, this 

underlines the need to make information available more widely and repeatedly. 

What people liked about the Home Care services they received 

The majority of respondents who answered this question mentioned the good 

service they received from their care workers, they particularly appreciated 

having the same regular care workers when possible.  Others mentioned district 

nurses, GP’s and hospital specialists whose services had helped the person they 

care for remain in their own home with their family.  Local communication seems 

to have improved since Coquetdale got its own coordinator who knows the area 

and the staff. 
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What would make these services better? 

The main concern was the high turnover of care staff, related to this are the on-

going concerns regarding new care staff not being trained or familiarised with 

the needs of their clients and no advance warning being given if new care staff 

are being sent for the first time.  It was suggested during the previous 

questionnaire that weekly rotas sent out in advance informing Home Care users 

who was coming each day would be useful.  This was something that Age UK 

Northumberland was keen to implement but had not happened. 

Conclusion 

There have been several changes to the Home Care landscape in the Coquetdale 

area since the first concerns were raised back in October 2017.   

As well as the changes to the commissioned Home Care provider, 

Northumberland County Council, following a consultation period at the end of 

2018, has introduced changes to Home Care charges and administration across 

the county which came into effect on 1 April 2019.  It is probably too early to 

gauge the effect that changes to the charging for Home Care has had on carers 

and service users, particularly those in Coquetdale.   

The main concern for carers and service users remains the continuity of 

care, which in most cases, has been relatively good over the past 18 

months.   

This report concerns carers and service users in the Coquetdale are of 

Northumberland.  There is scope for a countywide study into Home Care 

provision which will enable comparison across the county and could also 

encompass the effects of the changes to Home Care charging policy. 

 

Stakeholder responses 

Northumberland County Council Adult Social Care 

Alan Curry, Senior Manager – Commissioning Wellbeing and Community Health 

“Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Home Care report. Reading 

the history and description of the issues that we faced in 2017 reinforces that I 

think we have come a long way since we transferred the contract to Age UK in 

December 2017 which was done reluctantly but deemed necessary at the time to 

improve the delivery of homecare in Coquetdale.  

Age UK agreed to take the contract on in the knowledge that they would inherit 

difficulties but committed to work through these. These difficulties were evident 

in the initial period after the transfer and we were in regular contact with service 

users ourselves to ensure they were safe, and we were given the same 

messages and themes as were recorded in the survey. 
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We have taken a number of steps since 2017 in specific response to the 

problems that were experienced, the biggest of which has been to revise the 

Home Care contract in Northumberland and try to prevent the same issues from 

recurring. The procurement process for the new contract has resulted in a new 

preferred provider for the Coquetdale area although existing packages of care 

remained with existing providers.  

The Council has significantly increased the rates it pays for homecare in 

recognition of the challenges of delivering it in a rural area. We are pleased that 

this has attracted new providers to Northumberland and combined with the 

nature of the contract it is possible to offer service users more choice over 

provider, although this remains more difficult in rural areas than in the south 

East of Northumberland. Most importantly we have changed our monitoring 

arrangements with the intention of identifying problems at an earlier stage.  

I note that there was an appetite to repeat the survey and if it is to be repeated, 

we will assist with this and engage with providers to get them on board as we 

found it a useful exercise. 

Age UK Northumberland 

Parry Jenkins, Head of Home Care, Age UK Northumberland 

Thank you for providing the opportunity to comment on the Report into Home 

Care Provision in the Coquetdale 2017-2019.  

Age UK Northumberland stepped in to provide Home Care services to clients in 

Coquetdale in December 2017.  We inherited a number of difficulties, however 

with the help of Northumberland County Council and the insight provided by 

Carers Northumberland, the Coquetdale Carers and Service Users Group and 

Healthwatch Northumberland, we have worked hard to put in place the right 

people, lines of communication and systems for scheduling timely and co-

ordinated visits.   

It is our priority to offer our clients a reliable, supportive and respectful service 

and we would be very happy to assist with any further surveys that may be 

planned. 

 Please also note that we have recently received a Good rating from CQC for our 

Home Care services, an achievement that we believe further underlines our 

commitment to providing high quality care for all of our service users. 
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Appendix 1 

Coquetdale Carers and Service Users Group – Results of Questionnaire – 

March 2018 

Respondent 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Village Rothbury Rothbury Rothbury Rothbury Rothbury Rothbury 

Carer/User Carer Carer User Carer User Carer 

Care 
Manager 

Yes Yes   Yes  Yes 

Short-term 
Care Team 

      

Age UK Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Other 
service 
providers 

     Yes 
(private) 

Family & 
Friends 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  

Nursing 
Support 

Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Respite 
Care 

Yes 
(private) 

   Yes 
(private) 

Yes 

Aids & 
Adaptations 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Help with 
Transport 

 Yes     

Community 
Activities 

 Yes     

Other       

 

Other services you would like to help you, or the person you care for, 

remain independent 

1 Visit to day centre once a week for my husband, or to be taken 
out for coffee so that he has more stimulation, change of 
company etc. to lift his mood. 

2  

3 Pedicure 

4  

5 Organised day trips, enabling services: cooking, computing, 
photography 

6 Residential respite care bookable in advance capable of meeting 
my husband’s nursing needs. 

 

What you like about the services you receive 
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1 Care staff very kind and considerate and hardworking. 

Continuity of care much valued. 

2 There is always a backup if someone is off sick.  Care staff are 

caring and provide a good service on the whole. 

3  The care staff are all lovely.  They take the strain off family.  The 

Age UK Ashington staff seem pleasant when I do get to 
communicate with them. 

4 The care staff are cheerful and efficient. 

5 The efficiency, expertise, friendliness and helpfulness of the care 

staff. 

6 Excellent care staff, knowledgeable, experienced, kind and 

responsible.  Calls usually prompt at the expected time.  
Community nursing service excellent – also on call service which 
reduces my anxiety as a carer and saves trips to hospital.  

Continuity of care greatly valued – I usually have at least 1 carer 
who knows my husband and the care plan.  Otherwise I have to 

take an active part in the care. 

 

What would make these services better for you 

1 Schedule by the weekend for the following week giving names of 

care staff and times of visit.  Infrequent changes of care staff – 
this is beginning to happen – thanks Age UK.  Training – nobody 
should come unless fully competent in changing catheter bags 

etc.  Suggest training with District Nurse followed by check to 
ensure competent before going solo.  Pay and conditions for care 

staff – give full mileage allowance – care staff should not have to 
wait until the end of the tax year to reclaim from Inland 
Revenue, many do not pay tax so cannot claim.  They have huge 

wear and tear on own vehicles – major cause of care staff 
leaving which leads to less continuity of care, more expense in 

recruitment and training and less experienced staff.  
Communication – make it possible to speak to someone when 
you ring Age UK, no use leaving a message on answerphone if 

urgent, frequently no one replies to messages. 

2 An easy to read and accessible care plan.  Better induction for 

new care staff.  Recognition that some care staff need more 
support than others to learn the job.  Emphasise the 

vulnerability of some clients especially those with dementia. 

3 If I leave a message on the Age UK messaging system, I rarely 

get a reply or know if it has been acted upon.  An email system 
as proof of contact with Ashington would be useful.  When usual 
care staff are on leave advanced knowledge of who will replace 

them would be helpful.   

4 My only complaint is Communication: I understand that 

unforeseen delays can occur.  A delay of 15 minutes is 
acceptable, but any further delay has implications regarding 



 

                                                     

11 
 

arrangements or meetings scheduled for the day.  A delay of 

more than 15 mins (from the normal scheduled time) should 
result in a phone call with the option to accept the new time or 

cancel the call.  Whatever happened to weekly schedules? These 
would be very useful. 

5 Carer help at times desired/requested.  A weekly rota a few days 
in advance of scheduled times sent out by email. 

6 Better communication with the office: very hard to get through 
on the phone, messages left do not always get a reply, office 
does not inform me if call times have changed.  No care plan – I 

have now written my own.  New staff – not given enough 
practical experience before coming out on their own.  They are 

immediately expected to do a full schedule – this can lead to 
lack of confidence for new staff and higher staff turnover. 

  

 

 
 
 
 

Appendix 2 

Coquetdale Carers and Service Users Group – Results of Questionnaire – 

March 2019 

Respondent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Village R R R R T LF R LH R 

Carer/User User Carer Carer Carer Carer Carer Carer Carer Carer 

Care 
Manager 

 YES YES  YES YES  YES UNSURE 

Short Term 
Care Team 

         

Age UK 
Care 
Workers 

YES YES YES   YES  YES  

Other Care 
Workers 

YES  YES       

Family & 
Friends 

YES YES  YES YES     

Nursing 
Support 

 YES YES  YES YES  YES  

Respite 
Care 

 YES YES   YES    

Aids & 
Adaptions 

YES YES YES  YES YES  YES  

Help with 
Transport 

    YES YES    

Community 
Activities 

   YES      

Other Services you would like to help you, or the person you care for, 

remain independent 

1 None at the moment 

2  More opportunities to enable my husband to socialise 

3  Transport suitable for the severely disabled, I have used NEED who are 

excellent 
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4 A list of people willing to sit with my husband – paid or volunteers.  I have no 

idea how to find such people.  Useful to know what respite care is available and 

how to access it. 

5  Enabler service 

6 None 

7 None 

8  None 

9  None 

 

What do you like about the services you receive? 

1 The care staff are very good 

2 The fact that we have the same care staff each week (apart from changes due 

to holidays/sickness).  Most are experienced and efficient. 

3 Caring and competent care staff.  Better communication now Rothbury has its 

own senior carer in charge of rotas etc. 

4  Don’t receive any and have to make my own arrangements and rely on friends 

to help out.  I contacted another carer whose husband also suffers from 

dementia and we have organised social outings together. 

5  Generally satisfactory 

6 Good overall support, all support staff are helpful and supportive. 

7  None 

8 Services received including GP made it possible for my husband to be cared for 

at home for the last three years of his life.  This was what we both wanted and 

for which we are very grateful.  Whichever services were required were 

provided at home and we were also able to contact specialists at the RVI by 

phone.  District nurses were on call all night and during the heavy snow, one 

even arrived on a fire tender thanks to the Fire Service. 

9  

 

What would make these services better for you? 

1 Better cover when the usual care staff are themselves on leave, less turnover 

of care staff. 

2 Better training so that new care staff are competent at tasks like changing 

catheter leg bags for example.  Advanced warning when someone new is 

coming. 

3 Fewer changes in care providers.  We are always worrying whether the current 

care provider will keep their contract.  Better staff retention of care staff – new 

staff often leave quickly.  Rota for the next week so that you know which care 

staff are coming and if there are any gaps. 

4 A short handbook listing services and how to access them would be useful, I do 

not have this information. 

5 Improved communication between departments.  Speedier assistance and less 

frequent changes of care workers. 

6 One point of contact for all services. 

7 None 

8 The care workers from both companies were wonderful (we only had Age UK for 

the last two months).  It would improve their ability to provide even better care 
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had they been given travel time between calls.  They could often be travelling 

up to 100 miles a day.  Hopefully this has now been addressed. 

9 None 

  


