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introduction

COMPASS is a voluntary programme for sole parent beneficiaries designed to encourage them into the labour force either directly or through education or training. It is a facilitative approach which aims to help sole parents identify and overcome the barriers to self-sufficiency. The COMPASS programme is described in a previous issue of this journal (Nixon and McCulloch 1994) in an article which sets out the research and policy issues which led to the development of the COMPASS initiative. COMPASS is loosely modelled on the JET (Jobs, Education, Training) scheme in Australia. The goals of COMPASS are to:

1.
assist sole parent beneficiaries into employment and to become financially self-supporting through the labour market;

2.
improve the financial circumstances of sole parent families by increasing their capacity to earn and become financially self-sufficient;

3.
assist sole parents to take steps that will increase their employability through education and training, and maximise their entitlement to existing income support measures such as the Child Care Subsidy and the Training Incentive Allowance;

4.
reduce Government expenditure by reducing the numbers of sole parents dependent on income support and their duration on benefit.

COMPASS relates to one of the key result areas of the Department of Social Welfare: to develop initiatives that provide assistance and incentive for people to move off benefits into employment.

The COMPASS programme is one of a number of initiatives aimed at promoting the Department's strategic direction "From Welfare to Well-Being". COMPASS can be seen as part of a more general move towards a "one-on-one" case management approach to beneficiary customers.

When the proposal to pilot the COMPASS programme in four New Zealand Income Support Service (NZISS) offices was approved by Government, a fundamental element of the proposal was a formal evaluation of the pilot programme after its first year of operation. It was agreed by the inter-departmental COMPASS Steering Group that the objectives of the evaluation were to:

a)
determine the effectiveness of the pilot programme in assisting sole parent beneficiaries in the four pilot sites to take steps to increase their employability and workforce participation;

b)
determine the cost effectiveness of the pilot programme by estimating the actual and projected savings in income support expenditure on sole parents in the four pilot sites due to the programme, compared to the cost;

c)
evaluate the likely impact of expanding the programme to other district offices of the New Zealand Income Support Service in increasing the total number of sole parent beneficiaries moving into employment, education and training and in reducing the amount spent on income support for sole parents;

d)
assess the level of support for the approach from sole parent beneficiaries, COMPASS co-ordinators and other organisations;

e)
determine the increase in demand for services provided by the New Zealand Employment Service (NZES), educational institutions, training course providers, and for other services assisting sole parents prepare for education, training or employment that results from the pilot programme; and

f)
identify any ways in which the operation and targeting of the programme could be improved.

method

When any new programme is piloted on a limited scale, this can be regarded as an experiment to see whether the programme works (i.e. whether it achieves its intended goals). The ideal evaluation design for such a pilot programme is an experimental design which involves random assignment of individuals to either the pilot programme or a control group. Any difference in outcomes for the two groups can then be attributed to the programme. However, with a voluntary programme such as COMPASS there is an ethical issue, because random assignment would involve making sole parent beneficiaries aware of the programme, but then telling half of those who volunteered that due to the "toss of a coin" (to put it metaphorically) they could not enrol in the programme. It could be argued that such people would be no worse off than those who lived in non-pilot districts, but, since COMPASS is mainly publicised at the local level, those living in non-pilot districts would not have the same level of expectations raised (and then dashed).

A pure experimental design was ruled out, therefore, but there was a strong push (supported by the COMPASS Steering Group) for the evaluation design to be a rigorous one and it was decided that the next best design to a random assignment design would be to include non-pilot districts in the evaluation to act as controls.

So, the key feature of the evaluation design which was favoured was the inclusion of control districts where the COMPASS programme was not available, which allows for an estimation of what would have happened in the COMPASS pilot districts if COMPASS had not been available. By comparing this estimation with what actually happened in the COMPASS pilot districts the effect of COMPASS can be quantified.

The evaluation project was contracted out to Colmar Brunton Research (after a tendering process). The tender brief had indicated that a design involving control districts and regression analysis was regarded as suitable, although tenderers were free to put forward alternative designs. The successful proposal submitted by Colmar Brunton proposed surveying in both pilot and neighbouring control districts and involved analysis using a regression technique.

The control district selected for each pilot district was a neighbouring district, on the grounds that local economic conditions were more likely to be similar in neighbouring districts. Since each pilot district had several neighbours, the control district selected for each was the adjacent district which was most similar to the pilot district in terms of demographic and socio-economic characteristics (as measured by 1991 Census variables).

The first phase of the evaluation involved a series of "in depth" qualitative interviews with 12 sole parent beneficiaries. The results of these interviews provided input into questionnaire design for the subsequent stages.

The main feature of the evaluation methodology was a three-stage longitudinal study in which a sample of sole parent beneficiaries was interviewed three times over a nine month period. A random sample of sole parent beneficiaries in both the COMPASS pilot and control districts was drawn from the SWIFTT computer database of beneficiaries. This sample was supplemented with the list of all those who had volunteered for COMPASS by the time of the first interview stage, so all known COMPASS volunteers were approached for an interview. Therefore, the full sample contained three main groups:

1)
all COMPASS volunteers (as at mid-1994);

2)
a sample of non-COMPASS sole parent beneficiaries in the pilot districts;

3)
a sample of sole parent beneficiaries in the control districts.

The first stage of this longitudinal survey involved face-to-face interviews which were conducted over the May-August 1994 period. A total of 1,945 sole parent beneficiaries were interviewed in their homes. The response rate for this stage was 52%. The 48% of the sample classified as non-respondents incorporates both refusal and non-contacts (after several contact attempts). A response rate of around this magnitude is quite common in face-to-face interview surveys, but it does raise the issue of potential bias in the survey findings. However, a comparison with SWIFTT data showed that those surveyed were representative of the particular beneficiary population from which they were drawn in terms of age, sex and benefit duration characteristics.

The second and third stages involved follow-up telephone interviews with those interviewed in the first stage. Of all those interviewed in stage one, 86% completed a second stage interview during October-November 1994 and 82% completed a third stage interview in February 1995. Overall, 93% completed either a second or third stage interview. Efforts were made to interview those sole parents who did not have a phone by arranging an alternative phone contact or, in the third stage, through face-to-face interviews.

The numbers interviewed were as follows:

· First stage (May-August 1994)
1,945 sole parents interviewed

· Second stage (October-November 1994)
1,667 sole parents re-interviewed

· Third stage (February 1995)
1,590 sole parents re-interviewed.

The information collected in the three stages included the characteristics of the sole parent beneficiaries, their attitudes and motivations, and self-reported outcomes for them during the pilot period, particularly in terms of new training, or education, or benefit lapse (i.e. benefit cessation from all benefits).

To analyse the data collected Colmar Brunton employed standard "survival analysis" techniques designed to deal with clinical trial data in medicine (specifically, the log-rank test and Cox's proportional hazard modelling). The measurement of the times at which interventions and outcomes occur is an important component of this modelling approach, hence the need for a longitudinal survey design. These analysis techniques are ideally suited for this type of study where the key issue is to measure differences in the time taken for a change in condition amongst different groups of people.

A further feature of the evaluation was that qualitative interviews were conducted with all of the COMPASS co-ordinators (including the national co-ordinator) and with one other relevant NZISS staff member and one relevant NZES staff member in each of the four pilot districts. These thirteen people were interviewed during November-December 1994 regarding their experiences and perceptions of COMPASS and their suggestions for improvements.

RESULTS

The key result of the evaluation was that the COMPASS programme was effective in assisting sole parent beneficiaries to take up training and to go off benefit. Within the pilot period, the COMPASS programme increased the COMPASS volunteers' chances of going off benefit by 57% and increased their chances of starting new training or education by 205%.

To express this in terms of numbers, of the 1,127 sole parent beneficiaries who participated in COMPASS:

· 56 lapsed from their benefit as a direct result of COMPASS; and

· 366 started new training or education as a direct result of COMPASS.

As described previously, the analysis was explicitly designated to take account of demographic, motivational and attitudinal differences between COMPASS volunteers and other sole parent beneficiaries, so the above key results show the effectiveness of COMPASS after those differences have been corrected for by the modelling techniques. Therefore, the results cannot be easily dismissed as due to the likelihood of COMPASS volunteers being more highly motivated to take up training or leave benefit than other sole parent beneficiaries. The results represent the estimated effectiveness of COMPASS over and above any other competing explanation for those outcomes.

So, COMPASS is effective, but is it cost effective? The 56 beneficiaries who lapsed from benefit as a result of COMPASS clearly represent some reduction in sole parent benefit expenditure that can be attributed to COMPASS. Within the pilot period, there was a reduction of $296,000 in sole parent benefit expenditure as a result of those 56 benefit cessations. The operational cost of the COMPASS pilot programme was $1,009,000, although when set-up and evaluation costs are subtracted, the ongoing running costs in the four pilot districts totalled $400,000. Therefore, COMPASS had "saved" about three-quarters of its running costs within the pilot period.

It is reasonable to assume that those 56 beneficiaries who left benefit as a result of COMPASS did not all go back immediately onto a benefit at the end of the pilot period. Therefore, some of the reductions in benefit expenditure due to COMPASS extend beyond the pilot period. Also it is reasonable to assume that some other beneficiaries, especially those who started training as a result of COMPASS, will eventually leave benefit sooner than they otherwise would have in the absence of COMPASS.

Some attempt was made to estimate these future reductions in benefit expenditure due to the COMPASS pilot, and to do this it was necessary to estimate what future benefit duration would have been in the absence of COMPASS. This is not straightforward, as there are a number of assumptions that can be made, leading to a range of different estimates. All of the estimates assume that the COMPASS programme ended in March 1995, so they are estimates of the cost effectiveness of expenditure on COMPASS within the 12 month pilot period only.

· One approach is to assume that all COMPASS volunteers have had their chances of lapsing from benefit increased by 57% (due to the COMPASS pilot) for all future time periods. This leads to a prediction that all COMPASS volunteers will go off benefit 12.8 months earlier (on average) than they would have in the absence of the COMPASS pilot, giving a reduction of $16,105,000 in benefit expenditure. However, because this is based on a rather optimistic assumption, Colmar Brunton arbitrarily made the estimate more pessimistic by assuming only a 4.4 month reduction in average benefit duration for all COMPASS volunteers (4.4 being the lower quartile of the distribution of which 12.8 was the mean). Even so, this gives an estimate of a $5,536,000 reduction in sole parent benefit expenditure due to the effect of the COMPASS pilot, which is greater than the estimates which follow.

· Another approach is to estimate future reductions in benefit expenditure due to COMPASS based entirely on the 56 people whose benefits had already ceased within the pilot period due to COMPASS. With this approach, it was also assumed that the chance that a person will lapse from benefit in a particular time period stays constant. This results in an estimate of 42 months for the average additional time that the 56 COMPASS volunteers would have spent on benefit if their benefit had not ceased due to COMPASS in 1994-95. On this basis, a reduction of $2,621,000 in future benefit expenditure is attributed to the COMPASS pilot.

· It could be argued that the chance that a COMPASS volunteer will lapse from benefit might have increased in the absence of COMPASS rather than stayed constant over time (as assumed above). Based on this assumption, Colmar Brunton produced a third estimate of future benefit expenditure reductions which was arbitrarily even more conservative. For this third estimate it was assumed that the average additional time that the 56 COMPASS volunteers would have spent on benefit if their benefit had not ceased due to COMPASS is 12.8 months. On this basis, a reduction of $799,000 in future benefit expenditure is attributed to the COMPASS pilot.

So, to recap, the three estimates of future reductions in benefit expenditure are:

1.
$5,536,000

2.
$2,621,000

3.
$   799,000

When these are compared with the $400,000 on-going running costs and total $1,009,000 pilot scheme costs, then the COMPASS pilot appears to be cost effective in terms of running costs. It is also cost effective in terms of total pilot cost except for the most conservative estimate of future expenditure reductions.

Because COMPASS assisted sole parents to start training and education, it is estimated that COMPASS was responsible for additional expenditure on Training Incentive Allowance (TIA) and Child Care Subsidy (CCS) for COMPASS volunteers totalling $220,000. This expenditure can be considered part of the cost of the COMPASS pilot. However, this would not change the conclusions in the previous paragraph about the cost effectiveness of COMPASS. It could be argued that TIA and CCS expenditure should be offset only against the most optimistic estimate of benefit expenditure reductions (number 1 above), since the two more conservative estimates above (2 and 3) ignore the likely future savings which will flow from TIA/CCS investment.

When the pilot district figures were extrapolated nationwide, Colmar Brunton produced estimates of the first year impact of expanding the COMPASS programme nationwide. Estimated COMPASS costs of $4.8 million (or $7.1 million including TIA/CCS investment) would be offset by estimated sole parent benefit expenditure reductions in the range $8.4 to $58.5 million. The effect of COMPASS in the first twelve months would be that an estimated 591 additional sole parent benefits will lapse and 3,856 beneficiaries will start training or education who would not have done so otherwise.

It should be noted that the above estimates do not take account of future return to benefit by former COMPASS volunteers. They are based on the assumption that these sole parents will stay off benefit for the time periods estimated above. The estimates of expenditure reductions do not incorporate any "displacement effect" on other beneficiary populations, nor was a discounted cash flow analysis attempted.

Also, the analysis was limited to a departmental fiscal perspective rather than considering the national economic framework. Therefore, for example, a possible increase in national production as a result of increased gainful employment by sole parents was not estimated.

Support for COMPASS

Survey results suggest that sole parent beneficiaries are generally positive about the COMPASS approach. Of COMPASS volunteers, 53% reported that COMPASS has had some or a lot of impact for them personally, as compared to 26% who reported that it has had little or no impact. Overall, 63% of COMPASS volunteers expressed satisfaction with COMPASS, as compared to 19% who were dissatisfied. In the qualitative interviews COMPASS volunteers viewed COMPASS co-ordinators positively. The co-ordinators were perceived to:

· relate well to sole parents;

· be good communicators;

· encourage and build self-confidence; 

· provide useful information.

COMPASS co-ordinators, other NZISS district staff and NZES employment advisors who were interviewed were supportive of and positive about the pilot COMPASS programme:

· COMPASS co-ordinators felt the programme had many strengths, and its weaknesses were mainly related to the fact that it was a pilot programme;

· NZISS staff felt that COMPASS was an excellent initiative, but it had little impact on them;

· NZES staff felt they had a good working relationship with COMPASS co-ordinators and perceived COMPASS to have a significant impact on the sole parents involved.

Institutional Impacts

What impact did COMPASS have in terms of increased demand for educational, training and employment services? As reported above, 366 COMPASS volunteers started training or education who would not have done so otherwise. Identification of the providers of this training and education showed that the main institutional impact of COMPASS seems to have been on Polytechnics and NZES/Labour Department courses, with some impact on Community Colleges/Community Resource Centres also. An estimated 36% of COMPASS volunteers (406) were referred to NZES through COMPASS, which generally resulted in a one-to-one interview with an employment advisor. A nationwide extension of COMPASS is, therefore, likely to have a key impact on NZES and Polytechnics in particular.

Improvements

When asked to suggest ways in which COMPASS could be improved, the main theme that emerged from COMPASS volunteers, COMPASS Co-ordinators, NZISS and NZES staff was that more resources would be desirable. There were few suggestions for changes to the basic approach of the COMPASS programme, reflecting the widespread support for the approach.

Implications for Māori 

Given the Department of Social Welfare's bicultural obligations (see "Te Punga", 1994), an important question is: How effective was COMPASS for Māori sole parent beneficiaries? Some 28% of all those who volunteered for COMPASS were Māori, which is slightly more than the proportion of the COMPASS target group who were Māori (26%), although it is less than the proportion of all sole parent beneficiaries surveyed who were Māori (31%). The COMPASS programme was able to attract Māori volunteers, therefore.

Survey results show that those Māori who did volunteer for COMPASS viewed COMPASS more positively than non-Māori volunteers:

· 69% of Māori COMPASS volunteers said that COMPASS has had some or a lot of impact for them personally, compared with 46% of non-Māori volunteers;

· 76% of Māori COMPASS volunteers expressed satisfaction with the COMPASS programme, compared with 57% of non-Māori volunteers.

The proportions of COMPASS volunteers who started training, education or employment were similar for both Māori and non-Māori, although a smaller proportion of Māori had their benefit cancelled by the end of the pilot period. This does not necessarily mean that COMPASS was less effective for Māori, but it is likely that Māori sole parents have more barriers to overcome before they can leave benefit. For example, Māori sole parents tend to have younger children and fewer educational qualifications than non-Māori.

So, although the regression modelling did not estimate the effectiveness of COMPASS separately for Māori (due to sample size limitations), the indicative information above suggests that COMPASS was viewed positively by Māori sole parents and was no less effective for Māori than it was for non-Māori.

conclusion

Given that the evaluation covered only the first twelve months of the COMPASS programme, the results are very positive. With a programme such as COMPASS, many of the desired positive outcomes might be expected to show up only in the longer term. For example, increased enrolment in education and training is likely to increase the employability and financial self-sufficiency of sole parents in the long term, but reduce their availability for employment in the short term. In Australia, the JET programme costs exceeded estimated savings in sole parent pensions for the first five years of operation, and JET is only now starting to break even. Seen in this light the results of the COMPASS evaluation are indeed promising (although JET was introduced nationwide without a pilot evaluation, so the methodology by which savings are estimated is not strictly comparable).

The evaluation results apply only to the COMPASS pilot programme as it was implemented in the four pilot offices in 1994-95. However, there is good reason to think that if the COMPASS programme is successful in these four pilot offices then it will be successful in other offices. In other words, the evaluation results would have been similar if COMPASS had been trialled in four different pilot sites using the same model.

The four pilot sites are widely spread and mixed in type. Three are metropolitan in character (Takapuna, Porirua and Sydenham), whereas one (Gisborne) is provincial urban/rural. Three are in the North Island, one is in the South Island (Sydenham). One has a substantial Māori population (Gisborne), while another has an over-representation of both Pacific and Māori people (Porirua). Therefore, COMPASS can be extended to other offices with some confidence that it will be as effective as the pilot programme, assuming that it is implemented in a similar way.

Based on the positive evaluation results, a decision was made to extend the COMPASS programme to 41 NZISS district offices as from 1 October 1995. However, COMPASS was not implemented in the four NZISS districts which had been selected to act as control districts in the evaluation of the pilot. This will allow for further evaluation to assess the longer term effectiveness of COMPASS. Such further evaluation is planned for the 1995-96 period.
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