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Introduction 
Why Direct Payments conversations are changing. 

Executive summary 
Five themes emerging across councils. 

The real challenge starts before the Direct Payments conversation 

Why funding anxiety, operational pressure and system design shape conversations earlier than 
many realise. 

Indicative budgets and the role of funding confidence 

How councils are rethinking the relationship between funding, flexibility and outcomes-focused 
practice. 

Practitioner confidence remains one of the biggest barriers 
Why training alone is not enough - and what councils are doing differently. 

The tension between flexibility and governance 
Balancing personalised support with proportionate oversight and defensible decision-making. 

Direct Payments are becoming part of wider transformation 

programmes 
How Direct Payments improvement is increasingly linked to strengths-based practice, prevention 
and CQC readiness. 

What this means for commissioning and system learning 

The growing importance of benchmarking, visibility and outcomes insight. 

Direct Payments, market change and system sustainability 
What emerging ASCOF and ASCFR patterns may be telling councils about the future of 
community support. 

Conclusion 
A sector trying to reconnect Direct Payments with their original purpose. 

About the Community Practice Network 
How councils across England are shaping shared learning. 

About lmosphere 

Built with councils. Shaped by real practice. 
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What this means for commissioning 
and system learning 

One of the strongest strategic themes was the growing relationship between 

Direct Payments, funding frameworks, and system-wide insight. 

Several participants described growing demand for more consistent data, 

clearer visibility of spend, stronger understanding of outcomes, and greater 

transparency around funding decisions and variation. 

This is becoming increasingly important as councils respond to financial 

pressure, CQC assurance expectations, prevention agendas, and wider 

commissioning reform. 

COUNCILS USED TO ASK 

"How do we administer Direct ➔ 

Payments?" 

INCREASINGLY THEY ASK 

"How do we build systems that 

support better outcomes­

focused conversations at 

scale?" 

Where councils are better able to connect assessment, funding, support 

planning, review activity, and outcomes insight together, participants described 

stronger visibility of demand, greater confidence in decision-making and more 

opportunity to support preventative approaches earlier. Several councils also 

linked this to reduced reliance on manual moderation processes and improved 

defensibility around funding decisions. 

Several participants also discussed how Direct Payments could support more 

community-based and preventative approaches when used creatively. 

Moving away from commissioning services and towards 

commissioning outcomes. 

- Network session participant
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Everything within the Connected Toolkit is designed around how practitioners 

actually work. 

The Connected Toolkit 

© 

Connected Practice 

Supports strengths-based, 
outcomes-led assessment 
conversations. 

Connected Funding 

Generates transparent 
indicative budgets linked to 
assessed need and 
outcomes. 

Connected Insights 

Turns practice and funding 
data into benchmarking, 
cohort visibility and 
strategic learning. 

Together, they help councils better connect assessment, funding, support 

planning and insight - reducing fragmentation and supporting more confident, 

consistent and defensible decision-making. 

Be part of England's leading ASC best practice network 

The platform continues to evolve alongside councils - designed not just for 

today's operational pressures, but for what comes next. That includes: 

(0 Nationally informed best practice 

(0 Al-ready infrastructure 

(0 More connected decision-making 
across services 

(0 Continuously evolving frameworks 

(0 Stronger benchmarking and insight 
capability 

The Community Practice Network continues throughout the year and remains 

open to councils looking to share learning, compare approaches and engage 

with peers across the sector. 

Discuss your council's priorities 

To find out more about joining future sessions, exploring the Connected Toolkit, or discussing 

your council's current priorities and transformation plans, speak with the lmosphere team. 
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