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The watch words of the government's green paper on adult social care appear to be: independence, wellbeing and choice. It shows ministers have listened to service users, who have emphasised how important these values are. It is not clear, however, whether the government is really committed to backing up these positive words with resources. 

I have been involved in a report by Shaping Our Lives, an independent organisation controlled by long-term social care service users, which was commissioned by government to find out what those users want. The research was carried out by service users themselves, drawing on a diverse range of people nationally, and provides the first independent insight into what they want for the future of social care. It is apparent from this that the current system is grossly underfunded, offers poor quality provision and imposes charges that debar people from the support they need. 

The present picture is troubling: people struggle to get help; patchy provision; inflexibility; too much red tape; a lack of reliability; staff that range from outstanding to appalling. Agency staff are a particular concern. Responses include: "The care workers are cowboys... Agencies just employ anybody... Any Tom, Dick or Harry coming into the house... Come in, get up, go away, come back, put to bed, gone again. If you want a drink at night - tough." 

People with learning difficulties highlight their fears of being bullied in services, no less than in the wider world. Too often, service users say, it is not social care they get, just personal care, attending to bodily needs and little else. For example: "It is like house arrest... I should be able to get out and lead a normal life." 

Social care is not rocket science. It is much more complex and subtle than that. Service users stress that it needs workers with vital human qualities of warmth, empathy, honesty, respect and competence. It needs an operating system to get such qualities and skills to the sharp end routinely and reliably, so that they are the everyday experience of service users. 

The reality is a workforce of more than a million, mostly operating with pay and conditions on a par with supermarket shelf-stackers, yet expected to do some of the most intimate and sensitive work imaginable. 

Service users offer their own strategy for change: revalue social care; give it the resources it needs; build on examples of good practice; provide proper training for social care staff - crucially, involving service users in the training process, following the model being developed in the new social work degree; make things simpler for service users so they can get the help they need; challenge racism and take diversity seriously; and value "the good staff". 

A set of clear principles was identified for future social care: if it is to be different, then the language, the culture, the structures and the relationships it is based on all need to change. Service users want to replace a language of "care" with one of support, because "care is what people who love you do". 

People simply want to be supported to live on more equal terms. They see a rights-based approach to social care - one that recognises social barriers, as well as the personal difficulties they face - as the best route to providing this. They want to be involved in defining quality. They want a role in the process of turning green paper dreams into meaningful realities. 

They want to see more "user-led" services run by service users' own organisations, and there is now a strong body of evidence to show that these are particularly valued. Policy change has to involve them, or else it will be just another externally imposed set of prescriptions. If there was one word that summed up most what service users want from social care it is "listening". Responses include: "I like the social worker to listen to what my needs are so that they can work with you, rather than telling you what to do... They need to listen, not patronise us... We want people and politicians to listen." 

Service users stress the value of direct payments, but offer some warnings. If direct payments are really to put service users in charge of the support they need, instead of remaining the preferred option of a limited few, then they need to be accessible, portable and equitable. Problems that still bedevil this breakthrough idea were highlighted: to work, direct payment needs the infrastructure of local service users' organisations supporting people on the ground. 

Direct payments won't work if they are framed in narrow consumerist terms of individualised purchase of care. Nor will the personalised budgets - in which government is showing increasing interest - work if these too are associated with arbitrary cash limits, loss of traditionally valued public services, and loss of focus on broader social barriers facing service users. They need to be seen as strands in a broader strategy. 

The government seems to recognise the direction of travel that service users want. But charging remains, and there is no extra money. Ministers say they have a 15-year vision: I'm not sure that service users should be expected to wait that long. 
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