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Ministerial foreword
The digital phone switchover is a necessary upgrade to our underlying national digital infrastructure as the old analogue landline network is becomingly increasingly unreliable. If we want to stay in touch with the rest of the world we need a complete overhaul.
However, our old landlines are still vital lifelines for very many people, including users of telecare, and it is crucial that we take people through the digital phone switchover safely. Upwards of 2 million people in the UK use telecare - the most common example being personal alarm pendants or buttons that many of us have seen family members use - and most of these telecare devices have historically relied on the analogue landline network.
Telecare users have been identified as being at risk during the digital phone switchover, with past serious incidents underscoring the importance of safeguarding these individuals.
The Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) and Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) have worked collaboratively and closely with stakeholders from across the telecommunications and adult social care sectors to produce this Telecare National Action Plan. At the heart of this plan is protecting telecare users. We must avoid a situation where someone’s care line fails during a fall in the middle of the night because nobody made sure it worked properly with new technology.
We have recently secured support from communications providers for further safeguards to protect vulnerable customers in a new non-voluntary migrations checklist. But no one organisation or set of stakeholders can ensure the safety of telecare users. It requires a joint effort, and this government wants to ensure that effort is co-ordinated and impactful.
This plan is predominantly for the use of communication providers, local authorities, housing providers, third sector organisations and commercial providers. But it also demonstrates to the wider public that the government is committed to working with the sector to protect telecare users during the digital phone switchover. This plan applies to England only, but the digital phone switchover will affect all devolved nations and we are working closely with the devolved governments to share best practices.
This plan will be reviewed and iterated with the main stakeholders every 6 months to ensure that the response to the digital phone switchover remains effective and timely.
The government recently announced an independent commission into adult social care as part of its critical first step towards a national care service, chaired by Baroness Casey. Even while the Casey Commission carries out its work, the government is committed to reforming the system and has announced immediate actions to improve adult social care services. This includes the development of new national standards and trusted guidance for technology in social care, including telecare. The new standards and guidance will make it easier for providers, commissioners and people who draw on care to identify the technologies that will work best for them.
One of this government’s priorities is to improve adult social care for those who draw on it, helping people to stay independent in their own homes, joining up services and improving the quality of care. Technology enabled care (TEC) plays an important part in achieving this. The action plan sets out our vision for how to transition telecare provision into a modern, digital and resilient part of adult social care. The migration to digital telephone networks will lay the foundations for a next generation of telecare services so that care is personalised and preventative.
Stephen Kinnock, Minister of State for Social Care, Department of Health and Social Care
Sir Chris Bryant, Minister of State for Data Protection and Telecoms, Department for Science, Innovation and Technology
Summary
In 2017 communication providers announced their intention to retire the analogue landline network (also known as the public switched telephone network or PSTN) and replace it with a digital landline network. Stakeholders have been working together for several years to mitigate telecare risks associated with the digital phone switchover. This is the replacement of analogue telecommunication infrastructure with voice over internet protocol (VoIP) technology, which carries voice calls as data using internet protocols (IPs) and technology over a broadband connection. This digital upgrade is broadly expected to be fully completed in 2027.
This joint action plan from DHSC and DSIT builds on work to date by outlining the steps that stakeholders need to take to safeguard telecare users during the digital phone switchover.
The safety of telecare users throughout the switchover is government’s utmost priority. The actions in this plan are set out against the main outcomes government expects to see delivered to safeguard telecare users. This action plan also includes several examples to highlight the diverse and novel approaches that are already being taken across England in support of these outcomes.
Outcome 1
Outcome 1: no telecare user will be migrated to digital landline services without the communication provider, the customer or the telecare service provider confirming that the user has a compatible and functioning telecare solution in place.
Telecare service providers and local authorities hold valuable information about telecare users. Data should be shared by local authorities to ensure that telecare users can be correctly identified, and the necessary safeguards are put in place.
Telecare users should not be put at risk and should only be migrated to digital landline services if either communication providers, the customer, the telecare supplier, or the telecare service provider confirm they have functioning telecare in place.
Government is encouraging a risk-based approach to working through the digital phone switchover, ensuring that the most vulnerable people are protected first. Telecare users who are most at risk should be identified and prioritised.
Ofcom, the regulator and competition authority for the UK communications industry, introduced an incident reporting framework in spring 2024 to monitor the nature and volume of incidents. Ofcom will continue to operate their incident reporting framework and report to DSIT on a quarterly basis.
Outcome 2
Outcome 2: use of analogue telecare devices is phased out to ensure that only digital devices are being used.
For analogue telecare devices to be phased out, the sale and purchasing of analogue devices needs to be stopped. Companies that supply telecare equipment, known as ‘telecare suppliers’, should no longer be manufacturing analogue equipment and government expects sellers to have stopped selling them. We also need to ensure that telecare buyers, both large-scale buyers like local authorities and personal buyers, understand that they should not purchase analogue devices.
Government also expects that telecare service providers will phase out the redeployment of analogue alarm devices that are already in circulation. These are devices capable of using analogue signalling (non-digital alarm signals). An analogue-only device has no capability to use digital signalling standards or IP connectivity (both should be used to remove the risk of failed alarm call connections). Government will work with telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to establish a feasible timeline for analogue telecare devices to be phased out and will communicate a deadline in the coming months.
While analogue alarm devices are still in use, there should be ongoing testing of analogue telecare devices and any interim solutions on digital telephone lines and alarm reliability should continue to be monitored while analogue telecare equipment continues to be used. The results of tests should be shared.
Alarm receiving centres (ARCs) are the contact centres where operators accept emergency calls from telecare devices. An ARC receives a signal when an alarm is triggered and quickly actions the appropriate response, if necessary. Given the switch to digital telecare devices, ARCs also need to be interoperable to ensure they are compatible with new digital equipment. ‘Interoperable’ means that products and solutions created by different manufacturers can link together to share data and insights.
Outcome 3
Outcome 3: telecare users, their support networks and their service providers understand what actions they need to take.
Stakeholders need to raise awareness of the digital phone switchover among telecare users and their support networks. Government is working with organisations that are important sources of consumer information. This includes working closely with the telecommunications industry (who provide telephone services) on a national communication campaign to be launched in early 2025.
Telecare service providers at a more advanced stage of the digital phone switchover have demonstrated how telecare users can be protected during and after the migration process. There needs to be increased awareness and adoption of best practice approaches and guidance among telecare service providers.
The digital phone switchover will impact telecare within social care settings. DHSC will work with the Digital Care Hub, among others, to improve awareness of the digital phone switchover among social care providers.
Government is encouraging communication providers to be as transparent as possible with their rollout plans. This should include sharing migration plans with telecare service providers and customers on when and how telephone lines will be migrated to digital.
Outcome 4
Outcome 4: stakeholders collaborate to safeguard telecare users through the digital phone switchover.
The Telecare Action Board (TAB) was established in January 2024 and is the primary vehicle for ongoing engagement for stakeholders for telecare and the digital phone switchover. The board will drive progress of this action plan.
Beyond the action board, DHSC and DSIT will continue working with wider telecare stakeholders to identify and address issues of the digital phone switchover for telecare users.
There will be ongoing engagement with the telecommunications sector to ensure compliance with the PSTN charters outlined within this plan and Ofcom’s General Conditions, as well as regular engagement to understand challenges and opportunities within the sector.
The telecare industry is complex and there is currently limited data on the market. DHSC will work with stakeholders to improve evidence gathering to use this to identify where further action may be needed.
Given the complexity of the issue, it is possible that additional necessary actions might be identified to ensure that telecare users are safeguarded during the digital phone switchover. DHSC and DSIT will review progress against this action plan every 6 months, monitoring implementation and effectiveness. We will identify and introduce new actions as needed.
Opportunities created by the digital phone switchover
Telecare provides an array of benefits to service users, their families, care providers, the wider public service network and society as a whole. Like-for-like replacement of telecare devices will maintain the safety of users, but technology is continuously evolving and there are new TEC solutions available that could equal and expand on the benefits provided by telecare.
The move to digital telecare is likely to require significant change to existing telecare services and equipment. As such, when upgrading telecare devices, government encourages telecare service providers and other buyers to future-proof new technology as far as possible. This future-proofing can, and should, go further than ensuring continuity of existing (like-for-like) operational functionality. The plan provides case studies of where local areas are using new care technologies, making links with wider developments in digital infrastructure where possible.
Introduction
Telecare (or ‘telecare services’) are ‘end-to-end’ monitored services made up of 2 main components:
· a device, such as a personal alarm, that can be carried or worn
· ARCs, which are dedicated call centres staffed by professional call handlers that are alerted if individuals experience a problem, such as a fall
Telecare enables individuals to easily access help when needed and offers the reassurance of a prompt response.
An estimated 2 million people in the UK currently use telecare services[footnote 1]. Often telecare users are older and/or more vulnerable people. These services support users to live more independently and are a vital lifeline in an emergency. One of the main benefits of telecare is the reassurance of a direct alert and expected timely response if a user is in need. One of the UK’s largest telecare suppliers alone reports handling 4 million calls annually across its monitoring centres[footnote 2]. The number of annual calls across all suppliers will be much higher.
Digital phone switchover - migration of the PSTN
In 2017 BT Group announced its intention to retire the analogue landline network (also known as the public switched telephone network or PSTN) and replace it with a digital landline network (also known as Voice over Internet Protocol or VoIP). Other communication providers are also switching off their analogue networks. This process is referred to as the ‘digital phone switchover’ or ‘PSTN migration’ and most customers can expect their telephone lines to have made the switch by the end of January 2027.
This switchover is necessary because the analogue landline network is decades old and failure rates are increasing as the infrastructure ages. The analogue landline network will soon no longer be able to be maintained since some of the required equipment is no longer being manufactured, meaning spare parts are difficult to access in case of hardware failure in the network. Furthermore, the telecommunication engineers who are experts in the network are increasingly retiring, meaning there is a knowledge gap forming in the industry.
The need for action
The digital phone switchover means traditional analogue devices, such as telephone handsets and telecare units that are currently connected to the analogue landline network, will need to be reconnected to the digital network. There is a risk that the process of migrating telecare users to digital landlines will disrupt their telecare services. Care must be taken to avoid this. Furthermore, devices designed to operate on analogue landlines have a higher rate of failure when they are connected to digital telephone landlines, so these telecare devices will need to be replaced with digital devices as quickly as possible to mitigate any risk of failure or disruption.
There have been serious incidents, including a small number of fatalities, where telecare devices have failed to work properly after the switchover. Incidents have occurred where telecare users have not been correctly identified and/or there were technical issues with how the devices were connected after the customer had been migrated to a digital landline.
Following these incidents, the major communication providers signed the Public Switched Telephone Network charter committing to concrete measures to protect vulnerable consumers, particularly those using telecare alarms. A similar charter specific for network operators, such as Openreach and City Fibre, was also agreed. These charters have contributed to putting safety at the heart of the switchover. For more details about the charters see the section, ‘Work to date to protect telecare users’.
The digital phone switchover is a complex technology migration process that requires multiple stakeholders to work collaboratively to mitigate risks to telecare users.
This action plan includes actions for individual stakeholders and sets out a holistic approach to tackling the challenges associated with the digital phone switchover and telecare.
Overview of essential stakeholders
The digital phone switchover is being led by communication providers who have no direct involvement in the telecare market. There are over 600 communication providers, whose services are delivered through multiple different network operators, which manage communications network infrastructure, enabling data transmission and communication services. Communication providers control the timeframe for migration from analogue to digital lines.
There are hundreds of telecare suppliers, including some based outside of England who manufacture and sell to customers within the country. Telecare suppliers have a role to play in ensuring devices are compatible with digital lines and in stopping sales of analogue-only devices.
The TEC Services Association (TSA) is the independent advisory body for the TEC sector. Acting as a strategic convenor across care, health and housing, TSA connects commissioners, providers and suppliers to TEC services and solutions that support over 2 million older and disabled people across the UK.
There are also numerous telecare service providers. Telecare users may be provided with a telecare device through many different routes. Telecare might be commissioned for their use on their behalf by local authorities and housing providers or be used within a residential care setting. Some telecare users choose to buy a device independently, without support from local authorities or charities. Telecare can be provided as a single unit or as grouped scheme in supported housing schemes. Telecare users and those who provide their telecare need to be aware of the risk from the digital phone switchover and take appropriate safeguarding actions.
Other parts of the telecare service solution, such as ARCs, also need to be upgraded and migrated to digital lines and equipment. The compatibility of devices and ARCs needs to be continuously tested during this migration and after.
While the switchover is an industry-led initiative, central government, local government and regulators also have important roles to play in ensuring people’s safety both in the short and long term.
In addition to the broad stakeholder landscape, there are several factors that contribute to this risk and/or complicate the ability to mitigate this risk, including:
· variability in terms of preparedness for the digital phone switchover among different stakeholders and there is not one centrally held view on the scale of risk and rate of risk reduction
· gaps in information sharing between telecare service providers, for example:
· local authorities who are best placed to identify some users
· communication providers, who are responsible for ensuring ‘safe’ migration from analogue to digital lines
· low public awareness or understanding of the digital phone switchover and implications for telecare devices
· the fact that digitally enabled devices create new future risks as these devices are reliant on communication networks continuing to operate in the event of a power cut (more information below)
The range of stakeholders and complicating factors mean that cross-sector collaboration and co-ordinated action are essential for mitigating the risk of further serious consumer incidents if telecare fails to operate effectively on digital lines. Central government has a fundamental role to play in this co-ordination to ensure that telecare users are safeguarded throughout the switchover.
The switchover is an ongoing process, and many stakeholders have taken important steps to protect users of telecare (see the section ‘Work to date to protect telecare users’). It is also important to note that the digital phone switchover creates opportunities. Some telecare service providers are grasping the switchover as an opportunity to review their use of TEC and how it is delivered. The final section of this action plan, ‘Opportunities created by the digital phone switchover’, provides more information on work going on in this space.
Switch-off of 3G and 2G mobile networks
In addition to the digital phone switchover, it is important to note that the UK’s mobile network provision is also evolving.
The UK’s mobile network operators have confirmed to the government that they do not intend to offer 2G and 3G mobile networks beyond the end of 2033 at the latest. This is to support the rollout of 4G and 5G networks which will offer faster and more reliable services for customers. All 2G and 3G devices will need to be upgraded to at least 4G by this point. This will include some telecare devices, which may rely on these networks either directly where 2G or 3G is the main source of connectivity or indirectly where 2G or 3G is used as a backup to the analogue landline network.
As with the digital phone switchover, the process for retiring the 2G and 3G mobile networks is led by the telecommunications industry and individual mobile network operators are working to different timescales. All mobile network operators expect to retire their 3G network before switching off 2G. Vodafone and EE have already completed their 3G network switch-offs, while Three and Virgin Media O2 are expected to conclude their programmes in 2025. The mobile network operators will continue to offer 2G connectivity for longer and are yet to announce detailed plans for the full retirement of these networks.
Importantly, some telecare devices may connect to these networks using international or roaming SIMs, which enable devices to connect to the network with the strongest coverage in any given location. Such devices may be affected by Virgin Media O2’s plans to withdraw roaming services on their 2G network from October 2025.
It is critical that these network changes and the longevity of mobile network connected telecare equipment are considered alongside the digital phone switchover, both to mitigate connectivity losses and to avoid replacing telecare devices that rely on the analogue landline network with 2G or 3G dependent equipment that has a limited lifespan.
DSIT is monitoring the planned 2G and 3G switch-offs. DSIT officials are working to feed in issues from this planned switch-off into the digital phone switchover, for example by warning about the risks involved with relying on 2G and 3G enabled devices for resilience and working with mobile network operators to increase awareness of these network changes.
Telecare National Action Plan
This Telecare National Action Plan (‘action plan’) has been jointly developed by DHSC and DSIT. It sets out the actions that stakeholders are taking or need to take to safeguard telecare users through the digital phone switchover.
This action plan supersedes the existing DHSC Telecare stakeholder action plan (first published December 2022, and updated September 2023) to provide a single point of reference for the sector and industry about the areas of highest priority.
The safety of telecare users throughout the switchover is government’s utmost priority. It is clear throughout this action plan that the safety of telecare users is reliant on co-ordinated action by stakeholders across the sector. As such, the plan also sets out the co-ordinating role and actions being taken by central government.
Actions are set out against the main outcomes government expects to see delivered, which are that:
· no telecare user will be migrated to digital landline services without the communication provider, the customer or the telecare service provider confirming that the user has a compatible and functioning telecare solution in place
· use of analogue telecare devices is phased out to ensure that only digital devices are being used
· telecare users, their support networks and their service providers understand what actions they need to take
· stakeholders collaborate to safeguard telecare users through the digital phone switchover
This action plan is a foundation for ongoing work. DHSC and DSIT will continue to monitor whether further actions are necessary to safeguard telecare users through the digital phone switchover.
Throughout this action plan we use case study examples to demonstrate the diverse and novel approaches being undertaken, particularly at a local level, to safeguard telecare users.
TAB will make progress towards delivery of this action plan. DHSC and DSIT will also engage regularly with action owners. DHSC and DSIT will jointly report on progress against actions every 6 months (see the section ‘Actions to achieve outcome 4’ for more details).
Our vision for telecare in the context of the digital phone switchover
It is paramount that telecare users are protected throughout the digital phone switchover and beyond. In the long term, it is government’s position that users of telecare should have a fully digital alarm device (that is, a device that transmits digital signals) that offers resilience in the event of a power cut.
We recognise that it is not feasible to immediately replace all analogue telecare devices with digital devices. There are legitimate barriers to this, including financial and resource barriers, but also issues around the readiness of the digital offering by some suppliers and solutions for people in areas with limited digital and broadband coverage.
Furthermore, there are interim solutions available (such as convertors, which maintain the functionality of elements of analogue technology) that provide necessary protection for users of analogue telecare devices during and after their migration to digital phone lines. As such, in the short-to-medium term, we are content for communication providers, telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to use interim solutions as necessary as long as the rationale for doing so can be directly linked to maintaining the effective functionality of telecare devices and ensuring the safety of telecare users.
The reliability and associated risk of interim solutions can vary depending on the mix of equipment and telephone services used. Because of this, risk assessment and appropriate testing and monitoring of each installation is required to ensure service user safety.
The PSTN charter signed by the major telecommunication providers is an important source of protection for telecare users, but users cannot indefinitely remain on analogue phone lines. Analogue lines will themselves cease to operate effectively over time given the degradation of the underlying infrastructure. Therefore, it is critical that telecare users are migrated to digital phone lines, even if not all telecare devices will be digital at the point where the analogue landline network is switched off.
To support the long-term ambition that analogue telecare devices will be fully phased out and users of telecare will have a fully digital alarm device, government will work with telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to establish a feasible timeline for this and will communicate a deadline in the coming months.
Resilience in the event of a power cut
As noted above, digital telephones and telecare devices come with new risks. Essential among these is their resilience in the event of a power cut.
The analogue landline network provides sufficient electricity to power a basic wired handset during a power cut to be able to make emergency calls. Following the digital phone switchover, landline telephones will typically operate using a socket on a customer’s broadband router that relies on mains power to work. Therefore, corded landline telephones will only work in a power cut if the router has a battery back-up solution, where electricity is provided to the device in the event of a mains power failure.
Ofcom is the regulator and competition authority for the UK communications industry. It requires communications providers to provide a free resilience solution for customers that are reliant on their landline to call emergency services during a power cut. To meet this requirement, communications providers need to provide a resilience solution which provides power for at least one hour, although some solutions last longer. Many (but not all) communication providers meet this requirement by providing eligible customers with a battery back-up unit, which provides back-up power to a home router. In turn, the router enables home phone solutions to make calls and sometimes also allows other devices linked to the network to continue operating (depending on the configuration of the router and the battery back-up unit).
As part of the PSTN charter, communication providers have agreed to work towards solutions that exceed Ofcom’s minimum requirement of at least one hour of battery back-up provision. Government expects communication providers to continue to take steps to improve battery back-up solutions, and to consider how these can be used to protect telecare users. Furthermore, Ofcom and government are reviewing options for improving the power resilience of the UK’s digital infrastructure overall, including the resilience of mobile networks.
There is no regulatory requirement for communication providers to ensure uninterrupted access for telecare devices.
The primary use case for battery back-up is if a customer needs to make an emergency call during a power cut (defined as calls to 999). As telecare devices do not dial 999, there is no obligation to ensure uninterrupted access to telecare calls.
A telecare alarm will not operate during a power cut if one or more of the following happen:
· the telecare alarm does not have an internal battery
· the telecare alarm does have a battery, but it runs out of power
· the telecare alarm is connected to a digital telephone line via a router and that router does not have a battery back-up
Telecare users will want to ensure that their telecare set-up has in-built resilience. Existing analogue telecare devices typically provide between 12 and 24 hours of operation via an internal battery in the result of a power failure. Many digital telecare alarms have an in-built roaming SIM, meaning they will connect to a mobile phone mast in the event of a mains power cut. Some, but not all, mobile masts have some level of power resilience, such as local back-up generators.
Use of interim solutions and importance of testing
We are aware of several interim solutions already in use or being developed that can support the continued functionality of current telecare devices. As set out above, reliability of these interim solutions can vary, and risk assessment and appropriate testing and monitoring of each installation is required.
There are different issues for dispersed alarm devices, which are telecare devices in a single home or residence, and devices in grouped schemes, where an alarm will provide telecare services to all users in a facility, such as a care home or sheltered housing. Different interim solutions are available for each.
Use of analogue terminal adaptors
Analogue telecare alarms, both in-home ‘dispersed’ alarms, and in grouped schemes, can be connected to the analogue terminal adaptor (ATA) port provided on many of the internet routers used to deliver digital telephone line services.
This ATA port provides support for legacy telephone handsets and other devices that use voiceband signalling.
While analogue telecare alarms can be connected to a digital telephone line using an ATA, the digital line may corrupt the alarm’s signalling and relies on mains power being available. The reliability of using ATAs can vary depending on the mix of equipment and telephone services used - appropriate testing and monitoring of each installation is required to ensure any risks are understood and managed.
BT Wholesale pre-digital phoneline service
BT has stated that it intends to launch a pre-digital phoneline (PDPL) in 2025 to support customers until they are ready to move to a fully digital landline. This is a technical solution which will keep customers without broadband connected as they are moved off the PSTN, providing an interim solution until they can switch to a digital landline. The PDPL is expected to be available until the end of 2030. The PDPL is not a ‘telecare solution’ as it will apply to customers with and without telecare.
PDPL retains the existing analogue telephone line into a customer’s home, meaning the current analogue telecare alarm and phone line setup can continue to be used. The telephone line will also continue to be provided with power in the event of a power cut to the home. It should be noted though that PDPL may not be available to, or suitable for, all customers. For example, we know that PDPL is not compatible with lines connected to broadband. Appropriate testing and monitoring of telecare alarms using PDPL is required to ensure any risks are understood and managed.
Use of an analogue digital protocol converter device or service
In grouped settings, an analogue to digital protocol converter device can be added to an existing analogue grouped solution.
The converter ‘translates’ analogue telecare signalling into a digital protocol (typically BS8521-2 or NowIP) which can be then sent over the internet. Since the solution does not send analogue signalling over a phone line, the risk of calls failing due to signal corruption is eliminated.
An analogue to digital protocol converter service is similar to a convertor device, but instead of the analogue to digital protocol conversion being completed by an onsite device, it is instead completed using a cloud-based service.
The analogue grouped scheme solution still uses analogue telecare protocols and dial-up telephone calls. Instead of alarm calls going to the ARC they are directed to the digital bridging service which answers them and converts the signalling to a digital protocol. This digital signalling is then sent over the internet to the ARC.
This solution still relies on sending analogue signalling over a phone line for part of the alarm path, meaning the risk of calls failing due to signal corruption still exists.
As noted above, the key to effective use of any interim solution is appropriate testing and monitoring to assure that they work.
Testing of analogue telecare devices on digital telephone lines has shown that reliability can be affected by a range of factors, including the model of telecare alarm, the telecare signalling protocol being used, the telephone line type and provider, and the ARC equipment.
This means that telecare service providers must ensure the reliability of the specific combination of equipment and services they use.
As recommended in the Local Government Association (LGA) digital switchover telecare checklist, alarm reliability should continue to be monitored while analogue telecare equipment continues to be used. This will ensure any service reliability issues are identified and addressed.
Case studies: telecare test labs
As part of the preparations for the digital phone switchover, some communication providers and network operators have provided test labs that allow telecare equipment to be tested on a variety of digital telephone line types.
One example is the Openreach Digital Services Test Lab, which was launched in November 2021, to allow vendors to test their products in an all-IP environment (FTTP/FTTC/SOGEA). This lab has had many visitors from different industries, to test products including telecare, intruder alarms, fire alarms, lift alarms, flood defences and more. The lab has lines from Sky, TalkTalk, BT, EE, Vodafone and Zen.
Another example is the BT Test Lab, which has been visited by telecare suppliers between 2018 and 2024.
DHSC has previously commissioned TSA to analyse the results of tests of a sample of analogue devices operating on digital lines. The analysis is published in TSA’s Industry call to action report. While the report does not confirm that any analogue telecare devices operate reliably on digital telephone lines, nor does it condone their use, it does highlight which combinations of devices, services and connections are likely to be less reliable and therefore should be the highest priority for replacement. Note that this lab testing can only give an indication based on specific combinations of technologies tested at a specific time.
Several telecare service providers and equipment manufacturers have also used these labs to complete testing, although not all the results have been published.
Case study: use of automated calling to test telecare functionality
In line with TSA guidelines, ‘alarm test’ phone calls dial those who have not recently pressed their pendant. Monitoring centres often struggle with the capacity to make these proactive phone calls. This testing is not specifically related to the digital phone switchover. Pre-switchover, telecare alarms could be subject to failure, so ongoing testing has always been recommended. In the context of the digital phone switchover, options for improving such testing should support the mitigation of risks to telecare users.
Progress Lifeline, a telecare provider, was struggling with capacity for ‘alarm test’ phone calls. Every month, the provider was calling around 1,000 tenants to check that their equipment worked. This capacity was better used for emergency response.
Progress Lifeline has now switched to using an automated calling system. Every month, Progress Lifeline generates a list of service users. Rather than manually dialling this list, they upload it to an automated calling provider. This takes one operator one minute to complete.
Progress Lifeline specifies when it wants the calls and presses ‘start’. Tenants receive a call asking them to test their alarm. Although the automated calling provider can make over 100,000 calls an hour, it spreads the calls evenly. This ensures the monitoring centre is not overwhelmed with the test calls. Calls are not scheduled at busy times, such as on the first day of the month or at 9am.
In recent testing, 60% of the service users responded to the automated call. Of these, 77% placed a test call, and 23% flagged an issue with their equipment.
This has allowed Progress Lifeline to identify tenants who may have been inadvertently disconnected or who have a technical issue. This service keeps tenants that are telecare users safe and connected.
Work to date to protect telecare users
Stakeholders have been working together for several years to produce guidance and take steps to mitigate telecare risks associated with the digital phone switchover. This action plan seeks to build on work to date. This section provides detail on some essential examples of work to date.
PSTN charters for communications providers and network operators
In December 2023 the UK’s major communication providers signed a voluntary agreement with government to protect vulnerable customers when they are moved onto digital services. The charter commits communication providers to ensure that:
· any non-voluntary migrations to digital landlines are not undertaken until the communication provider has full confidence that it is taking all possible steps to protect vulnerable people through the migration process
· no telecare users will be migrated to digital landline services without the communication provider, the customer, or the telecare company confirming that they have a compatible and functioning telecare solution in place
· where battery back-up solutions are provided, communication providers will work to provide solutions that go beyond the Ofcom minimum of one hour of continued, uninterrupted access to emergency services in the event of a power outage
· they will collectively work with Ofcom and government to create a shared definition of ‘vulnerable’ customer groups that require greater support, specific to the digital landline migration
· they will conduct additional checks on customers who have already been non-voluntarily migrated to ensure they do not have telecare devices they were unaware of, and if they do, ensure suitable support is provided
Network operators supply and manage the communications network infrastructure, enabling data transmission and communication services. The network operator charter, developed in March 2024 commits to the following:
· before ceasing any analogue voice service, network operators will provide at least 12 months’ notice to communication providers and will discuss suitable migration options with communication providers that will enable them to migrate customers in accordance with the December 2023 charter
· network operators will work with Ofcom, government and communication providers to create a shared definition of ‘vulnerable’ customer groups that require greater support, specific to the digital landline migration
· when network operators migrate customers to digital landline services, they will work with internet service provider (ISP) partners to check if they have a telecare device
· network operators will not migrate a known telecare customer to a digital landline service without the customer, the communication provider or the telecare company confirming to the network operator that they have a compatible and functioning telecare solution in place that will work following the migration process
DSIT monitors compliance with the 2 charters on a quarterly basis. This process involves:
· bilateral meetings with each of the companies that have signed either of the charters
· asking the signatories to submit written returns, whereby they set out the measures they have in place to ensure adherence to the charters and provide a general status update on how their switchover programme is progressing
DSIT ‘supported journeys’ definition
The PSTN charter commits communication providers to working with Ofcom and government to create a shared definition of vulnerable customer groups that require greater support, specific to the digital landline migration. In response to this, a shared definition of customers that will require additional support during their migration journeys has been created. See Supported journeys: defining vulnerability during the PSTN migration.
This guidance does not explicitly seek to identify ‘vulnerable’ groups, but rather those that communication providers should provide additional assistance to during their migration journeys. This includes customers that are telecare device users, and those that are entirely landline dependent. Customers (or their carers) also have the option of self-identification if they feel they require additional support during the migration. While this guidance sets out the expectation that these groups of customers should receive additional support, it does not seek to be prescriptive as to how communication providers provide this.
DSIT local authority guidance
DSIT has created local authority guidance that provides background information on the digital phone switchover, as well as setting out the rationale for switching from analogue to digital networks.
The guidance outlines the types of devices and services affected by the migration, including but not limited to telecare devices, and provides suggested actions for telecare service providers and local authorities to successfully migrate these devices and services.
The guidance encourages local authorities to conduct audits of the devices and services they use and/or provide that rely on the analogue network. The guidance also encourages local authorities to contact their communications providers to jointly develop a clear picture of the scale and types of risk that the switchover poses to their authority, and the solutions that they can implement with their communication providers’ support.
Local Government Association digital switchover hub
The LGA has developed the Digital Switchover Hub to host information and materials regarding the digital phone switchover, mobile network sunsetting and steps to address digital exclusion. The hub features the following materials to promote awareness of the switchover and its implications in people around those who use telecare devices:
· social media assets and printable leaflets for partners to use to raise awareness of the digital phone switchover - see the digital switchover partner toolkit page
· a landline switchover readiness survey and a 2G/3G impact switch off impact survey with councils
· guidance and templates drafted by the London Office of Technology and Innovation (LOTI), on behalf of and in consultation with the LGA working group for the digital phone switchover - see Digital switchover telecare data sharing)
· a closed hub for councils to share best practice, ask questions and contribute to national discussions
Local Government Association data sharing agreement template
To address concerns that local authorities have around data sharing with communication providers, the LGA and LOTI have worked with communication providers to agree a template ‘data sharing agreement’ and ‘data sharing impact assessment’ (see under ‘Background’ on the Digital switchover telecare data sharing page).
The Minister of State for Social Care and the Minister of State for Data Protection and Telecoms jointly wrote to directors of adult social services in September 2024, encouraging them to reach out to communication providers and use these templates to share vital data.
Telecare Action Board
A Telecare Action Board (TAB) has been established to ensure that relevant stakeholders work together effectively to protect telecare users throughout the digital phone switchover. BT Consumer led the formation of TAB in January 2024.
Central members of the board include government departments (DSIT and DHSC), Ofcom, communication providers, network operators, telecare suppliers, telecare service providers (including regional local authority representatives and housing associations), telecare users and third sector organisations.
Ofcom’s incident reporting framework
Ofcom, the independent telecommunications regulator, has introduced an incident reporting framework whereby communication providers need to report any known incidents of telecare users being harmed by the PSTN migration.
This enables Ofcom to monitor the nature and volume of incidents, so that lessons can be learned to prevent further similar incidents. The framework was developed in spring 2024 and Ofcom provided their first report to DSIT in July 2024.
Ofcom’s digital phone switchover guidance
Ofcom has created guidance outlining the specific roles and responsibilities of different organisations, and its expectations of communication providers in relation to telecare users.
The guidance sets out that telecare service providers will need to test their equipment to see if it will continue to function over IP and then replace, upgrade or reconfigure it as appropriate. They also need to make sure that their customers are aware of the issue and take any necessary steps to maintain their service. The guidance also outlines Ofcom’s expectations around how communication providers will communicate with, and provide support to, their customers to ensure that the digital phone switchover delivers good outcomes for them, and that there are adequate protections in place for those that are at greater risk of harm.
For further information see The future of fixed telephone services on the Ofcom website.
Updated TSA Quality Standards Framework
Since the digital phone switchover was announced, the telecare sector has made considerable efforts to understand the reliability of their analogue devices on digital telephone lines, develop new interoperable digital products and inform their customers of the importance of transitioning to digital telecare as the industry-led digital phone switchover takes place.
TSA has developed member guidance on the digital phone switchover, held webinars and hosted podcasts. TSA has called on the technology enabled care (TEC) sector to ready themselves for the shift, upgrade their systems and recognise the opportunity digital connectivity represents to devise new service and product offerings.
TSA introduced the Quality Standards Framework (QSF) in 2022. Suppliers of telecare devices certified against the QSF can no longer manufacture analogue-only equipment. According to TSA, as of November 2022, no new analogue-only telecare devices have been manufactured for the English market.
Digital Care Hub
The Digital Care Hub consortium works in partnership with DHSC to develop guidance and host events on the digital phone switchover to help increase awareness and preparedness of care providers ahead of the changes.
TechUK awareness raising
TechUK has been commissioned by communication providers and network operators to identify where common challenges to the digital phone switchover can be best resolved through a collaborative approach - from enhanced communications and consistency of messages to increased awareness raising.
Similarly, TechUK has produced a series of leaflets with information about the switchover and has launched a digital phone switchover website which contains guidance, information and events, including on telecare.
Next steps: our action plan to protect users of telecare
As outlined above, actions are grouped under the main outcomes that government is seeking to achieve.
Actions to achieve outcome 1
Action 1.1: data is shared to ensure that telecare users are correctly identified, and the necessary safeguards are put in place
Telecare service providers (predominantly local authorities) hold valuable information about their service users. This data is important to enable communication providers to identify telecare users in their customer base and put additional safeguards in place, such as delaying any non-voluntary migration. Government expects telecare service providers to take necessary action to share data to help communications providers to identify telecare service users. These are individuals who use telecare services either within their homes or within sheltered housing settings. They may have a range of care needs and may or may not be in receipt of state funded care - in many cases, telecare is privately funded by individuals.
As outlined above, the LGA and LOTI have developed a template data sharing agreement to support with data sharing.
TAB reviews a monthly report on data sharing, including data on the number of agreements required by communication providers and the number signed. This transparency allows TAB to understand whether further action is needed to encourage or support more data sharing.
TSA is also working with communication providers to build a comprehensive list of the numbers that telecare numbers dial to contact ARCs. This list can also be cross-referenced against communication providers’ customer records, enabling them to identify additional telecare users.
Owners
The owners are communication providers and telecare service providers, supported by:
· DHSC
· DSIT
· the LGA
· Association of Directors of Adult Social Services (ADASS)
· TSA
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing. Communication providers will periodically cross-reference telephone numbers shared with their customer records.
DSIT and DHSC will engage with local authorities who have not signed data sharing agreements to understand the barriers to doing so. This work commenced in winter 2024 and will continue into 2025 as required.
Action 1.2: telecare users are only migrated to digital landline services if they have a compatible and functioning telecare solution in place
Telecare users should only be migrated to digital landline services if either communication providers, the customer, the telecare supplier or the telecare service provider confirm they have functioning telecare in place. Communication providers have already committed to this action in the PSTN charter and the network operator charter.
As set out above, government’s long-term ambition is that users of telecare will have a fully digital device (that offers sufficient resilience in the event of a power cut). In the short to medium term, to ensure the safety of telecare users, we are content for communication providers, telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to use interim solutions as necessary. However, the use of interim solutions needs to be underpinned by robust risk assessment, and appropriate testing and monitoring of each installation.
Communication providers should play an important role in facilitating testing before and after a migration to ensure that migration is only completed when compatibility of the device is assured.
In order to achieve the long-term ambition of fully phasing out analogue telecare devices and users of telecare having a fully digital device, government will work with telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to establish a feasible timeline and will communicate a deadline in the coming months.
Case study: KCOM’s approach to ensuring telecare users have a compatible and functioning device
When a customer is identified as a vulnerable telecare user, broadband provider KCOM organises an engineer visit to help the customer complete their migration. KCOM accommodates requests for a third party to be present during this visit.
KCOM identifies vulnerable customers in several ways, including through data received from local authorities and ARCs. KCOM contacts all customers by telephone prior to migrating them to ask about any vulnerabilities or additional support needs, including whether they have a telecare device. KCOM also invites their customers by email to complete an online journey form. The form identifies various factors and risks (including having telecare) which, if flagged by the customer, will also necessitate an engineer visit from KCOM.
During visits, pre and post migration testing of any telecare devices is completed and contact made with the relevant ARC to inform them of the activity or status of the line. Where devices are found not to be working post migration, the line is reverted to an analogue connection. If they need to revert the line to analogue after a failed migration, further testing is carried out and the engineer does not leave the customer’s home until the service has been restored.
Case study: Sky’s self-identification process during a customer initiated migration
Sky has implemented a self-identification process to ensure no telecare alarm users are migrated without confirmation that their telecare device is compatible with digital lines.
When a new customer wishes to join Sky’s digital landline service, or an existing customer requests an upgrade, they are asked:
· whether they have a healthcare or medical alarm that connects to their telephone line
· whether they have another way to contact emergency services if there was a power cut at home
· whether they have checked with their alarm provider that their alarm will still work with their new digital landline service, and they are happy to proceed
If the customer confirms that they have a healthcare or medical alarm, they are advised to consult with their telecare service provider to confirm that their device is compatible with the new service. Only after this verbal confirmation is received can the customer be migrated.
Case study: East Renfrewshire council device information stickers
East Renfrewshire council has successfully trialled stickers, placed on existing alarms and/or alarm plugs, alerting telecom engineers to the nature of the alarm and asking them to contact the ARC or other nominated number before removing or unplugging the alarm. The sticker provides a contact number and reminder of the life critical importance of telecare continuing to function.
This has proven successful in alerting the service when engineers have entered the house. However, in a small number of cases the phone lines may be switched without a house visit.
Owners
The owners are:
· communication providers
· network operators
· telecare service providers
· telecare suppliers
DHSC and DSIT will provide oversight and work to establish a deadline for analogue devices being fully phased out.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing. A deadline for analogue devices being fully phased out will be agreed and communicated in the coming months.
Action 1.3: telecare users who are most at risk are identified and prioritised
Government is encouraging a risk-based approach to working through the digital phone switchover, ensuring that the most vulnerable people (either vulnerable due to personal circumstances or vulnerable because of external factors such as having had a non-voluntary migration) are protected first.
Decisions on risk profiling can be taken at a local level based on local conditions. Examples of how this has been achieved by some local authorities are provided below. Work by communication providers to identify customers in need of additional support should further support telecare service providers to identify and prioritise telecare users who are most at risk.
Case study: use of risk profiling to prioritise Carecall customer upgrades
Carecall supports around 4,800 older and disabled people in the Stockport area, and it is part of Stockport Homes Group, which provides housing services to Stockport Council. Within the trial programme between Carecall, VirginMedia02 and TSA, early work involved TSA and Carecall risk-profiling every single customer who uses telecare services.
The goal was to prioritise the most resilient TEC solutions for people with the highest needs. This involved mapping customers’ needs against 14 factors to determine whether they would be at high, medium or low risk in the event of a telecare system failure. Personal risk assessments identifying individual circumstances were also considered. This scoring system was then used to prioritise enhanced switchover support and the most resilient telecare solutions for people with the highest needs. For the trial 191 of Carecall’s most vulnerable customers, including people with reduced mobility, dementia, severe disabilities or no next of kin, were identified.
As a result, 90% of all customers contacted had appointments booked. By the end of the trial, 96% of appointments resulted in successful upgrades. Of the 4% that were unsuccessful, this was mainly due to customers’ complex health issues or no one being at home. This risk-profiling work links with the release of a new British Standard, BS8684:2024, which requires individual needs and risks to be directly related to service and technology types.
Taking on board lessons from the trial, TSA has developed new guidance and standards. Not only does this support a co-ordinated process for identifying and safely migrating vulnerable service users to digital, it also helps to mitigate risks, highlighting where a range of technology can be used to support individuals with varying levels of vulnerability.
Case study: risk stratification approach in Devon
To support targeted action to ‘swap out’ telecare devices operating on at-risk connections, Devon County Council developed a risk stratification tool for customer risk categories. This tool and stratification exercise was a critical first step to understanding where risk existed. It also gave Devon County Council a practical place to start work to address risks arising from the digital phone switchover, in terms of prioritising resources and communicating with partners. The risk categories are set out below alongside the risks for those telecare users. The level of risk increases from customer risk category 1 to 7.
Customer risk category 1: people that have commissioned their own telecare, for example, self-funders.
Customer risk category 2: district council customers.
Customer risk category 3: Devon County Council-commissioned customers with analogue equipment that have not been switched over to digital phone line.
Risks associated with categories 1 to 3:
· Devon County Council not sighted on risk of reliability and resilience
· people with analogue lines, no risks to reliability, and phone line continues to work during a power cut
Customer risk category 4: Devon County Council-commissioned customers with digital equipment that have not been switched over to digital phone line.
Customer risk category 5: Devon County Council-commissioned customers with digital equipment that have been switched over to digital phone line.
Risks associated with categories 4 to 5: no real risk as digital equipment uses cellular connectivity.
Customer risk category 6: Devon County Council-commissioned customers with cellular connectivity digital equipment and peripherals, and customers with poor signal using internet based units.
Risk: some peripherals are not supported by cellular connectivity and would not work in a power cut unless battery back-up to internet.
Customer risk category 7: Devon County Council-commissioned customers with analogue equipment that have been switched over to digital phone line.
Risk: analogue equipment may not work after switchover unless checked and will not work in power cut after switchover unless battery back-up to internet provided.
Devon County Council notes that a ‘non-targeted approach’ to device replacement would mitigate risk in the end, but this targeted approach should reduce overall risk much sooner. This is particularly important where migration has already happened for various unplanned reasons, for example, at the request of the customer without an understanding of the impact on their telecare.
Case study: risk-assessment based digital migration in Lancashire County Council
Lancashire County Council is taking a risk managed approach to rolling out digital devices. It has conducted a desk-based risk assessment, scoring people’s ‘vulnerability’ using criteria such as:
· diagnosis of dementia
· mobility issues
· being deaf
· being blind
· having used the responder service in the last 3 months
· having 2 or more alerts in the last 3 months and/or having no family contacts
All new TEC users receive digital devices and those at highest risk are prioritised for replacement kit. This approach is necessary given fiscal constraints. This approach means that analogue kit will be phased out gradually, but the council is taking the conscious decision not to replace everyone’s analogue telecare with a digital equivalent. Lancashire County Council is using the digital phone switchover as an opportunity to reassess its legacy users and introduce mobile TEC as the principal offer.
‘Supported journeys’
Communication providers and network operators in the PSTN charter and the network operator charter have committed to agree a shared definition of ‘vulnerability’ in the context of the PSTN migration.
To meet this commitment, DSIT has been working with a range of stakeholders to produce guidance about who will require additional support (a ‘supported journey’) when their landlines are migrated from analogue to digital networks. This guidance is intended to supplement Ofcom’s broader expectations in relation to vulnerable customers as set out in Ofcom’s rules (General Conditions of Entitlement and Ofcom’s guide for providers on treating vulnerable customers fairly (see under ‘Main documents’).
This guidance defines ‘supported journeys’ as applicable to users that may be at a heightened risk of suffering harmful outcomes (this includes, but are not limited to, incidents posing risks to life or risks of injury, but also issues like heightened sense of anxiety, stress or loneliness as part of the switchover) as part of the migration, where additional support and protection is required to mitigate or avoid the risk of these outcomes occurring. Therefore, certain customers may require additional support to install upgraded devices. Certain customers are more likely to need quick access to emergency services and, in the event of a power cut, may require additional mitigations to ensure continued access to these services, such as a battery back-up unit.
Owners
The owners are telecare service providers and communication providers.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing. Those most at risk should continue to be prioritised until the digital phone switchover is complete.
Action 1.4: Ofcom continue to operate their incident reporting framework
As outlined above, Ofcom introduced an incident reporting framework in spring 2024. This enables Ofcom to monitor the nature and volume of incidents, so that migration processes and other processes can be iterated to prevent further similar incidents. Ofcom will monitor and report to DSIT quarterly on the nature and volume of incidents of telecare users being affected by the PSTN migration.
Owners
The owners are Ofcom and communication providers, with oversight from DSIT.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing. Ofcom to report quarterly until the digital phone switchover is complete.
Actions to achieve outcome 2
Telecare devices that are only functional on analogue lines have increased risk to telecare users. Over the coming years, government expects analogue telecare devices to be fully phased out and users of telecare to have a fully digital device. Phasing out the use of analogue telecare requires action to stop the manufacture, sales and purchase of new devices, in addition to the replacement of the current stock of devices in use by telecare service providers.
Action 2.1: stop the sale and purchase of analogue telecare devices
As outlined above, as of 2022, TSA QSF-certified suppliers of telecare devices should no longer be manufacturing analogue equipment. Government also expects sellers of telecare devices to have stopped selling analogue-only devices. The Minister of State for Care and Minister of State for Data Protection and Telecoms jointly wrote to telecare suppliers in September 2024 to reiterate this expectation. We also need to ensure that telecare buyers, both large-scale buyers like local authorities and personal buyers, understand that they should not purchase analogue devices.
Personal telecare buyers
To support people who privately purchase telecare for their own use or for family members, we are working with consumer-facing organisations to encourage them to feature clear messaging about the risks associated with analogue telecare devices on their websites, ensuring consumers are well-informed as the digital phone switchover progresses. Examples of organisations that have already provided this sort of information are provided below.
Case study: Which? has linked its telecare guide to its digital switchover guide
Which? is an important UK consumer-facing organisation with an online guide to telecare (Telecare: what is telecare?). In recognition of the potential impact of the digital phone switchover on telecare devices, Which? updated its telecare guide in August 2024 to remind consumers that an analogue telecare system may not function as intended in homes that have been upgraded in the analogue-digital landline switchover and to consider a digital alarm.
This information, in addition to the linking of its telecare guide and digital phone switchover guide, Digital Voice and the landline phone switch-off: what it means for you, should support consumer understanding of the switchover.
Case study: NHS telecare information page
The NHS website features a guide to Personal alarms, monitoring systems (telecare) and key safes.
This webpage has been updated in the context of the digital phone switchover and now includes an information box stating:
Important: an analogue telecare alarm system may not work properly if you have an internet connection or if you have a digital landline instead of an analogue landline at home. Consider buying a digital alarm if you’re unsure.
This information should support consumer understanding of the impact of a digital telephone line.
We are also working with stakeholders, including Trading Standards and Citizens Advice, to understand how any continued sale of analogue telecare devices interacts with the Consumer Rights Act and legislation on consumer protection for unfair trading. Personal telecare buyers are also encouraged to look out for devices that meet TSA’s Quality Standards Framework to ensure they are purchasing high quality devices.
Telecare service providers
The LGA’s Digital Switchover Hub includes a digital phone switchover toolkit for commissioners. This is a practical tool to enable commissioners within councils, housing associations and third sector organisations to understand the implications of the digital phone switchover for technology enabled care and to provide guidance and signposting to where and when action is required.
The resource is intended to cater for a range of approaches - whether the ambition is to safely move telecare users and suppliers on a like-for-like basis from analogue to digital technology or if the ambition is to take this ‘one-off’ opportunity to deliver a more transformational approach to care technology. It sets out a toolkit and step-by-step process for commissioners to follow, along with examples of how other local authorities have addressed the digital phone switchover.
TSA also features TEC commissioner and buyer guidance on its website. To support commissioners of telecare, government will work with these stakeholders to understand whether any additional support is required.
Government assurance of telecare devices
To support future buyers of telecare devices to secure the highest-quality technology, DHSC is exploring options for assurance of TEC. As announced on 3 January 2025, this includes defining and publishing a minimum set of standards that care technologies including telecare should meet.
Owners
The owners are:
· telecare suppliers
· telecare service providers
· private telecare consumers
The will be supported by DHSC and DSIT.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing.
Action 2.2: phase out the redeployment of analogue alarm devices already in circulation
Government also expects the redeployment of analogue alarm devices already in use by telecare service providers to be phased out.
Government will not be prescriptive about how telecare service providers replace their current stock of devices, and, as outlined above, government is content for communication providers, telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to use interim solutions as necessary as long as the rationale for doing so can be directly linked to maintaining the effective functionality of telecare devices and ensuring the safety of telecare users.
As detailed in the ‘Opportunities created by the digital phone switchover’ section of this action plan, we are encouraging telecare service providers and other buyers to futureproof new technology as far as possible. This future-proofing can, and should, go further than ensuring continuity of existing (like-for-like) operational functionality as there is an array of new TEC opportunities. The LGA’s commissioner toolkit provides practical guidance on phasing out analogue devices and on taking a more transformational approach to care technology.
Government will work with telecare suppliers and telecare service providers to establish a feasible timeline for analogue telecare devices to be phased out and will communicate a deadline in the coming months.
Owners
The owners are telecare service providers, supported by the LGA and DHSC.
Timeline
A feasible deadline for fully phasing out analogue telecare will be established and communicated.
Action 2.3: ongoing testing of analogue telecare devices on digital telephone lines and sharing results
As outlined above, we are aware of interim solutions that can extend the effectiveness of analogue devices. We support the use of these interim solutions in the short-to-medium term provided appropriate risk assessment and testing and monitoring of each installation is undertaken.
Testing of analogue telecare devices on digital telephone lines has shown that reliability can be affected by a range of factors, including the model of telecare alarm, the telecare signalling protocol being used, the telephone line type and provider, and the ARC equipment. This means that telecare service providers must ensure the reliability of the specific combination of equipment and services they use.
As recommended in the LGA’s ‘digital switchover telecare checklist’, alarm reliability should continue to be monitored while analogue telecare equipment continues to be used. This will ensure any service reliability issues are identified and addressed.
Telecare service providers are expected to regularly test the functioning of telecare devices, as well as to monitor and analyse failure rates. Opportunities to share results, identify trends and respond to them should be explored.
Owners
The owners are telecare service providers and communication providers.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing, until analogue telecare devices have been phased out.
Action 2.4: ARC platforms should be interoperable
Given the switch to digital telecare devices, ARCs also need to be interoperable to ensure they are compatible with new digital equipment. This will streamline the process for telecare service providers phasing out analogue devices.
DHSC will work with relevant stakeholders to understand the transition process for ARCs and to ensure they are focused on interoperability.
Owner
The owner is DHSC, working with relevant stakeholders.
Timeline
Expected to be complete in early 2025.
Case study: Sentinel’s approach to analogue to digital upgrades
One telecare supplier - Sentinel - has provided an example of how it is ensuring full end-to-end compatibility of its new digital system with the chosen ARC.
Due diligence is carried out to ensure that the proposed solution is fully compliant end to end both now and in the future. A scoping exercise is carried out prior to an install to understand the required functionality, making sure that the system is completely suitable for the requirements of the service users. Once a system is specified based on this exercise, Sentinel will contact the ARC’s technical team to clarify compatibility with the chosen system. If they do not currently support the chosen system in a digital format, then they understand their timeline to supporting the chosen system digitally. Finally, an exercise is undertaken to understand what telecommunications and broadband connections the client currently has and what connections are available to them based on their location. Based on the specified system, Sentinel will provide recommendations within a report on which connections will be required, and how these can be obtained. As part of this, a full signal survey will be carried out to ensure there is an adequate mobile signal in the area to support mobile failover in the event of broadband failover.
The result of the above exercise is then provided to the user in an easy-to-understand report, providing them with a statement of their requirements, the recommended system based on these requirements and compatibility with their chosen ARC and connection method. Should their ARC not yet be able to receive calls digitally, then the report will set out the proposed timeline until this is possible, along with a statement of risk informing the client of the potential for lack of digital compatibility in the future.
Sentinel considers these steps to be essential in ensuring value for money as well as providing the user with assurance that their new system is digitally compliant. This process has proven to be successful and has provided comfort to the user that their choices are well informed and provide the required level of safety for their end residents.
Actions to achieve outcome 3
Action 3.1: raise awareness of the digital phone switchover among telecare users and their support networks
Telecare users and their support networks (including family, friends, carers and other organisations that telecare users seek information from) need to be aware of the digital switchover. This includes what the digital phone switchover is, why it is happening, and the importance of safety of telecare users during the process.
Telecare users and their support networks are urged to inform their communication provider if they have a telecare device in their home, so that their communication provider can ensure they are not migrated without functioning telecare.
In addition to the consumer information flagged under action 2.1, there are numerous additional examples of awareness raising among essential organisations operating in the adult social care sector.
Case study: AgeUK telecare information page
The AgeUK website features the guide ‘What are telecare and telehealth services?’.
It provides information about the digital phone switchover including that telephone service providers should contact individuals before the switchover takes place, but that telecare users should also consider letting them know that a telecare is used at the address. It also recommends contacting the supplier of any telecare devices to check whether anything needs upgrading to be compatible with new systems.
This information should support consumer understanding of the impact of a digital telephone line and act in support of their own safety.
Case study: Carers Trust telecare information page
The Carers Trust website features the guide ‘Equipment, adaptations and telecare’.
This webpage includes information about the switchover and advises individuals to:
· reach out to the supplier of any telecare equipment to ensure compatibility with the new system
· find out whether any updates or upgraded are needed to their telecare
As with previous examples, this information should support consumer understanding of the impact of a digital telephone line and act in support of their own safety.
Case study: Lancashire County Council ‘TEC and the analogue to digital switchover’ webpage
Lancashire County Council’s website features the page ‘TEC and the analogue to digital switchover’.
This webpage provides information on what telecare users can expect to happen and gives them some steps to take and offers advice if they are concerned about the impact of the digital phone switchover.
Case study: Essex County Council - digital switchover communications campaign
In response to the digital phone switchover, Essex County Council created a communications project aimed at improving regional awareness of the switchover. The target audience included:
· digitally excluded residents who could be classed as vulnerable
· residents who might be proficient with digital technology but not fully informed about the latest changes
· businesses and other stakeholder groups such as:
· community and voluntary services
· district and parish councils
The project aligned to Essex County Council’s commitment to ensuring that no one is left behind during the transition to broadband phone lines. The council recognises the strong link between phone lines and digital exclusion and that telephone access is vital for vulnerable individuals, including for medical appointments, staying in touch with loved ones and so on.
The council used a combination of non-digital marketing (out of home, print and radio) for digitally excluded residents and digital marketing for residents, businesses and other stakeholder groups who are online but not aware of the changes. The council developed common messaging tailored to different audience groups. This messaging encouraged residents to contact their telephone provider directly if they had concerns, or if they were vulnerable. This ensured they were aware of the need for an alternative means of communication in a power cut. A link to the council’s dedicated digital switchover webpage was provided.
The team also used the used the Digital Exclusion Risk Index (DERI) tool to identify areas to target with promotional activities. They held face-to-face community events and delivered presentations in care homes.
The project achieved widespread reach within targeted demographics across Greater Essex. Some of the essential learning included that:
· people want to talk when they are concerned and confused by the messaging and need time to understand
· clear messaging is crucial - residents should be directed to call their telephone provider, avoiding online checks for support
Government will support other organisations that are likely to be important sources of consumer information about telecare to display similar messaging about the digital phone switchover and its impact on telecare.
Owners
This action is reliant on the support of a range of stakeholders, with oversight from DHSC and DSIT.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing.
National communications campaign
DSIT and Ofcom are working closely with the telecommunications industry to monitor their plans for raising awareness of the digital phone switchover. Industry is leading on preparations for a national communications campaign to be launched in early 2025.
This campaign will be tailored to the unique characteristics of telecare users and their support networks.
Wider impacts of the digital phone switchover - consumer scams
The transition from analogue to digital technologies has created new opportunities for criminals to target vulnerable residents. For example, criminals may use phishing emails, fake websites, or phone calls to trick residents into providing personal information, such as bank account details or passwords.
The LGA has developed guidance on how local authorities can raise awareness among residents to prevent and disrupt anyone from using the digital phone switchover to advance criminal activity. It has provided examples of how some councils have addressed this.
The LGA recommended actions to avoid scams including to:
· ensure frontline staff are aware of the digital phone switchover and understand how to report concerns
· report potential scams or fraud to trading standards
· ensure co-ordination between trading standards and adult and children social care teams
· consider undertaking a proactive awareness-raising communications campaign
· use language which reflects the criminal nature of this issue
TSA has also produced a guide for telecare users warning them of scam calls relating to the switchover. This work was produced alongside the National Trading Standards team and aims to raise awareness and showcase helpful techniques.
Action 3.2: improve awareness and adoption of best practice approaches and guidance among telecare service providers
The digital phone switchover will have a significant impact on telecare service providers. Over time telecare service providers will need to phase out the use of analogue telecare devices and move towards a fully digital operating model. Existing operational procedures, staffing and skills will be impacted by this transition.
Telecare service providers are at various points on the journey. Those that are at a more advanced stage have demonstrated how telecare users can be protected during and after the migration process. Awareness of these example approaches will support telecare service providers, particularly local authorities, to phase out analogue devices more quickly.
The LGA, as part of their digital phone switchover support, runs a closed hub for councils to share best practice, ask questions and contribute to national discussions.
Throughout this action plan, DHSC and DSIT have sought to use case study examples to demonstrate the diverse and novel approaches being undertaken, particularly at a local level, to safeguard telecare users. We will continue to seek and disseminate examples of best practice, working with stakeholders including TSA, the LGA, local authorities and so on.
Case study: Blackpool Council’s approach to protecting telecare users through the digital phone switchover
Blackpool Council’s Vitaline service has worked with communication providers to minimise risk to service users in relation to the digital phone switchover. Blackpool Council contacted all major communications providers in 2022 to ascertain which providers were switching first, so that they could then identify which telecare service users were most at risk and which equipment should be exchanged for digital equipment as a priority.
Vitaline put forward an internal business case to fund this exchange, highlighting the importance and urgency of the need to switch from analogue to digital devices, and money was secured to fund the initial purchase of digital alarm units.
The telecare team began the process of exchanging telecare units by prioritising as above. After this initial digital alarm rollout, the first responder teams carried digital units in vehicles and swapped any in need of exchange while supporting clients in the community as part of normal business as usual practises.
Blackpool Council has approximately 3,500 dispersed alarms in the community and supports approximately 1,500 connections in warden-controlled schemes. Of those dispersed alarms, approximately 99% have now been exchanged for digital units and the remainder will be completed before the end of 2024.
Going forward, Vitaline will be migrating to a new digital ARC platform and Blackpool Council has plans to increase the predictive TEC services offered to include GPS trackers, to increase the use of motion sensors, as well as promoting more ‘low level/everyday’ equipment such as wearable TEC, smart speakers, smart plugs, smart lightbulbs and so on. These proactive initiatives aim to encourage independence and reduce the likelihood of needing more formal health and social care intervention.
Case study: developing a best practice process for safeguarding telecare users in Stockport
TSA, Virgin Media O2 and Carecall, part of Stockport Homes Group, have worked in partnership to develop, test and refine ways for the telecommunications industry to work with local authorities and alarm providers to identify and migrate telecare customers, creating a blueprint for a future wider rollout. The trial has seen all parties come together to provide enhanced support for telecare device users, ensuring they get the help they need as the digital phone switchover takes place. This includes:
· using secure data sharing agreements between Stockport Homes and Virgin Media O2 to better identify telecare customers who have not yet made themselves known to the communication provider
· combining resources to communicate and engage with customers
· providing joint visits with teams from both Virgin Media O2 and Carecall present to support customers with their services and check alarm devices are working as they should, and committing to never leaving a property without a working landline and telecare device
Following the trial, which ended in October 2024, TSA is creating a blueprint for safe, smooth, speedy digital migration that can be adopted by TEC service providers and communication providers. It is also developing guidance, training and quality standards that can support a best-practice migration process.
Owners
This action is reliant on the support of a range of stakeholders, with oversight from DHSC and DSIT (with support from DHSC and TSA gathering information on reasons best practice cannot be adopted).
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing.
Action 3.3: improve awareness of the digital phone switchover among social care providers
The digital phone switchover will impact telecare within social care settings. The Digital Care Hub includes information and guidance for social care providers to help them navigate the digital phone switchover and mitigate any potential risks to service users.
DHSC will continue to work closely with the Digital Care Hub to identify and develop guidance and webinars needed by social care providers.
Case study: Care England’s digital switchover guidance
Care England, the representative body for providers of adult social care, has published guidance on the digital phone switchover and encouraged care providers to act to ensure they are prepared.
Care England warns that old analogue systems or networks are less likely to be maintained to current standards, meaning that repairs could take longer or may not be repaired at all. This could leave care providers with significant connectivity issues or no service for longer periods, impacting critical connectivity systems such as telephones, alarms, CCTV and the internet.
Care England has also asked Orbital Net to provide free internet and telephone audits for the care sector.
Owners
The owners are DHSC and the Digital Care Hub.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing.
Action 3.4: communication providers to share migration plans with telecare service providers
Government is encouraging communication providers to be as transparent as possible with their rollout plans. This should support planning by telecare service providers. Communication providers should also provide customers with reliable information on when and how their telephone line will be migrated to digital.
DSIT and TechUK will engage with major communication providers to encourage them to publicly share their approach to the digital phone switchover. TechUK, as the industry body, can support this by providing a brief summary of each of the major communication providers’ high-level plans on their Digital Switchover website. This should provide more information and reassurance as to why there may be important differences in their approaches.
Owners
The owners are communication providers, with the support of TechUK.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing, until the digital phone switchover is complete.
Actions to achieve outcome 4
Action 4.1 the Telecare Action Board will drive progress of this action plan
As outlined above, TAB was established in January 2024. During summer 2024, TAB agreed terms of reference that includes the board playing a role in driving progress against the actions set out in this action plan.
TAB members have agreed to:
· drive progress on migrating telecare users from analogue communications networks to digital equivalents
· drive progress against the joint objectives set out in the Telecare National Action Plan
· mitigate risks associated with the migration and identify joint mitigation strategies
· agree workstreams, actions and delivery timelines aimed at ensuring the migration happens safely and securely; and ensure that these workstreams are delivered to agreed timelines
· protect users’ long-term interests and ensure new telecare users are aware of the future-proof technology
TAB is the primary vehicle for ongoing engagement between the essential stakeholders for this issue.
Owners
The owners are:
· BT Consumer
· DSIT
· DHSC
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing. TAB meets monthly.
Action 4.2: ongoing engagement with wider telecare stakeholders
Beyond TAB, DHSC and DSIT will continue working with wider telecare stakeholders, to identify and address broader issues and potential impacts of the digital phone switchover. By maintaining open lines of communication, this engagement allows for the early identification of risks and vulnerabilities.
Owners
The owners are DHSC and DSIT, with support from others including the LGA and TSA.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing.
Action 4.3: ongoing engagement with the wider telecommunications sector
DSIT monitors how all signatories to the PSTN charters for communication providers and network operators, respectively, adhere to the commitments within the charters.
DSIT also regularly engages with the telecommunications sector to understand broader challenges and opportunities in the sector, including where they want more support and collaboration from central government, local government, or other important stakeholders.
Separately, Ofcom regularly meets with telecommunications companies to monitor compliance with its General Conditions and understand wider developments in the sector.
Owners
The owners are DSIT and Ofcom, with the co-operation of communication providers.
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing.
Action 4.4: improved evidence gathering to identify where further action may be needed
The telecare industry is complex and there is currently limited data on the market. For example, there is no data available on how many telecare users purchase services or devices from private suppliers. This makes it challenging to know how far actions (such as engaging with local authorities and housing providers) go to safeguard users. DHSC will work with stakeholders to gather more information on the digital readiness of the telecare sector to help identify where further action may be needed.
TSA is currently developing an ‘analogue to digital (A2D) dashboard’, providing monthly updates on the UK TEC sector’s A2D migration progress. The sector has lacked a single, regularly updated, credible source of A2D progress and TSA is best placed to provide this ‘near to live’ dashboard. The dashboard will showcase TEC digital readiness across 3 core aspects of the transition:
· dispersed connections in individual homes
· grouped living schemes connecting many residents on a single network
· ARC platforms responsible for handling emergency calls from both dispersed and scheme connections
The data is being collated by TSA from approximately 163 UK ARCs and a monthly report providing both actual and forecasted transition will be produced every month. TSA will also share out monthly updates to all TEC services via their dissemination channels.
Owners
DHSC to co-ordinate stakeholders (with support from BT and TSA).
Timeline
The timeline is ongoing. First TSA dashboard to be presented at TAB by December 2024.
Action 4.5: maintain a national action plan (the Telecare National Action Plan)
Given the complexity of the issue, it is possible that additional necessary actions might be identified. As such, we will review progress against this action plan every 6 months, monitoring implementation and effectiveness. We will identify and introduce new actions as needed. All updates and new actions will be documented and engaged on with stakeholders to ensure transparency.
Owners
The Telecare National Action Plan is jointly owned by DHSC and DSIT.
Timeline
Progress updates every 6 months until outcomes have been achieved.
Opportunities created by the digital phone switchover
As outlined above, the move to digital telecare is likely to require significant change to existing telecare services and equipment. This change is also being managed against a backdrop of wider shifts, such as the upcoming switch-off of 2G and 3G networks.
As such, when upgrading telecare devices, we’re encouraging telecare service providers and other buyers to future-proof new technology as far as possible. This future-proofing can, and should, go further than ensuring continuity of existing (like-for-like) operational functionality.
Telecare provides an array of benefits to service users, their families, care providers, the wider public service network, and society as a whole. Like-for-like replacement of telecare devices will maintain the safety of users, but technology is continuously evolving and there are new solutions available that could equal and expand on the benefits provided by telecare.
Developments in technology enabled care
There are several new technologies that could offer similar functionality as telecare, alongside further capabilities. For example, lifestyle monitoring technology that allows people to stay in their own home for longer could generate savings for councils by delaying or preventing people from needing to enter more expensive care settings, such as sheltered housing and residential care.[footnote 3]
The move to digital presents significant opportunities to enhance both the range and quality of technology enabled care (TEC) services offered, fundamentally transforming service delivery. By transforming telecare services, additional benefits can be realised, including improved use of data analytics, to support a shift toward proactive and preventative services. Less than 10% of telecare services are using predictive analytics to provide proactive care, with most systems remaining focused on reactive emergency responses where technology is used after an incident has occurred.
Case study: developments in care technology - use of smart watches in Northern Ireland
Smart watches rolled out in a pilot in Northern Ireland with Innovate UK funding had measurable benefits on outcomes and reduced the risk of falls.
A preventative platform was used to compile and analyse data from participants using smart watches. Participants were assigned into 3 tiers based on their risk of falling. Higher-risk tiers received more support, including one-to-one guidance, access to a 12-week wellbeing programme, and referrals to social prescribing.
The pilot was successful, with participants experiencing improved mental health, reduced fear of falling and increased confidence.
Case study: developments in care technology - use of data in Greater Manchester
The Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC) Hartree Centre worked with Safesteps to help reduce falls in elderly patients and improve healthcare with data science. Safesteps is a digital healthcare company that creates personalised patient care plans that aim to reduce the risk of falls. This is particularly significant for the elderly population as falls can lead to serious injury.
The company supports healthcare workers to adopt the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidelines that outline 12 areas of fall risks and over 50 types of interventions. Guidelines need to be mapped against individual needs for every patient, which creates a large, unique dataset that needs to be processed, standardised and made accessible.
Safesteps helps GPs and carers access the relevant data through a healthcare dashboard that can be integrated into their existing systems and processes, helping them improve patient care. A data dashboard was developed to process and clean data into a standardised format which supported fall categorisation. New, global industry standard classifications from the SNOMED system were integrated to improve sorting features, improving the treatment process for healthcare professionals and patients alike. SNOMED is a system that is used by the NHS to give codes to a wide variety of clinical cases like types of falls. The classification codes were processed and provided the relevant codes for Safesteps to be integrated into their dashboard.
The data dashboard is now more accessible than ever before and connects with the NHS Spine portal, ensuring data gets to the right people at the right time and helps keep people out of hospital. According to North West Ambulance Service data, falls in Bury care homes in 2023 reduced by 38% and there was a further 12% reduction in patients being conveyed to hospital. Analysts predict the initiative could produce significant savings for NHS Greater Manchester over the year and one less person will die as the result of a fall. Safesteps are building on this work to develop their personalised patient care plans to further reduce the risk of falls.
The opportunity to review technology enabled care
The digital phone switchover provides buyers, including local authorities, housing providers and individuals, with an opportunity to re-evaluate the technology they are using and ensure it is still the most effective solution for them.
Several local authorities have grasped this opportunity created by the digital phone switchover to re-evaluate their use of technology.
Case study: Lancashire County Council’s review of its telecare service and operating model
In 2023, in response to the upcoming digital phone switchover, Lancashire County Council undertook a comprehensive review of its telecare service and operating model, including an audit of client records. Based on this review, Lancashire County Council is moving away from a traditional, reactive model of telecare and is discontinuing investment in hub and pendant type devices that confine people to their homes.
The council is using the phone digital switchover as an opportunity to move towards a new technology-agnostic service model, using mobile devices and passive sensors. The council has found that systems work and talk to each other, and the data received helps to provide a proactive and preventative offer to monitor people’s behaviour, their environment and support their wellbeing. The council is also encouraging the use of people’s own digital devices (for example, hands free speakers, virtual assistants and smartphones), which means that people can be appropriately monitored by their family members or friends, rather than a dedicated home hub, procured and maintained by the commissioned TEC service provider.
It is anticipated that this will offer cost efficiencies to the council and widen the scope of monitoring that can be completed informally. Without large-scale investment available, Lancashire County Council is taking a risk-managed approach to the digital migration of legacy telecare customers. Despite this, the council has successfully transitioned 41% of its customers to digital devices.
Case study: Sutton Council’s shift to proactive care technology
In the context of the digital switchover, Sutton Council has decided to replace reactive telecare systems that use basic alarms, such as pull cords and buttons, to alert caregivers in emergencies with the ‘Access TEC Home Hub’. This ecosystem includes:
· activities of daily living (ADL) sensors - these sensors support people’s independence and wellbeing and use AI to detect changes, such as increased bathroom visits or inactivity, which could signal concerns, offering data-driven actionable insights for preventative actions
· an app for family and care circle engagement - the family members and the wider care circle of an individual can access real-time updates through an app
· an integrated response system - when changes are detected, the system prompts welfare checks and escalation as needed
· a community based shop - this offers training and learning opportunities for both professionals and residents
This shift to proactive care has improved independence, reduced hospital admissions and provided peace of mind for families. One of the biggest savings in the first year includes a social care saving from optimising care packages across the community since digitally transforming their care services. Additionally, through using stronger co-production approaches, by investing in Access TEC their supplier-agnostic protocols have enabled the reuse of smoke detectors, avoiding costs for housing. The distress of ambulance call-outs and admission has also been avoided for people using the service with Medequip Connect’s 45-minute emergency responder service.
Using wider digital infrastructure developments
Other local authorities have linked their need to address the digital phone switchover with wider developments in digital infrastructure. For example, the West Midlands is leveraging its success as a 5G Innovation Region to transform and scale TEC use in the region, which will simultaneously help mitigate the risk from analogue telecare devices.
5G Innovation Regions are part of DSIT’s wider programme to drive 5G adoption. 5G Innovation Regions receive funding to lead on delivering government’s vision for communities to take full advantage of the transformative effect that advanced wireless connectivity and digital technologies can provide. These Innovation Regions can tailor interventions to their specific local needs and existing strengths, promoting the development and scaled adoption of 5G and other advanced wireless technologies, in businesses and in the delivery of public services, to generate value and growth at the local level.
Case study: using wider digital infrastructure developments in Greater Manchester Combined Authority
The Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) is taking a strategic approach to the innovation opportunities arising from the digital phone switchover through a tripartite agreement established by Mayor Andy Burnham between the Greater Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership, Social Housing (Greater Manchester Housing Providers Group) and GMCA. The agreement aims to help more people live in good health by providing good quality homes that meet their needs. The 3 partners are supporting the use of digital devices for falls prevention measures that reduce ambulance call-outs, and damp and mould monitoring to reduce the risk of respiratory diseases for social housing residents.
GMCA is now working closely with its 10 local authorities to evidence the value of digital devices and technologies so they can be integrated into local authority social care digital platforms they have invested in following the switchover. Greater Manchester is also taking advantage of its 5G Innovation Regions programme to field test new use cases in social housing and is developing a wider ‘internet of things’ framework, called Connected Homes, Inclusive Places (CHIPs) to evidence investment returns for use cases that can be stacked into a sustainable business model.
Technology enabled care - beyond telecare
Several local authorities are trailblazing the trial and use of new care technologies beyond the context of the digital phone switchover. Detail is provided below on some of these initiatives to further demonstrate developments in care technology and the benefits of using these technologies.
Wiltshire Council
The Technology for our Ageing Population: Panel for Innovation (TAPPI) project has led the way in how local authorities and housing organisations are embracing future-focused approaches to technology in housing and care for older adults. One example is the TAPPI2 phase, which involves 6 testbed locations, including Wiltshire Council. These testbeds implemented technology that enhanced the independence, safety, and connectivity of elderly residents. Their care facilities focus on the integration of assistive technology that enables residents to maintain independence and safety through smart devices like sensors and automated alerts.
Sunderland City Council
Sunderland City Council has introduced the use of assistive technology into adult social care services with the support from the TEC team. This team works closely with social workers and social care staff and together they have adapted their approach to how adult social care is provided in and around Sunderland. Products like the Amazon Alexa, smart lightbulbs and heating, as well as home and environment sensors, have many benefits that can support people to remain in their own home and control their own environment. This initiative is part of a larger effort by Sunderland City Council to integrate smart technology into social care, improving real-time monitoring and communication for residents with health conditions. This approach not only promotes independence but also allows care providers to allocate resources more efficiently.
Cumberland Council
Careium’s partnership with Ethelcare, a virtual care service, has shown Ethelcare effectively enhancing care delivery, promoting independence, and reducing care costs, through a recent pilot project with Cumberland Council. The partnership revealed that some service users were even able to transition to a fully virtual care model, which allowed them to receive care and support from the comfort of their own homes. This not only improved their quality of life but also reduced the need for costly in-person visits and potential hospital admissions or readmissions. At the heart of the Ethel solution is a large ‘always on’ touch screen device that is specifically designed for all, including the elderly, and has a range of features to support independent living including video calling and can include additional features including vital signs monitoring, automated alerts and medication reminders. The care circle can be expanded and adapted to include family and friends so they can monitor and see any interaction and use the platform to make calls, receive messages, view notes and so on.
Redbridge Council
The use of AI and ‘big data’ can automatically analyse digital alarm call usage patterns. If potential concerns are detected, for example an increase in the frequency of alarm calls, a proactive wellbeing call to the alarm user’s emergency contacts is triggered to check in on the alarm user. The unique proactive service helps manage the health and independence of older adults by making family members aware of potential issues earlier. The service automatically monitors and analyses digital alarm call usage, including the frequency, timing and nature of the calls.
The Adult Social Care Technology Fund has supported numerous local authorities to use new technologies to support the delivery of their adult social care services.
Redbridge Council successfully bid for a £1 million grant from the Adult Social Care Technology Fund to rollout innovative care technology to 300 residents, which can prevent falls and automatically alert carers to a medical issue. As part of the programme, Redbridge has selected 4 innovative care technologies and is testing them in reablement, care homes and extra care settings. The technologies being piloted are:
· 4D mapping technology to track movement and detect falls through sensors placed around the home
· conversational artificial intelligence (AI) with sensors to manage and support chronic conditions
· health monitoring kits to detect early health issues
· electricity monitoring to monitor unobtrusively independent living activities
Redbridge, in partnership with NHS North East London integrated care board, Public Health, and Care City, a community interest company, will be at the forefront of using new technology to keep local residents safe and well at care settings across the borough. The 18-month pilot forms part of Redbridge Council’s broader assistive technology programme, which is exploring how care technology can improve services for people drawing on care services and for staff, while also saving costs through early intervention and prevention. Through consultation with technology providers, local residents and staff to identify opportunities and challenges, the programme seeks to determine the best models for care technology implementation and ensure the right culture, data skills and operational practices are in place. This collaborative approach brings together people with different perspectives. It has helped to embed a culture change around assistive technology within the adult social care service, working with providers and service users to understand their attitudes and concerns around technology and its increasing role in care. The work will be evaluated and will help inform a wider rollout of the technology.
Reading Borough Council
Reading Borough Council is part of a group of local authorities that commissions TEC through NRS Healthcare. Reading is currently also leading a research study to understand how technology may help people to live independently for longer within their own homes. The TEC is being trialled in several situations, including when people have first been discharged home from hospital with reablement care support. The sensor-based data helps to check their movements, patterns and abilities once home. It also gives their families reassurance that they are safe and well. The data has also supported a sheltered housing resident living with dementia to remain in the community. During one review, the TEC provided reassurance to their family and professionals by showing that the person had not been leaving their flat at night or leaving the front door open, which had been a previous concern. These good news stories have provided evidence that:
· favourable results were achieved
· participants have remained living in their own homes in the community
· participants’ families are reassured about their wellbeing
Reading Borough Council’s evaluation partner is the University of Reading, which is hosting sessions with participants to understand their views about TEC. TEC requires an internet connection, but some residents did not have broadband, so SIM cards and routers have been installed as part of the project. At the moment, there is no cost to the resident for the system or the equipment needed as it is funded by the Digitising Social Care (DiSC) programme and the Adult Social Care Digital Transformation Fund (ASC DTF).
Shropshire Council
In 2023 Shropshire Council was successful in a bid for care tech funding, securing almost £1.2 million from DHSC to develop Shropshire’s Virtual Care Delivery Service. The Virtual Care project delivers an alternative approach to care and support to alleviate pressures on demand while delivering positive outcomes for individuals receiving the service. The Virtual Care project uses technology to help deliver flexible care services, combining technology, data and virtual care advisors to deliver non-intrusive care and support. Virtual care delivery is a blended mix of virtual, technological and face-to-face care and support. A dedicated team schedules virtual care calls based on the user’s needs, as well as live monitoring and dashboard reporting.
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