Homelessness Collaboration Project
Service User Consultation 2010 Report (as at 14.2.11)
Introduction

This consultation of service users was undertaken by Exeter Community Initiatives on behalf of the Homelessness Collaboration Project members.  A large survey had been undertaken in 2007, and a report produced in January 2008 by Exeter University, which contributed to shaping Exeter City Council’s Homelessness Strategy and informed the practice of organisations working with the homeless and vulnerably housed in Exeter.  It was felt that independent, city-wide feedback from service users (in addition to feedback gathered by individual organisations) was desirable to have on a regular basis.  Unfortunately, resource limitations meant that it was not possible to carry out a further large scale survey and so it was decided to undertake a series of focus groups, rather than individual interviews.  The focus groups were designed to broadly represent the following sub-groups of service users:

· Rough sleepers, and those with a recent history of sleeping rough
· People living in supported accommodation projects

· People living in supported temporary accommodation provided by the Local Authority
· Young people (aged 16-25)

· People in permanent accommodation, who accessed it via the Move-on process

Service users were grouped in this way as it was recognised that different circumstances may have a bearing on the services used, the experiences clients had of using those services, and on the dynamics of the group.  Each focus group was asked the same set of questions, which were designed to be universally relevant to all client groups, so that the responses could be collated across all respondents.  

The number of respondents that came forward was disappointing, with a total of 16 people across the five groups.  The consultations were publicised through homelessness agencies and accommodation providers, and a range of venues and times were selected to make the groups as accessible as possible.  A further incentive of £5 per participant was offered.  The lack of take up may have been due to a number of reasons, including time of year, reluctance to talk in a group, transport costs (although these were reimbursed, it was not publicised) or a lack of strong feelings about homelessness services.  Lessons learnt from this experience have shaped the recommendations for future consultations, outlined later in this document.  A breakdown of the profiles of participants can be found in Appendix I.  

Summary of findings
Due to the low number of respondents, it should be noted that the views expressed by participants cannot be considered as representative of the wider population of people who are in housing need.  The findings can only give an indication, or ‘snapshot’ of the kinds of issues that people face in their use of services in Exeter.   
‘Headline themes’ that appeared include the following:
· Information provision may need improving, with greater availability and delivered in smaller ‘bite-sized’ chunks, being suggested
· SHOT, CTS, MOP, Connexions and YES centre were consistently cited as useful
· ECC had mixed feedback, ranging from very positive about the move-on process, through a perception that they would not be helpful except during the cold weather, to reports of abrasive treatment by particular staff
· Respondents perceived their access to accommodation as being prevented by: a shortage of social housing, the high cost of private renting, a lack of references, having a debt history, not having high enough priority need, and having children/pets/being a smoker
· Some perceived a difference in treatment (by professional workers) between client groups eg drinkers/drug users

· Services cited as less than helpful included Homemaker, floating support workers (no specific organisations were named) who were allocated as a condition of being put forward for the move-on panel, DWP, and having frequent changes of support worker
· Esther had mixed feedback, some respondents appreciating the security it afforded them, others finding it’s rules restrictive and disempowering
Conclusions and Recommendations

As previously mentioned, no significant conclusions can be drawn from this consultation due to the low numbers involved.  The only group that might be said to be adequately represented, was rough sleepers, as this group is in a relative minority in terms of numbers.  It was also noted that other significant sub groups were not represented or actively recruited, including people who rented privately, families in overcrowded or unsuitable conditions, those who were ‘sofa surfing’ or ‘homeless at home’.  
It is therefore recommended that the above themes are used as a basis for further investigation with a much larger sample at a later date.  In hindsight, the decision not to undertake individual questionnaires (taken largely due to resource constraints), and instead only convene focus groups, may have discouraged potential participants who do not feel comfortable in a group setting.  Focus groups can also limit the responses if a particular topic or individual dominates, and are best used to explore themes identified during individual interviews.   
This experience has confirmed that an independent survey of city-wide services is valuable, as respondents were able to be more honest than if they were being asked by the services themselves.  However, for any future consultations of this nature it is recommended that reflection is given to the following:

· Methods used to gather feedback (whether by individual questionnaire, focus group or both), 
· Methods of recruiting representative samples from the full range of service users
· Use of venue, timing, incentives etc. to maximise take-up, and
· Allocating adequate resources to ensure quality and quantity of response.

Laura Callaway

Project Development Worker, Exeter Community Initiatives

14.2.11

For further details, contact laura@eci.org.uk or 01392 205800

With thanks to Eve Fitzgerald, Vicky Kernick, Susan Fallon and Versha Koria for their help with facilitating and note-taking during the groups.

Appendix I - Collated Consultation Responses

A total of 16 people took part in the focus groups and their profile is as follows:

Age: 


17-19: 2
20-34: 5
35-50: 6
51-65: 3
Gender: 

Male: 10

Female: 6
Relationship status: Single: 15

In a relationship: 1
Dependents: 

Yes: 1


No: 15
Disability: 

Yes: 7


No: 9
Ethnicity: 

White British: 16
Housing status: 
Permanent (starter tenancy): 1



Permanent council or HA tenancy: 3



Supported temp accom: 4 (Trailways 2, Killarney 2)




Supported accommodation: 2 (both Esther)




Sleeping rough: 5





Staying temp. with friends or family, without a room of own: 1
Profiles for each separate group are listed at the end of the report.  

A: Information

This section asked for group members’ views about the information that is available about where and how to get help for housing problems, and asked for suggestions for improvements.
Rough Sleepers:  

Most in the Rough Sleepers group agreed it took a little time before they found out how and where to get help with housing problems.  Often people ask a Big Issue seller, and word of mouth is a common way to find out information.  Agencies that gave useful information were named as St Petrocks and the SHOT team, who approached the respondent on “the coffee run”.

Respondents agreed that the information about services and “the system” was a lot to take in at once, and found it easier to take things in when given in small doses.  
Preferences were for a mixture of formats for providing information, including leaflets, posters and word of mouth.  It was suggested that church notice boards could be used to advertise services available, especially for those people who arrived in Exeter at night.

Supported Accommodation projects:

Both members of this group felt that it had been difficult to get information about where to go for help with their housing issues.  Good sources of information and help cited were their GPs and Women’s Aid.  Other services and information followed on from there and from being referred to support workers.  Both felt that information should be freely available in public places where people go anyway, such as GP surgeries, hospitals, libraries etc.  A significant theme that came out for both respondents was a feeling of embarrassment at being homeless and not wanting to ask for help.  Support workers were quick to accept it when the client said they didn’t need help with something, when in fact they had not wanted to admit to having a need.  One respondent’s daughter had done a lot for her as she had found things very difficult.  

ECC-placed Supported Temporary Accommodation (STAs):

All respondents within the Supported Temporary Accommodation group had accessed the City Council as their first port of call when they first became homeless, but were directed there from different sources.  One group member became homeless over the weekend and slept rough for three nights before he could access the Civic Centre, eventually being signposted there via the Jobcentre.  Respondents also felt that information given to them at ECC about other services available, is given very quickly or mentioned in passing before moving on to another subject, although they understood that the workers did not have much time to explain things in detail.  Group members found the information difficult to remember: “it all just piles up and I get more stressed”.

Permanent (accessed through Move-on):

One respondent within the Permanent Accommodation sub-group felt that there was a lot of information in Exeter – at the library, jobcentre, soup kitchens, MOP and Esther, although another respondent said she hadn’t been given enough information, and had found out from another resident (in Esther) about other services like soup kitchens etc. and the Move-on Panel.  Preferred media for information were posters and leaflets but not the internet as they only had access to the (Esther) office computer to bid for properties.

Young People:

One of the young people interviewed had a social worker who helped her with referrals, told her where to go and approached different organisations on her behalf.  The other young respondent found that Connexions had all the information that he needed: they gave him leaflets and referred him to the Council and Nightstop.  Both felt that there was a lot of information available and the only suggestion for improvements was for Exeter College to have more information within their buildings.  One respondent, being dyslexic, preferred not to have written information as he found it difficult to understand – face to face was better. 

B: Your Housing Issues

This section focussed on the services that respondents had accessed for help with their particular housing issues.  They were asked which services were most and least helpful in resolving their housing issues.  

Rough Sleepers:  

For this group, the service cited as most helpful in resolving respondents’ housing issues was the SHOT team, because they are “straight: they tell you if they can’t help you.  They try their best.”  Their twice weekly coffee run was also appreciated.  Also mentioned was the Clock Tower Surgery, as it is difficult to get a doctor without an address; MOP for training and YMCA for help with jobs.  One respondent felt that no services had been helpful because he was still on the streets.  Some complained that the Big Issue used to be helpful but it had “gone commercial”.  They now have pitch targets and have stopped providing free drinks and telephone usage.

Exeter City Council had not been helpful to most respondents except during the cold winter weather when they had been temporarily accommodated.  SmartMove could not help those who did not have references from previous landlords, plus many landlords specify no DSS.  
It was felt that the system for getting into Gabriel House was unfair as it prioritised people with special needs and those without would “wait forever”.  “We are all in the same boat, all vulnerable, all rough sleepers; personally I don’t think it’s right.”  All agreed with this statement.  Gabriel House was also criticised for what was perceived as their lack of interest in tackling drug taking, and for staff not persevering with residents that did not want to engage.   One ex-resident of Amber told of how he had been bullied but the staff did nothing to address it over two months.  

Another respondent explained that he had become homeless following a relationship breakdown and although he had children, he had not been helped because they were not living with him.  Previous rent arrears had also gone against him.

When asked what would resolve their housing issues right now, the response was: a shelter, not necessarily with separate rooms.  “One floor in Debenhams would do: as long as there is a toilet etc.  We all know each other and sleep at the library together as it is”.  Another suggestion was for a different approach to be taken for drinkers.  Gabriel House was cited as an example of where drinkers appeared to be treated differently from drug users.  “There are sin bins in each room...gives the message you can use drugs in there but you’ll be on the carpet if you drink.  You’re allowed to drink in the yard, but if you are coming off drink and have to sit in the same yard and watch others drinking, it’s difficult”.  
Supported Accommodation projects:

For those interviewed who were in supported accommodation, services cited as being most helpful were ENDAS and Esther.  Support workers were appreciated for putting the respondents in touch with other services and helping them with a range of needs.  Both had experienced violence and safety was an important issue for them.  “I’m safe here [at Esther]…it means a great deal.”

Least helpful to respondents was the DWP: the system and the way they were treated by staff.  

One group member felt she no longer needed the support on offer at Esther but that she was stuck until a property came up for her through Home Choice.  This meant she was using a room that someone else may have greater need for.  She felt that private rented would not be secure and if it did not work out she would be found intentionally homeless and be back to square one.  Previous debts incurred with an ex-partner have also gone against her in an application to Smart Move. 
 ECC-placed Supported Temporary Accommodation (STAs):

All of the Supported Temporary Accommodation group members were awaiting a decision on their homeless applications, all being dealt with by the same member of staff at the council (name supplied).  They all agreed that he was abrasive, rigid and lacked empathy and understanding.  One respondent had been warned by their support worker to expect a difficult interview, and that this particular council worker “sees everything in black and white”.  They were all warned by the council worker that he was likely to find them intentionally homeless, even before their case had been investigated, which made them feel that he had decided their fate at the outset.  They all reported spending longer in temporary accommodation than they had been initially told, with one group member having spent 7 months in her accommodation with her two year old child, worried that he is getting attached to his current accommodation when she knows they will have to move on from there.  The rules of the accommodation, visiting hours and unsuitability for children were all mentioned as being unsatisfactory.

Besides the City Council, members of this group had used few other services in relation to their housing issues.  One group member had used Homemaker for a debt issue but they left the service because they were not happy with the judgements made about them by the worker.  Two respondents had used solicitors for help with their applications to the Council and all had found their support workers in their current accommodation to be helpful and supportive.  Two of the three group members did not feel they would need any further support once they were housed, and the other is waiting to be allocated a therapist for psychological and emotional issues.  

Respondents in this group did not see accessing private rented accommodation as a viable option, because of the lack of permanency, plus barriers such as affordability of deposits, rent in advance, Housing Benefit shortfall and estate agents fees made it extremely difficult.  Other barriers mentioned were having children or pets or being a smoker.  

Permanent (accessed through Move-on):

Two of the respondents that were now in permanent accommodation had accessed the move-on process from Esther.  Both said they had found Esther to be the least helpful, citing lack of professionalism and negative judgements made by the staff and inconsistently applied policies, particularly around alcohol.  “…they allow people to leave alcohol in the office. Seems like half-measures, neither a dry house or a wet house.  They send people to detox and then put them back in with alcoholics.  Instead of kicking people out when they’re drunk, they should keep them in and find out what’s going on, not treat them like children.”  The respondents did however view the system of moving people on into bedsits as a good idea.  Also mentioned as less than helpful was a debt worker from Homemaker, who was able to give advice but not practical help such as use of the phone.
Mentioned as most helpful to respondents was MOP, because it was seen as a very good support system.  “MOP has a positive outlook, which takes you forward.  You meet up, gain confidence and make friends.  MOP understands that everyone’s different, and they insist that you respect each other.”  St Petrocks were also felt to be helpful, and the SHOT team.  The Clock Tower Surgery was valued for its GP and counselling services, but it was mentioned that some clients can be a little intimidating.  
All of those interviewed who accessed the Move-on process said they found it to be a positive experience and comments included “easy, straightforward” and “absolutely brilliant…very professional”.  However, one respondent expressed frustration that her case had been delayed because her social worker had not produced a report for the panel.  She acknowledged that it had been a mistake but the effect on her emotionally had been strongly felt.    Another respondent was referred to the Council by his counsellor at University.  He was given an interview almost immediately.  He found them to be really professional, listened to his case and told him what was available.  “Everything they said was true, it all went smoothly.  I was in a supported flat with Signpost for two years, after a year went onto red band and now I have a fantastic permanent flat.”  However, now in permanent accommodation he reported that his Housing Officer is “rude, unhelpful and sarcastic…he seems unprepared for dealing with people with needs.”  The respondent had had three different support workers during a short period, provided by DCHA’s Floating Support service.  He felt that this was detrimental, because when a worker changes “you have to go through the whole process again.”  Most helpful was having counselling once a week through the University.  He also emphasised the value of having the stability of two years in supported temporary flat.  This helped his moods (as a bi-polar sufferer) and helped him feel safe. The Jobcentre’s Disability Officer was also helpful in liaising with Home Choice and Workways.  “They are a lot more professional than they used to be.”  The respondent noted that some residents in the same temporary accommodation as him did not engage with their support workers and he felt that it should be made compulsory to do so, to prevent problems developing.  “I think that people most in need are the least able to communicate and think that they will be outcast.”
Young People:

Both respondents had extensively used the YES centre and praised it highly for having a range of different services available, the support they gave, and being linked with Social Services and Nightstop.  The male respondent was currently living in ECC temporary accommodation at Trailways and awaiting a permanent property.  The other respondent was in an introductory (social housing) tenancy.  She had accessed this through the Move-on panel process from the Foyer.  She had been allocated a Carr Gomm support worker who was good, but quick to sign her off after an initial assessment found that she was fairly capable.  She would have liked to have been offered support for a little longer ‘just in case’.  A delay in her social worker writing a letter caused a delay in the Move-on process which caused the respondent considerable stress and which she felt could have easily been avoided.  

The other respondent had accessed Nightstop, and found this to be easy and helpful to him whilst he waited for the council to find him accommodation.  He had also had a lot of support from his sister, and would have found the system much more difficult to negotiate without her.  

C: Services Provided

This section asked respondents for their views on the general provision of services for people in housing need in Exeter; aiming to find out how much they knew about what services exist and whether they meet the needs of service users.

Rough Sleepers:  

Services that these respondents felt were missing or incomplete in Exeter included somewhere to store their belongings, and free washing facilities in the evenings and at weekends.  It was reported that people either don’t wash, or use the sinks in public toilets.  Another option is to go out to Exeter Services, but many did not bother because of the distance from town.  The washing machine facilities at St Petrocks were appreciated but there is only one machine and so it is not always possible to make use of it.  Group members suggested that St Petrocks would be better opening at the weekends instead of Mondays and Tuesdays as there are other services available.  The group were very well versed on the different sources of free food available throughout the week and felt that these met most people’s needs, once a person knows about them.  
Supported Accommodation projects :

Both group members had experienced issues with relationship breakdown and domestic violence and related legal issues around debt and ownership of property.  They felt there was a lack of means to resolve such issues, but also said they had chosen not to pursue legal resolution, because “I want to look to the future, and leave it all behind.”

When asked about services they felt were missing or incomplete in Exeter, both said that they had not asked what was available, or not admitted to having problems or needs, due to feeling embarrassed.  Respondents agreed that it would have been easier to accept help if services had been offered and actively promoted rather than clients having to ask.

Loneliness was identified as an issue within this group.    Respondents said that although they did not feel isolated in Esther, there were limited opportunities to socialise and receive visitors.  It was suggested that what was needed was a social venue as an alternative to the pub for those who wanted to avoid drinking.  It was recognised that many people use MOP and soup evenings as opportunities to socialise.  “People need something to do during the day, a reason to get out of bed in the morning.”
ECC-placed Supported Temporary Accommodation (STAs):

Respondents in this group struggled to say what services were missing or incomplete in the city, apart from the availability of secure, affordable accommodation.  

Permanent (accessed through Move-on):

One respondent in this group perceived there to be a gap in services for older men, as there seems to be more on the streets.  Another felt that the systems for bidding on Home Choice should be looked at.  She was required to have an external support worker to be able to bid for properties, but felt that she didn’t need the help on offer, which seemed a waste.

Another service user felt it was important to have emotional support alongside practical help, eg counselling.  He also suggested that the Council needs to have more information/awareness of a person’s difficulty, rather than sending out automatic eviction letters for unpaid rent.

Young People:

Neither of the young people were aware of any particular gaps in services in Exeter.  The female respondent had taken it upon herself to research everything that was offered to her, so that she knew what to expect.  One said that storage for his belongings would have been useful, as he moved around between different temporary addresses, taking his things with him as he went.  

When asked about their attempts to find private rented accommodation, neither respondent had considered it, because they wanted permanent accommodation.  The female respondent had been actively discouraged from going into private rented by her social worker and support worker, due to the risk that losing it would leave her homeless again and ‘back to square one’.  She felt strongly influenced by her professional workers and took their opinion as good advice.  

D: The Future

This section asked for suggestions for what future services for people in housing need should look like in Exeter.

Rough Sleepers:  

In this section respondents talked about having more housing, both temporary hostel/shelter spaces and also affordable rented accommodation.  It was also felt that the support and subsidised food from St Petrocks should not stop once housed, especially in the first six months when you are sorting out bills etc.  “It all adds up, even when you get the cheap food” 
One respondent mentioned that last year there had been some talk of a system for sharing information, which many in the group agreed would be a good idea, yet it had not transpired.  “…so you don’t have to start again and tell them over and over.  It takes up interview time.”

Supported Accommodation projects:
Respondents in this group struggled to add any comments in this section that had not already been discussed, except “Don’t cut the funding.” 

ECC-placed Supported Temporary Accommodation (STAs):

Supported Temporary Accommodation residents would like to see improvements made to the way people are treated by the City Council, both by reception staff and housing staff.  Lack of privacy, rudeness and lack of sensitivity were cited as problems they had encountered.  

Permanent (accessed through Move-on):

No additional comments were received in this section.

Young People:

One of the young respondents asked for better information in the college, and that talks should be given in schools, at years 10 and 11.  The other young respondent said “Make it quicker to access permanent accommodation – my sister waited two years.”
Appendix II – Profiles by Group
Rough Sleepers
Total in group: 6 
Age: 


20-24: 2
35-50: 2
51-65: 2

Gender: 

Male:6

Family status: 
Single: 6

Dependents:

None: 6

Disability:

Yes: 2

No: 4

Ethnicity:

White British: 6

Housing status:
Sleeping rough: 5





Staying temp. with friends or family, without a room of own: 1

Supported Accommodation
Total in group: 2

Gender: 

Female: 2

Age: 


35-50: 1
51-65: 1

Family status: 
Single: 2

Dependents:

 No: 2

Disability: 

Yes: 1

No: 1

Ethnicity: 

White British: 2

Housing status:
Supported accommodation: 2 – both Esther

Supported Temporary Accommodation

Total: 3

Age:


20-34: 3

Gender:

Male: 2
Female: 1

Family status: 
Single: 3

Dependents:

Yes: 1

No: 2

Disability:

Yes: 2

No: 1

Ethnicity:

White British: 3

Housing status:
Supported temp accom: 3 (Trailways 1, Killarney 2)

Permanent Accommodation, accessed via the Move-on process

Total:
3

Age:


35-50: 3

Gender: 

Male: 1
Female: 2

family status:

Single: 2
In a relationship: 1

Dependents: 

No: 3

Disability:

Yes: 2

No: 1

Ethnicity:

White British: 3

Housing status:
Permanent council or HA tenancy: 3

Young People

Total: 2

Age: 


17-19: 2

Gender: 

Male: 1
Female: 1

Family status: 
Single: 2

Dependents: 

No: 2

Disability: 

No: 2

Ethnicity: 

White British: 2

Housing status: 
Permanent (starter tenancy): 1




LA provided temporary accom (Trailways): 1
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