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Abstract

The Functional Assistant scheme is a new tool for severely mobility-impaired employees. It is a user-controlled scheme, which means that the severely dis​abled receive the assistance they need to obtain or keep ordinary work. 

On commission from the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, the Work Research Institute (AFI) has undertaken an evaluation of the scheme with special emphasis on a cost-benefit analysis.

The scheme is currently used by the severely mobility-impaired, and they are very happy with it. It enables highly-qualified disabled people to continue working. Assistance is provided both for personal needs and work needs. At the same time as the scheme is useful for severely disabled employees, it creates interesting tasks for the carers. 

The cost-benefit analysis shows that it is economically profitable both for the disabled person and for society (central and local government) that the Functional Assistant scheme be used for persons who need assistance to participate in working life.  Calculations based on the measurable factors of salary, tax revenue, welfare disbursements and Assistant pay show an eco​nomic gain from the scheme.

1
THE FUNCTIONAL ASSISTANT – A SCHEME FOR FACILITATING PARTICIPATION IN WORKING LIFE
1.1
The structure and aims of the scheme

The Functional Assistant scheme is meant to help enable the severely mobility-impaired and persons with multiple disabilities to obtain or keep normal jobs. The assistance consists in a Functional Assistant taking over the elements of the job that the disabled person has trouble doing. The Assistants can also provide more personal help to enable the disabled person get through the working day.

It is not the intention that the Functional Assistant takes the place of reasonable facilitation of work assignments and accessibility of the workplace. Such facili​tation and accessibility is enshrined in the Working Environment Act and it is the employer’s responsibility to ensure that the facilitation and accessibility requirements are properly implemented. 

The task of the Functional Assistant is to ensure that the disabled employee can perform his or her duties without having to waste energy on tasks that are particularly arduous or dangerous for a disabled person. The Functional Assistant also liberates the disabled employee from the emotionally-charged situation of always having to ask colleagues to help with simple necessities in the course of the working day. With the aid of the Functional Assistant, the disabled employee can use all his energy on his or her own work.

The Functional Assistant scheme is user-controlled. This means that it is the disabled person himself who decides with what tasks he or she requires assis​tan​ce, how much needs to be done and when. In other words, the disabled person acts as the foreman for his or her own Functional Assistant and is also responsible for the Assistant’ appointment and guidance. 

The pilot scheme for the Functional Assistant concept began in the autumn of 1997. At that time there was little information available about the system. Even so, six Functional Assistant posts were granted that autumn and a further three were ready by the New Year. At the end of 1999, 23 persons were participating in the pilot and 18 written refusals had been given. Most applications came from the disabled individuals. Now that the scheme has become better-known, it is found that the need is greater than the scope of the pilot and waiting-lists must be employed. 

It has been found that the great majority of those who currently work with the Functional Assistant are working in the same job as they had previously. For some, however, it is the case that they could not have retained the job without the Assistant, and for others the scheme has enabled them to obtain more work and wider responsibilities. Nevertheless, new jobs have been not been created through the scheme to any great extent. 

The Functional Assistant is recruited mainly in three different ways. About one-third of the Functional Assistants are at the same time the user’s personal assistant. Another third or so of the Assistants are recruited from among the employees of the company in which the user is working and the final third are recruited from outside.  As a rule they are students or care workers who want a small, but socially meaningful, job besides whatever else they are doing.

Almost all the Functional Assistants perform a mixture of person-related and work-related tasks. The main emphasis is on the latter. 

Table 1.1
Participants’ education

University, college education
5

Teacher training
4

IT training
5

Clerical training
2

Information on three individuals is lacking.

We see that there is a high level of education among the persons presently in​volve din the Functional Assistant pilot scheme. The chances of these highly-educated disabled people being able to use their professional expertise in productive work is an important motivating factor for retaining or extending the scheme.

Finally, we will look at what kind of work the participants in the trial are currently performing. 

Table 1.2
Participants divided by type of work. N=19. 

Type of work
No. persons
Percentage

Executive officers
6
32

Teachers
3
16

Self-employed
1
5

Computer processing
4
21

Clerical
5
26

Total
19
100

The work being done is to a high degree advanced intellectual work. The many individuals with white-collar staff designations (konsulent, executive officer) use their university and college educations in consultancy and ad​ministrative work. 

Once again, we see that disabled persons currently participating in the Functional Assistant pilot scheme have meaningful posts for which society has a need.

2
QUALITATIVE ASSESSMENTS OF THE SCHEME

2.1
Significance of the work

Interviews and case studies give us a clear picture: it is of great significance for the individual to be in work, to belong to a working community and be affiliated with a workplace. One of those we have interviewed had just experienced four months off work, because his workplace had been moved to inaccessible premises and it took time to find a new and more suitable office for him. He describes the time spent at home without work as boring and meaningless. He has resources he wants to use and thinks that work is important to the quality of life. “Work means you are part of society”, he says, “Just being at home, even safe and cosy, means that you are in a way sidelined.”

Here we have an example of how work and meaningful occupation fills life with content. Work may also be seen as a way of breaking down social isolation. Even if severely mobility-impaired people manage to live in their own homes, it can be a boring and isolated existence. Getting out to places where they are expected and where they have meaningful tasks is of social significance, but also means a lot for self-confidence and the feeling of personal worth. 

Severely mobility-impaired people who lack such a chance may feel that they are left alone with all their opinions and skills. Some find an outlet for their interests via voluntary work, lobby organisations etc. For others, however, it may be through work that they utilise their resources. For both society and the individual it is important that the resources in the possession of the severely disabled are utilised. One of our interviewees says: “Not many people understand that we want to pull our weight and use the energy and abilities we possess. They recommend us for a disability benefits and think they’ve been nice to us. I myself was recommended for disability benefits without being told, but all I wanted was to keep working”. 

Quite a lot of the mobility-impaired have higher education. It is very important that people with a good professional education practice their profession. Some have taken training courses in a rehabilitation period with a view to being able to practice a trade or profession; others were in work before and wish to retain the professional identity they have won. We have examples of this in the case material. A good professional identity can have very great significance for disabled people – they are regarded, and can regard them​selves, as somebody other than just “the disabled”. Professional and human resources are developed through practising the trade or profession for which one is qualified, and this is very important to individual perception of the quality of life.

2.2
The Functional Assistant’s role in the work situation

Four of the persons interviewed in the case study have clearly stated that it is with the aid of their Functional Assistant that they can remain in work and do their work well. One person says that he has to have help regardless, through​out the time he is at work: with no ability to eat, drink or change position in his chair, he cannot remain alone for long. The Functional Assistance relieves other carers and is so much better, “because I can do something sensible”, he says. 

Another of the interviewees would probably have managed without a Functional Assistant, but says it is vital for her personal security that the Assistant is there some hours. A third person in the case material is currently managing without her Functional Assistant, because it has proved difficult to recruit one for only a few hours; her work is made possible by the voluntary commitment of good colleagues, but she wants the Assistant scheme to begin again, it would make her work situation easier. 

When we take a closer look at the tasks performed by the Functional Assistant for the disabled person in working life, we see that they concern both personal and work-related matters. The Functional Assistant’s tasks are often very similar to those of a personal assistant. Sometimes they are more related to work, such as copying, stapling, going to the post office, searching cramped filing-rooms etc. It is particularly noted that it can be very important to have a Functional Assistant along when dealing with work-related tasks outside the ordinary workplace such as meetings, courses, business trips etc. One person told us that she could “save up” her Functional Assistant for use in evening and weekend meetings away from home.

2.3
The work situation of the Functional Assistant

The Functional Assistant is a new occupational role in carer work. The free​dom to create this role is a challenge to this new group of carers. The interviews of the case material clearly show that the Assistants think they have been given an interesting job. Even if the interviews were done with indi​viduals who have chosen this type of work and who enjoy it, we must never​theless assume that the positive features mentioned have major significance. It is claimed first and foremost that it is meaningful to take on a helping role when it is the person being helped that decides what is to be done. Many people find it ideologically more correct to work on these premises. Some compare this work situation directly with nursing work they have had before or still have in parallel with the Functional Assistant job – and they emphasise the more correct and more equal relationship with the user as something valuable. Some Functional Assistants consider that following the user into working life has to be the best road to rehabilitation. 

Many of the Functional Assistants are also personal assistants to the users. These roles overlap somewhat, but it is not difficult to keep separate accounts for the hours and the tasks. 

Flexibility and variation in work is mentioned as a positive factor. Times can be changed by agreement. Where, as is often the case, there is more than one Assistant per user, they can make agreements direct among themselves. However, it is also mentioned that once an agreement has been made to be with the user, it must be kept. The user’s dependence on help is experienced as pressure. 

Typical of this mode of working is that a close relationship is developed with the user. This intimacy is experienced as valuable, but may also pose a problem. It is said that without good personal chemistry between Assistant and user, such a working situation is impossible. The Assistant often works with highly intimate tasks such as mealtimes, feeding, hygienic situations etc. This is part of ordinary nursing, but the Assistant cannot withdraw to the duty-room for a rest. User and Assistant are bound together in most of life’s predicaments. This may be a very enriching and developing situation, but one has to learn to set boundaries. One of the Assistants also emphasises that boundary-setting is important for what the user can demand that the Assistants do. 

The lack of colleagues in the job can be felt acutely. The work role is so to speak new, and fitting into the user’s needs and requirements is a new way of working. Assistants feel a need to have discussions with others who have entered this situation as to what they feel as problems, how they tackle challenges and what is good professionalism in the role as a personal or functional assistant. 

2.4
The employers’ evaluation of the scheme

The employers’ experience of the FA scheme is overwhelmingly positive. The 1998 questionnaire showed that all the employers thought that the scheme functioned well for them. Almost all claim that the scheme has also led to higher employee productivity. About half thought that the disabled employees enjoyed their work more because the scheme reduced their dependence on their colleagues.  More than half also thought that the disabled employees could not have continued in the job without the Assistant or that without the Assistant they would have had to reduce their workload or field of re​sponsibility.

3
COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS

The analysis is based on a methodological approach developed by the American scholar Charles C. Coker (1997, 2000). The method was developed specially for calculating the cost-benefit of labour market measures for the disabled. Coker structured his cost-benefit analysis in four steps. 

*
Development of an analytical framework.

*
Identification and quantification of benefit and costs. 

*
Calculation of figures for costs and benefits.

*
Interpretation of the results.

For both central and local government, the arrangement will also have an indirect economic benefit, in that the disabled person will have a higher consumption of goods and services in consequence of a higher income level. For central government, this will mean revenues from VAT on goods and services. For local government, it means income from higher consumption of goods and services from local business, thus increasing tax revenues and safeguarding local employment.  It may be objected that benefits will be marginal, since the number of disabled people with a Functional Assistant is small. Nevertheless, on principle it is correct to include such effects in a cost-benefit analysis, even if they are naturally difficult to calculate precisely.

On the basis of the above identification of costs and benefits, we can set up matrix. Benefits are shown in the matrix with a plus sign and costs with a minus sign. 

A Comparison Framework for Benefits and Costs from Employment Models

Category
Individual
L. Govnt. 
C. Govnt.
Society







I. Costs/Benefits of FA participation





A. Measurable economic cost-benefit variables of participation in FA project





1.  Pay income
+
+
+
+

2.  Paid taxes
–
+
+
+

3.  Reduced national-insurance payments
–

+
+

4.  Expenses in connection with work
–










1.  Pay to functional assistant


–


2.  Taxes from functional assistant

+
+


3.  Administration costs


–


Total cost/benefit from FA project











II.  Cost/benefits of passive receipt of national insurance (disability benefits)





B.  Measurable economic cost-benefit variables, life on disability benefits





1.  National insurance payments
+

–
–

2.  Paid taxes

+
+
+

3.  FA pay saved


+
+

4.  Reduced taxes from FA

–
–
–

Total cost/benefit on disability benefits











III.  Summary





A.  Net gain/loss on FA project





B.  Net gain/loss on disability benefits











IV.  Value judgements





1.  Quality of life





2.  Value of employment





3.  Economic and personal independence





4.  Greater freedom of choice





5.  Social integration





6.  Contribution to wealth creation





7.  Realisation of political goals





We have now presented the approach and the framework for the cost-benefit analysis and will now look at two individual calculation examples of costs and benefits in the Functional Assistant project.

We have assumed that the participants (before they joined the FA project) had a disability pension that corresponded to the benefit for those without prior occupational experience. The baseline pension and supplementary pension would then amount to NOK 112,023 per annum
. Under the guidelines from the Resource Centre for Care Services (RO) the Assistant salary shall be adapted to the pay level in the district. The RO states that most Functional Assistants are on salary scales 16-19.

We have chosen to take our point of departure in the Assistants being on salary scale 18, that is, an annual salary of NOK 195,531 in a full-time post, or an hourly rate of NOK 100.30. We set the national insurance employer’s contribution (payroll tax) to the norm for the Oslo area, namely 14.1%. The RO informs us that most participants in the Functional Assistant project have an annual salary corresponding to NOK 200-250,000 in a full post. As regards the individual’s tax bill, this depends on a number of factors related to income level, marital status, tax category, interest and other allowances and so on. For understandable reasons we have not asked the informants to tell us about their tax situation. Instead, we have chosen to assume that everyone belongs to Category 1 and has total tax allowances of NOK 20,000
. We calculate the costs and benefits for one year
.

Calculation example 1

Executive officer in 100% post. Functional Assistant 60 hours per month. 

This person is aged 30 and has a college education. No previous professional experience of any significance. After he or she was granted a personal assistant, (s)he was able to work a 20% post. The Functional Assistant was granted in 1997 and the user then began to work in a 100% post for a private organisation. (S)he makes use of the Functional Assistant for a total of 60 hours a month. 


Employee
L. Govnt.
C. Govnt. 

I. Costs/Benefits of Alt. A - FA participation




Pay

+ 325,000



Tax

+ 55,205
+ 58,831

Reduced national-insurance payments


+ 112,023






Assistant pay, 60 hours per month à 100.30 p.m. + 14.1% payroll tax


– 82,398

Tax paid by Assistant


+ 3,613
+ 3,613






Total cost/benefit of participation in FS scheme
+ 210,964
+ 58,818
+ 92,069






II.  Costs/Benefits of Alt. B – passive disability benefits




National insurance payments
+ 112,023

- 112,023

Paid tax

– 22,404
+ 11,202
+ 11,202

Assistant’s pay saved 


+ 83,398

Lost taxes from Assistant

– 3,613
– 3,613






Total cost/benefit from life on passive disability benefits
+ 89,619
+ 7,589
– 21,036






III.   Summary




A – Net gain/loss on participation in FA scheme
+ 210,964
+ 58,818
+ 92,069

B – Net gain/loss on disability benefits
– 89,619
– 7,589
– 21,036






Net gain from Alternative A relative to B
+ 121,345
+ 51,229
+ 71.033

We can see from the table that Alternative A, that is, the FA project, is the option that yields the greatest gain for all parties. Central government, local government and the disabled person himself/herself are left with a greater net economic gain than they would have done in Alternative B, that is, when the disabled person is receiving national insurance benefits. That the user has such a high salary, uses the Functional Assistant only 60 hours a month and works in a full post has a positive economic effect for the disabled person himself, for local government and central government. 

Calculation example 2

Commercial employee in 70% post. Functional Assistant in 25% post. 

Works at the switchboard of a private company in a 70% post at salary scale 22 and has a Functional Assistant in a 25% post. 


Employee
L. Govnt.
C. Govnt. 

I. Costs/Benefits of Alt. A - FA participation




Pay, 70%
+ 147,000



50% disability benefit
+ 56,011



Tax 30%
– 60,903
+ 30,451
+ 30,451

Reduced national-insurance payments (30%)


+ 33,606






Assistant pay, 37.5 hours per month à 100.30 x 12 months + 14.1% payroll tax


– 42,915

Tax paid by Assistant 10%

+ 2,145
+ 2,145






Total cost/benefit of participation in FS scheme
+ 142,108
+ 35,596
+ 23,287






II.  Costs/Benefits of Alt. B – passive disability benefits




National insurance payments
+ 112,023

– 112,023

Paid tax

– 22,404
+ 11,202
+ 11,202

Assistant’s pay saved 


+ 83,398

Lost taxes from Assistant

– 3,613
– 3,613






Total cost/benefit from life on passive disability benefits
+ 89,619
+ 7,589
– 21,036






III.   Summary




A – Net gain/loss on participation in FA scheme
+ 142,108
+ 35,596
+ 23,287

B – Net gain/loss on disability benefits
+ 89,619
+ 7,589
– 21,036






Net gain from Alternative A relative to B
+ 52,489
+ 28,007
+ 2,251

3.2
Conclusion

The calculation examples demonstrate that the Functional Assistant scheme involves an economic gain for the disabled person, local government and central government in relation to the alternative, namely the situation in which the disabled person merely lives on disability benefit. If we also take into account the fact that the scheme also involves the realisation of less material values for both the disabled person and for society, it appears that all things considered, the Functional Assistant scheme means gains both for society and for the individuals who have taken part in the project. 
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� Rates for younger disabled persons, that is, those born disabled or becoming at least 50% disabled before the age of 26. Figures from the National Insurance Service’s brochure “Disability Pension” (1999).


� The tax rates for 1999 were as follows: county and municipality share: 18.1%, joint share for tax redistribution fund 9.9%, national insurance contribution for disability pensioners 3%, national insurance contribution for employees 7.8%. Cut-in point for surtax (13.5%) in Category 1 was NOK 269,100 and in Category 2 was NOK 318,600.


� The relationship between costs and benefits of the scheme may vary over time, for example with changes in support needs and income. Within the framework of this commission, however, we have contented ourselves with looking at the cost-benefit ratio over one year. 


� Income information from employee


� According to Oslo Tax Assessment Office, there is a rule on tax limitation for persons with small taxpaying capacity. The threshold is NOK 71,800 for single persons. In this case the Assistant’s annual pay will amount to NOK 72,216, which would dictate very low tax. The Assistant in question also works as a personal assistant, so that the combined position makes up one full post. We are, however, only including the FA post in our calculation. We estimate the tax as 10% of gross income, divided equally between central and local government. 


� We are setting the tax at 20%, divided equally between central and local government.


� We are setting the tax at 20%, divided equally between central and local government.
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