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1. Introduction
The Equal Ground Standard is a tool for embedding person-centred principles in frontline homelessness
services. It has been developed by service users themselves, and includes:
•
•
•

Outcomes for good customer service
Guidelines for involving users in service design and evaluation
How to monitor the impacts of the Standard.

The Equal Ground Standard sets out guidelines to the standard of service that people should receive
when they approach Welsh homelessness services. We hope that all organisations in Wales providing
frontline homelessness services will find this a useful tool. Organisations who sign up to the Equal Ground
Standard will demonstrate their commitment to providing a quality, person-centred service.
The Standard was developed by past and current users of housing and homelessness services through
the Shelter Cymru Citizen Panel, now known as the Take Notice Project. The Take Notice Project is a
Wales-wide group of people who are integrated into the fabric of Shelter Cymru to help guide our policy,
campaigning and practice.
Project members design and implement research, mystery shop our own services, deliver findings at
conferences and seminars and have started to feed their expertise into the organisation at strategic level,
helping Shelter Cymru move towards being a more user-led organisation. The Take Notice Project is a
resource that local authorities and other organisations can access to help refine customer service and user
involvement practices.
Service users are best placed to tell us what it is like to use homelessness services in Wales. Their
expertise is an important resource for driving up standards. Recent research has shown that Welsh
housing and homelessness service users do not always feel like they are treated with courtesy and respect
when they present to the local authority.1 Research has also found that service users have very clear ideas
about how they would like services to look in terms of customer service delivery.
Panel members have developed a set of outcomes for frontline services – the Equal Ground Standard
(Appendix 1). The Standard describes the kind of service that users want to access. In order to adopt the
Standard, local authority homelessness services need to identify their own solutions and draw up their
own action plan, in consultation with users, with the aim of achieving the Standard outcomes.
This project has been designed, led and implemented by the Citizen Panel with extensive support from
Shelter Cymru’s Research Team, the Homelessness Network and Cymorth Cymru. Special thanks goes to
Rhondda Cynon Taf (RCT) local authority who piloted the Standard in the summer of 2013.

1. http://www.sheltercymru.org.uk/campaigns/research/homelessness-legislation-review/
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Shelter Cymru has won funding from the Big Lottery Fund for a three year project that will support
the implementation of the Equal Ground Standard across Wales. The Take Notice Project is taking
the work of the Citizen Panel to the next level, by developing the skills and confidence of service
users, educating communities about homelessness and offering a service to local authorities and
other providers to help them check the quality of services they provide to people, including free
'mystery shopping' services.
Take Notice project members look foward to working with service providers between now and 2017
to roll out the Equal Ground Standard across Wales.

2. How to implement the Equal Ground Standard: at-a-glance guide
• Read the Standard at Appendix 1 to understand the outcomes that service users want to see
• Consult with staff and service users on how to reach the Standard outcomes
• Define an action plan with short-, medium- and long-term goals
• Implement the action plan as resources allow
• Display the Pledge in offices or give customers a copy
• Monitor and record progress to provide evidence that you are working towards the outcomes;
collect customer feedback using the form provided
• Does your service already have a policy on customer service and/or service user involvement? If
so, consider how the Equal Ground Standard may complement what you are already doing
• Read this report to understand the background to the project
• Contact Shelter Cymru to get support from the Take Notice Project on setting up the Standard
and evaluating progress.
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3. The Equal Ground Pledge
Service users are sometimes afraid to tell the truth of their situation due to fear of repercussions resulting
in them missing out on the support they need.
At the same time stakeholders told us that service staff require courtesy, truth, honesty and openness from
service users to allow staff to provide the best possible service.
The Equal Ground Standard is intended to be a partnership approach. As part of the culture change to a
more reciprocal relationship, two-way pledges have been designed by service users and stakeholders to
describe to each other what they need to ensure a successful working relationship. These expectations
are set out at the beginning of the relationship, so that users have a better understanding of why the
service is making the inquiries that it is.
One of the principles of the Standard is to display these pledges in your office or provide them to service
users.

Provider pledge: ‘My job is to listen to you, treat you with respect and assist you to the best of my
ability. If you provide me with the documents and the honest, correct information that I need to assist
you, then I promise to do everything in my power to help you. If I can’t help you, I will help you find
someone who can. I am not here to judge you; I am here to help. Because you are treating me with
respect, I will treat you with respect. Let’s work together to ensure a good solution for you.’
Service user pledge: ‘I promise to be open and honest with you and provide you with all requested
information in order for you to help me. In return, I trust that you will believe what I say and that you
will do your best to help me. Because you are treating me with respect, I will treat you with respect.
I will actively take part in the process so that you are able to help me find a good solution to my
housing need.’

‘The service user has rights, as they should, but they also have a responsibility to tell the truth, for them
to give us the documents we need in time to progress the case. We need you to be engaged with us and
have reasonable expectations that we cannot provide the world.’ [Stakeholder]
‘We will believe you in what you are saying so now tell us the truth.’ [Stakeholder]
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4. Thoughts on the Standard
‘It is impossible to provide good customer service without service user participation. To provide a
good service we need to know whether we are meeting their needs. This framework can definitely help
organisations in achieving this because it has been designed by service users themselves – it will help
organisations to focus their efforts on what is most important to people they serve.’
(Tai Pawb)

‘Tenantiaid Cymru / Welsh Tenants welcomes the Standard for minimum service user standards. We
fully support the principle that people are better served when they have the opportunity to shape the
service being provided, be that information, advice, accessibility or direct use. People who offer their
time and resources should be treated with dignity and respect regardless whether they have protected
characteristics. People should also be supported to play a role according to their capacity – but should
they wish to evolve their learning and inﬂuence, they should be properly resourced to do so. In supporting
this approach, we are committed to making available our network of fellow volunteers in a friendly and
supportive environment so that they can make the best of their shared experience finding collective
support and mentoring to do so.’
(Welsh Tenants)

‘The Service User Framework has enabled us to focus on the needs of our customer helping them to have
a better experience when using our services and tell us what they like and don’t like, helping us adapt our
services accordingly.’
(Stakeholder)
‘The [Standard] is an excellent tool and I was very glad I was involved with the design. In March 2013 a
group of us service users met and discussed past experiences (good and bad) and what our expectations
were when approaching housing and homelessness services in Wales. The [Standard] will help allay all
fears for staff and service users and will help give clearer messages and not raise expectations. There is
still a long way to go but I am positive that the [Standard] will be accepted and implemented across Wales.’
(Take Notice project member)

‘I have worked for many years in housing and I am so encouraged by the [Standard]. It is a shame it has
taken so long but I am looking forward to the changes being implemented and the difference it will make to
people at the most difficult of times.’
(Stakeholder)
6
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‘I personally think service users should be more involved with decisions made about homelessness and
housing standards, this will be ideal for good practice and improving the service we could all call upon
one day. I had some real fun taking part in this project and met some really interesting people who had
some inspirational stories about themselves and others who had been in a difficult situation, all due to the
current principles that are mandatory today. Shelter Cymru also acknowledged these issues and gave us
an opportunity to get our point across to the decision-makers. I believe we should be working holistically
with all of the different services.
‘I feel it is important that high standards are met and that all principles should be upheld. Some of us
service users feel decision-makers should interact with vulnerable and difficult cases that go on every day.
Treating every case with the utmost respect and empathy, also listening to any issues that are causing
peoples difficulties in their lives is important. I feel that there are still so many people out there suffering
because they cannot get their point across. Working closely together would improve communication
between services and service users and, most importantly, we would become a better society for it.
‘I am a former care leaver and felt that most of the decisions in my life were out of my hands, so to be
involved with the Standard principles that would benefit others for the better is uplifting for me and I really
feel it is important that service users should have a say. After attending meetings with other service users
I see the passion people have in their homes and being involved in the decisions services are making for
them. So I plead to the Welsh housing and homelessness services to adopt the Standard and maintain
joint working with the service users so that we can improve the quality service that is supplied daily and
that impacts on so many people’s lives.’
(Take Notice project member)
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5. Developing the Standard

Method
•
•
•
•
•
•

A service user event where the Citizen Panel came together to develop the Standard outcomes
Follow-up consultation with the Panel to ensure that the Standard outcomes accurately reflect what
they expect from services
Focus group and interviews in the pilot area for stakeholders
Focus group and interviews in the pilot area for service users
Follow-up interim evaluation in the pilot area
Wales-wide consultation including:
1. Online survey open to all housing and homelessness services
2. Email consultation open to all housing and homelessness services
3. Focus groups in north and south Wales for stakeholders
4. Focus groups in north and south Wales for service users.

During the service user event we found that a number of key values and principles were essential to
service users. These principles focus on five themes:
•
•
•
•
•

Presentation at the service
Speaking to staff
The information given
Delivery of outcomes
Service user input into design and delivery of services.

Presentation at the service
Service users think that the initial atmosphere of the frontline office sets the scene for the remainder of the
experience. Service users feel that physical barriers get in the way of good communication.
Therefore, service users would like to see a bright, airy, welcoming open-plan office with desks widely
spaced apart (this will allow for an element of confidentiality when discussing personal problems). They
would also like the option of a private room to discuss really sensitive matters. This atmosphere will foster
a partnership working approach and two-way relationship. This will lead to a culture change in delivery
with hostility and frustration reduced.
8
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Service users understand that services cannot be open at all times; however, they would appreciate
information on housing/homelessness services that they can access outside of office hours. Service users
want to know where to go for housing and homelessness advice, both in terms of the local authority and
other third sector services. They want you to assist them in these matters.
Service users would like to be greeted by someone when they come into the office. This is because some
people feel intimidated by office buildings. Also people do not know what to do when they enter the office
and could feel apprehensive and ‘on-guard’. Service users would like to be greeted by a friendly face who
can show them where to go for the help and advice they require.
Due to the trauma that some people are experiencing, service users would like access to an independent
advocate when they present as homeless. Service users have two preferences:
•
•

An independent, knowledgeable legal advocate on site who can offer advice upon presentation
A homelessness mentor, someone who has been through the experience to offer moral support
through the trauma of the process.

Service users often have to bring their children to the service. They would like the office to be childfriendly, for example with toys in the waiting area.
In addition, wherever possible, BME people should be represented among frontline service staff.
Service users want to know from the outset what your service offers:
‘This is what you can expect from me; this is what I expect from you.’

Speaking to staff
It is important to service users that they are treated with respect and courtesy regardless of their current
situation. Service users told us that respect and courtesy translate as the following:
•
•
•
•

Being treated with compassion
Being treated with understanding and empathy (but not pity)
Being treated with a non-judgemental attitude
Being listened to.

‘Staff should talk and help service users in the way that they would talk to, and assist, respected members
of their own family.’
‘Everyone deserves a voice… no matter what background. And people from all walks of life should be
treated equally.’
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The Research Team received 48 responses from the online survey targeted at stakeholders. We asked
stakeholders how important they think it is that Welsh housing and homelessness services provide good
customer service to people seeking advice and assistance and 98 per cent of stakeholders agreed that it
was very important.
Service users want staff to understand their situation and wider support needs (if applicable). They would
like staff to be knowledgeable in the following areas as a minimum to aid understanding of service users’
situations:
•
•
•
•
•

Customer service training
Training in dealing with vulnerable people who might be in distressed states; It is important that staff
can create an environment whereby service users feel they can share their story with the staff member
Acknowledging and addressing additional support needs (such as literacy or numeracy difficulties)
Training in mental health
Equality and diversity training.

Service users want knowledgeable staff to give them accurate information to minimise any prolonged
trauma of homelessness. Service users want staff to be fully trained in current housing law and to keep
up-to-date with case law.
Service users want consistency in the application process and information given so that they can expect
a similar progress no matter where they present. They do not want to repeat their stories to a number of
people. They want to tell their story once and have staff implement good communication between the
team to save them having to go through their story again. Ideally service users would have one person to
deal with their case throughout.
As a minimum, service users would like staff to wear a name badge so they know who they are talking to.
Service users told us that they want to be asked key questions early in the process. For example, ‘Do you
have any language or communication needs before we start the process?’
Service users want to be communicated with in clear dialogue in the language of their choice. If
communication difficulties exist then they want to be offered support to overcome them.
Service users want to be spoken to in plain language. They want staff to avoid jargon (or if jargon is
necessary then explain what it means).
Service users want transparency in the questions they are to be asked. If they were to see a copy of the
questions they are to be asked, they would feel less like they were being ‘interrogated’.
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Key concepts to emerge from the service user and stakeholder
consultations

Politeness
To be believed
Plain language
Sensitivity

Transparency

Professionalism

Tolerance

Rapport

Non-judgemental

Respect

Dignity

Clear

Objectivity

Awareness of communication needs

Listened to
Helpful

Honesty

Motivated to help

Calm

Equality
Empathy

Upfront

Fairness

Welcoming

The information given
‘If I knew where I was, how long I would have to wait or if I was expecting a phone call at least it would
make it more bearable, I can aim for something.’
Service users want a succinct but informative visual (for example a flow chart) of 'the way the system
works’ and information in writing about what the service can and cannot offer. This should also clearly
set out the service users’ legal rights. It is preferable that information is given verbally in the first instance;
however, as it can be hard to retain information taken in during a high stress situation, then it might also be
preferable to produce written information for people to digest at a later date.
At present, service users feel that they have to provide all of the information and the service does not.
They want the relationship to be more reciprocal. The key issue is that service users are given a choice in
how they receive the information.
Service users want to know that they can appeal any decision and how they can go about the appeal
process.
Service users would like assistance to complete forms if required, but they do not want people to fill in
forms for them. They want information explained to them in an accessible way and want to be empowered
to complete their own forms.
Service users want jargon free information delivered in a format that is right for their individual needs.
Service users want a clear explanation of the process and timescales involved set out in writing as well as
verbally.
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Service users want to be given information on other issues such as welfare benefits, moving furniture,
access to direct hostels etc.
Service users would like a copy of their application form.
Service users want good quality information; they told us that quality information translates as:
• Accurate
• In a flexible format of the service user’s choice
• Clear
• Concise
• Practical.

Key concepts to emerge from the service user and stakeholder
consultations

Excellent quality

Informative

Understandable

Visual depictions

Relevant
Jargon-free

Meainingful
Realistic

Legally correct

Tailored to needs

Realistic waiting times for information

Written and verbal, as requested
Factual

Clear

User-friendly

Prompt
Accurate

Accessible format

Timely

Kept up to date on progress

Concise

12

The Equal Ground Standard: A guide to the service user standard for Welsh homelessness services

Outcomes
‘Some matters cannot be resolved but providing that person feels that the organisation has done its best…
that certainly would be satisfactory for me’
‘Even if they have lost their home through their own fault, made a mistake, it is not about saying sorry no
duty bye bye, it is about exploring other options for them, other avenues so we can assist. We don’t want
them on the street.’
‘Simple, crystal clear language that says this is the decision; these are your options now.’
Service users want more joined up working between services. People want to be referred, or at least
signposted to, other support services as and when needed. Service users want to be signposted and
supported to access other agencies if the outcome at their service is not the desired outcome.
Service users want their other support needs acknowledged and communicated (with permission) to other
providers so there is a joined-up response to their housing needs.
Service users want to be kept up-to-date on their case.
Service users want more support after they have their tenancy – they want to be offered information on
other support services, how to access benefits, money management etc.
If service users are placed in temporary accommodation, then they want to be kept up to date with what is
happening with their case.
Service users want standards of temporary accommodation to be more heavily enforced.
Service users were adamant that although some people are in desperate situations it does not mean that
they should live in poor quality accommodation. Sometimes particular types of temporary accommodation
are not suitable for certain service users.
Service users want a focus on homelessness prevention. They don’t want to wait until they become
homeless before they are assisted.
Service users want to have their decision made in as brief a time as possible. Where possible, they do not
wish to wait until the deadline.
Service users want truth and honesty. They want to be told honestly why the decision was made.
As noted previously, service users want the outcome explained verbally, but then repeated in other formats
(such as written) to suit their needs.
Service users want to know about the appeal process and be reassured that appealing will not result in a
more negative outcome for them.
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Key concepts to emerge from the service user and
stakeholder consultations

Ensuring the aim is the attainment of safe, secure and appropriate housing
A positive way forward defined

Clear decision

Clear steps forward set out with timescales

Face-to-face explanation of reasons

Written information of decision and explanation

Contact details given for follow-up enquiries

Timely decision

Clear detailed reasons why the decision was made
Details of ways to formally appeal clearly signposted

Transparent process

Conveyed in a professional manner
Realistic and workable outcome

Details of access to independent advocacy

Service user involvement in the design and delivery of services
‘Any service user should be able to have an input, as they are the only ones able to give honest feedback,
not some Minister in Westminster - the users themselves.’
Service users do want input into the design and delivery of services, but:
•
•
•
•
•

They want the choice whether to do so or not – not all service users want to input
They want to choose how they input – there should be various means of input available depending on
service users’ needs
They want to choose when to do it – some service users do not wish to input at the time of crisis but
would like to do so afterwards
They want to be given the knowledge of the service – so they can meaningfully input on a scale wider
than their own personal experience
They want to be empowered to input in order to overcome barriers such as distrust of ‘the system’,
fear of repercussions and lack of confidence – for example, feedback to an independent third party
has been mentioned as a useful way of facilitating service user involvement.
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Service users need to know of their right to input into services. At present, many service users do not
know of this right or how they would go about participating.
Service users want to be involved in various ways such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reviewing service policy documents (online or in hard copy)
Being asked to feed back their experience verbally
Completing a service user feedback form following presentation
Completing a service user feedback form post-homelessness crisis
Research, for example mystery shop exercises, service or policy evaluations
Focus groups
Surveys
Events
Informal gatherings
Open forum (perhaps online)
Becoming ‘homelessness mentors’ for other people experiencing homelessness.

Service users want input to be driven by bottom-up, rather than top-down, processes.
They want to feel assured that they’ll be listened to and that their input is making a difference to services.
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6. Piloting the Standard
‘The Service User Framework has enabled us to focus on the needs of our customer helping them to have
a better experience when using our services and telling us what they like and don’t like, helping us adapt
our services accordingly.’
(Housing Advice Centre Manager)
We implemented the pilot study of the Standard in Rhondda Cynon Taff local authority in June 2013. The
pilot ran until December 2013, and we undertook a progress evaluation in August 2013.
The Housing Advice Centre Manager made the following points about progress of the Standard:
In general the implementation of the Standard had gone well. They have not been able to implement each
of the recommended actions because some are more medium- to long-term goals. A medium goal for the
pilot area to achieve is to update their website and online information in line with the Standard.
The issue of further staff training is to be discussed within the team and the possibility of staff being
trained in ‘motivational interviewing’ is something that they are considering. Such training can help diffuse
situations and take the personal emotion out of the interviews and process and lead to a professional,
standardised response from staff. The idea of an advocate in the housing service is being seriously
considered. Again, this is more of a medium- to long-term goal.
‘I have had this conversation with somebody who works with a mental health charity and they wanted to
do some sort of funding of an advocate as part of the service. I think it would be really good, the gold star
service and something we hope to take forward. At the minute a general advocate is difficult but something
which I believe is a fantastic idea.’
We were told that some of the actions were simple to implement and intuitive:
‘Some of it as easy but I guess it is about officers being clearer and managing expectations and being very
specific on what we can and can’t do, what information we give out etc. Introducing yourself and name
badges were easy to implement along with being clear, we expect that to happen already. The bigger stuff
like website information needs work.’
Barriers to the success of the Standard include the expectations of clients and keeping in regular contact
with the clients due to the volume of clients that they see. However, these are barriers that the housing
service can work toward as the Standard progresses.
Quantifying success was noted as a challenge for the progress of the Standard:
‘This was hard and I still think we are struggling. We are not getting the feedback from clients we would
have hoped for. This is a massive area for us to measure as how can we measure what is success? Is it,
say, coming in to me saying you can’t get into that area and you saying thanks a lot I really understood
that and I understand my options, or is it handing over the keys to a house or thanks I am in a really good
placement?’
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Following this feedback, the decision was made to add additional questions to the Service User Feedback
Form as follows:
•
•
•
•

What help did you want from us?
What help did you get?
Were you satisfied with the help we gave you?
Could we have helped you more? If so, how?

‘It can be very scary for some services around some of the wording, for example “a bright and airy
reception area”. Most would offer that in a civic centre arrangement but some would say, “Can we be
expected to provide this?” when many local authorities are having spending freezes.’
Following this feedback, the decision was made to colour-code actions into short, medium and long-term
goals for services:
•
•
•

Short-term goals depicted in green – those actions that can be implemented easily within one year
Medium-term goals in amber – those actions that might involve more resources to implement but
should be achievable within three years
Long-term goals in red – those actions that could take considerably more resources but should be
worked towards within five years.

We collected feedback from service users in the pilot area after the Standard had been implemented and
100 percent strongly agreed that the location of the office was accessible, they were spoken to well by
staff and were given the information the way they wanted it. This demonstrates the commitment of the
Housing Advice Centre to the Standard. In addition, 88 percent of service users agreed or strongly agreed
that they would like to be more involved in how the service is delivered.

Wider consultation
As well as piloting the Standard in Rhondda Cynon Taff local authority we also consulted more widely in
south and north Wales. Every service user we spoke to wholeheartedly backed the Standard.
‘It all makes sense; it’s just trying to make a crappy situation better for those who are going to go through
what we have been through.’
Among stakeholders there was widespread agreement that the Standard largely represents a view of what
good customer service should look like. Some pointed out that there is an overlap with many corporate
customer service and service user involvement frameworks that are used within individual authorities.
Homelessness services that already have policies in place on customer service and user involvement may
not wish to duplicate this work by adopting the Equal Ground Standard. They may nevertheless choose
to cross-reference existing policies with the Standard, in order to ensure that the principles are already
covered, updating policies and practices if necessary. It may be appropriate to adopt the Standard as a
complementary measure.
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One stakeholder raised concerns that the ‘problem’ is with the ‘system’ and implementing the Standard
without considering the system that drives the original behaviour ‘smacks of solving the wrong problem
in the wrong order’. They argued that, from the customer perspective, achieving a ‘first time fix’ is the key
performance indicator.
The Equal Ground Standard needs to be seen in the context of the new statutory prevention duties
introduced by the Welsh Government. It is a tool to build person-centred values in service delivery and as
such as well suited to a more collaborative problem-solving approach to services, as the new legislation
and accompanying Code of Guidance aims to promote.
One stakeholder told us that an issue with the Standard is that it cannot change outcomes for people and
that some service users are never going to give ‘good’ feedback to a service that did not resolve their
issue:
‘Evictions and “no duty” are never going to be seen in a positive light or as providing customer service but
are unfortunately part of the role. You’re never going to have good feedback: “Thanks for evicting me, it
was done in a sensitive manner.”’
On the other hand we also spoke to numerous service users who approached services that were unable
to resolve their housing issue (both in this study and previous studies). Research demonstrates that
delivering bad news in a sensitive and courteous manner does matter to service users. Similarly, we spoke
to people who were owed a full duty by the service but were still not happy with the service they received
due to the way they had been treated by the service.
It was noted that there is a potential tension between providing transparency in the form of standard
questions, and the problem-solving approach which requires flexibility. We suggest that both approaches
are necessary: providing a list of questions to establish standard information such as personal details,
age, support and health needs etc. Any additional questions are explained to service users so they know
the relevance of providing that information.
Stakeholders noted that there is no mention of telephone services in the Standard which can help with
demand and ease of access to the service. Service users were not keen on telephone services, preferring
face-to-face help. However, a telephone or online service could form part of a holistic service that gives
users a number of points of entry to the system.
‘I think local authorities are definitely changing. In [local authority] it is all about customer focus, it is about
having someone there to take the forms, staff there to go to people, not just meet and greet but to help
people fill out forms. They are trained in Housing Benefit and planning and other services so they can give
basic information out and then make sure they are linked through to the correct person. I think it needs to
be written down so there is a uniform approach.’
‘There needs to be a little bit more detail in the quality and diversity stuff in terms of what the LA has to
provide but also what the service users can expect. I know it was mentioned that a hand-out should be
given telling them of their rights but maybe also the Equality Act should be mentioned, especially if the
person has a protected characteristic then they are not allowed to be discriminated against. If there are
any barriers because of these characteristics then it is not right, making sure the service is aware of their
obligation.’
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Finally, there were a number of suggestions from service users and stakeholders for large-scale service
improvements. These suggestions might involve substantial resources and are therefore included here as
suggestions for future service reforms, rather than integral elements of the Standard:
•

The arrangement that one person deals with the service user’s enquiry from start to finish, to build
trust.

•

The use of an appointment based system in all services so that there is less waiting around which
raises tensions and causes frustrations. A simultaneous drop-in option plus appointment based
system, whereby people could choose which route to use, could be implemented. Any wasted
appointments caused by people not turning up could be offered to people on the drop-in queue.
Another idea was to have an estimated waiting time displayed in the office so that service users could
go away and come back later.

•

The introduction of a system where any documentation is copied and a receipt is given to service
users. Service users and stakeholders also felt that a separate person needs to be in place to take
ownership of any documentation given in. This is useful when there is a long waiting time in order to
prevent people having to wait a long time just to hand over a piece of paper.

19

The Equal Ground Standard: A guide to the service user standard for Welsh homelessness services

7. How to implement the Standard
The outcomes defined by service users have been brought together into the Equal Ground Service User
Standard (Appendix 1). The Standard includes a number of suggestions for practical actions to implement the
Standard.
These suggestions are intended as a guide only: the task of defining exactly which short-, medium- and
long-term actions are necessary to reach the outcomes should be set at a local level, involving staff and
service users.
In order to subscribe to the Standard services need to:
•
•
•
•
•

Consult with staff and service users on how to achieve the Standard outcomes
Define an action plan with short-, medium- and long-term goals
Implement the action plan as resources allow
Display the Pledge in offices or give customers a copy
Monitor and record progress to provide evidence that you are working towards the outcomes (see Chapter
8). This should include collection of customer service feedback using the format Appendix 2.

Action plan timescales are defined as follows:
•
•
•

Short-term goals depicted in green – those actions that can be implemented easily within one year
Medium-term goals in amber – those actions that might involve more resources to implement but should
be achievable within three years
Long-term goals in red – those actions that could take considerably more resources but should be worked
towards within five years.

There are no surprises in the Standard. There are no actions that are not common sense. We expect most
services are already working towards many of the outcomes already.

Developing service user involvement
Involvement in the design, delivery and evaluation of services is a core component of the Equal Ground
Standard. There are a variety of ways in which services can choose to do this, including:
•
•
•
•

Consulting service users on defining the Action Plan to reach the Standard outcomes
Involving users in process and impact evaluations
Involving users in developing Homelessness Strategies and other policies
Carrying out mystery shopping exercises.
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Principles for User Involvement – defined by service users
Service users want:
•

the choice of whether to input or not, how to input and when to input

•

the chance to have their opinions heard on the service they received

•

opportunities to feed in early and at planning stage

•

opportunities to feed in anonymously

•

varied options to participate to suit preference and ability

•

engagement opportunities to be well publicised

•

to help monitor the delivery of your service

•

each service to have a ‘service user involvement’ champion

•

to have outcomes of involvement fed back to them

•

a cross-section of service users to input

•

involvement to not be tokenistic or a ‘tick-box’ exercise

•

to participate in an accessible and supportive environment

•

a range of events and opportunities to become involved

•

services to have a budget for involvement, including travel expenses, venue hire and
refreshments

•

to be empowered to share their views.

Shelter Cymru’s Take Notice Project has won funding from the Big Lottery Fund until 2017 to develop
service user involvement in homelessness across Wales. The project, began in August 2014, has
expanded the Citizen Panel in both the south and the north making available a cohort of service users
trained to evaluate and feed into homelessness services.
The Take Notice Project is available to all services wishing to develop service user involvement.
Alternatively, to make involvement easier to do on an ongoing basis services may wish to consider setting
up their own local Citizen Panels. While there is a small resource implication associated with this, the
benefits can be considerable in terms of access to Panel members’ independent expertise.
Take Notice project members and Shelter Cymru staff are available to advise on how to set up a local
Citizen Panel. However, as a starting point you may wish to consider the following:
•

It is important to maintain a rolling programme of recruitment, in recognition of the fact that Panel
members will come and go. Numbers need to be replenished occasionally.
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•

In our experience, it can be beneficial to recruit not only from your own service users but also from
other local sources, such as support services. This will ensure a wider base of experience for the Panel
as well as making recruitment considerably easier.

•

It is a good idea to develop a varied programme of activity in order to keep people interested and meet
people’s different preferences. Panel members need to have input into what the programme includes.

•

Communication with the Panel needs to be through a range of channels. Shelter Cymru uses
telephone, email, texting, social media and the post to communicate with people.

•

While it is good to have a main point of contact for Panel members, it is also beneficial for Panel
members to be able to develop relationships with several different members of staff from within the
service. This gives Panel members a better ‘feel’ for the service as a whole and increases potential for
meaningful engagement.

How to measure and evaluate the Standard
There are two aspects to evaluating the Standard – a process and impact evaluation:
• Process evaluation: measurement of your service’s progress towards the successful implementation of
the Standard.
• Impact evaluation: measurement of the outcomes of the Standard for service delivery and user
satisfaction.
We recommend an annual process and impact evaluation of the Equal Ground Standard.
There is a steady move away from the extensive collection of performance indicator data towards a focus
on outcomes such as customer satisfaction. We recommend that service user led evaluation is the most
effective and efficient approach to both process and impact evaluation of the Standard.
Services should record and monitor several key performance indicators. Due to the individual nature of
each service we do not think it is appropriate to identify the exact measures to collect for each service.
Measures for your service will depend on what elements of the Standard are being currently implemented
and what data you already collect as a service. The aim of the Standard is not to place a burden on
already busy staff.
Examples of data your service might want to collect to demonstrate progress include:
•
•

Changes made to front offices
The accessibility of your service by looking at:
• Customer addresses
• Customer demographics
• Customer protected characteristics
• Languages requested by customers
• Requests for support to access and engage in your service
• Staff diversity
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Data from Service User Feedback forms (Appendix 2)
Training courses attended by staff
Complaints data
Reduction in jargon
Changes made to advertise and explain your service to service users
How you are promoting the Standard (your website, displaying the pledges etc...)
Referrals and signposting to other services
Access to advocacy for service users
Provisions to ensure that correct information is given to service users
Reductions in successful appeals
User involvement in the design and delivery of services
Efficiency of processes – for example, waiting times, decision times etc.

However, the main source of evaluation of the Standard should be user-led. The evaluation should include
qualitative elements such as:
•

Focus groups and follow-up interviews with your service users, using trained Peer Research Officers to
allow objectivity and ensure that service users are comfortable and open.

•

Interviews with staff and wider stakeholders regarding the process and impact of the Standard.

•

Mystery shopping of services by users.

The Shelter Cymru Take Notice Project will be available to support services to carry out evaluations of the
Equal Ground Standard.
Services can choose to be evaluated directly by Take Notice project members, or alternatively services
can receive training in order to carry out their own evaluation which may include elements such as mystery
shopping, carried out by services’ own users.

‘I think mystery shops need to be done across the board.’
(Stakeholder)

For more information, or to make contact with the Take Notice Project, please contact:
Carey Hill, Take Notice Project Co-ordinator (South Wales)
careyh@sheltercymru.org.uk
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Appendix 1. The Equal Ground Standard
Key:

= short-term goal (up to one year)

The outcomes
An open and welcoming office

= medium-term goal (up to three years)

= long-term goal (up to five years)

Suggested examples of actions to achieve the outcome
Enough suitable chairs for everyone
Clean bins provided
Disability considerations clearly displayed - for example, accessibility,
physical, visual, hearing impairments
Remove glass (or equivalent barrier) between staff and service user
Brightly painted
Decent sized tables and enough room for multiple people to complete
their forms
A private room if needed, clearly advertised

We want to feel welcome
Ensure that the service is accessible to people in rural areas
We want the service to be
accessible to all service users

Ensure that the service is accessible to those with protected
characteristics
Ensure that the service is available to people whose first language
is not English by providing a telephone (and ideally a face-to-face)
translation service for service users. Also look at potential volunteer
(e.g. law students) who could help out with other languages on site
Somebody to welcome and guide service users when they first
approach the service
Ensure that there is an equality and diversity champion within your
service but also ensure that all staff are trained in equality / diversity
issues
Ensure all communication and language needs are met
Link in with outreach services for those with accessibility requirements
Language facilities need to be available and made clear

24

The Equal Ground Standard: A guide to the service user standard for Welsh homelessness services

We want to know about your

Offer correct information on other services such as housing services,

services (and other support

moving furniture, furniture recycling shops, mental health, substance

services)

misuse access to direct access hostels etc. Offer this verbally and also
in written form. Service users would like to see a map of local services
alongside a description of how each service can assist them
Advertise your services widely including online and also via other means
such as social media
Consider not only the person's housing needs but also any additional
support needs
The advertisement of other related support services displayed in your
office (including opening hours)
Provide a resource pack of information in an accessible format about
local organisations and services ( to be viewed in the office area)

We want access to advocacy if
we want it

Allow speedy access to a Shelter Cymru case worker (or other
independent service) for independent legal advice
Asked if they want to be accompanied by anybody – friend, family,
advocate, support worker etc... (not just for legal representation but also
because it might be helpful to remember what they have been told)
Effective signposting to advocacy
Having staff attend courses on:
(i) Customer service training

We want to be spoken to with
courtesy and respect

(ii) Training in dealing with vulnerable people who might be in distressed state
(iii) Supporting additional support needs (such as literacy or numeracy
difficulties)
(iv) Training in mental health
(v) Equality and diversity ( including disability equality training)
(vi) Domestic abuse training
Allowing service users access to someone who has been through the
homelessness system for moral support
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Senior Management to monitor the quality of frontline staff in terms of
quality control of information provided. Senior staff to 'shadow' frontline
workers on occasion to understand some of the challenges that frontline
staff face.
Visiting projects that help vulnerable people and speaking to service
users is often a really good way of understanding some of the needs of
vulnerable people/ those with chaotic lifestyles
We want to speak to

Staff attending courses on housing law and keeping up with current case

knowledgable staff

law
The use of Regional Collaborative Committees as part of new Supporting
People Programme to get a regional approach

We want to see consistency of

Compare your application process to other local authorities and services

response across Wales
Ideally, service users to deal with one person throughout the process
from the moment our case opens to closes
We want good information

Review policies and implement good internal information sharing systems

sharing between documents and,

(and enable the monitoring and measurement of the success of this)

sometimes, organisations
Review external processes – develop better processes for obtaining
consent from service user for sharing information outside of the Local
Authority
We want to know who we are
speaking to

Staff to wear name badges

We want our communication

Service users to be asked early in the process if they have any

needs met

communication or language needs

We want to be communicated

Avoiding technical terms or jargon, but where it cannot be avoided,

with clearly

provide service users with a sheet detailing technical terms. Check the
spelling of all template letters to ensure they are easy to understand
Service users would like to be kept up-to-date on how their case is
progressing
Give service users (and their advocates) realistic expectations
Provide a user-friendly flow-chart showing the 'system' in terms of
the particular service. For example, provide a copy of the flow-chart
included in the Code of Guidance
Provide receipts for everything that the service user hands in
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Give people waiting at your service a realistic timescale of how long they
have to wait before they get seen on the day
We want to see a transparent
process

Provide service users with a copy of the questions they are to be asked
and what information they are going to be expected to give
Give a realistic picture of the outcome that the service user is likely to
achieve at the service but ensure that this is coupled with a reassurance
of further support to resolve the current issue. Ensure a positive way
forward is defined
Ensure information is given in a timely manner, when it counts and is
helpful to the service user
The distribution of the ‘information sheet’ or this information displayed
on the wall. Should be given to, and explained verbally, to all (take into
consideration literacy and sight issues).
Ensure information is concise and informative

We want information given to us
in a way that we understand

Give information both verbally and also in written form
Ensure the service user has a choice regarding what format the
information is given and it best meets the person's access requirements

We want to know our rights

Let services users know of their right to appeal via setting out the appeal
process, and having it displayed clearly for service users
Provide contact details with the frontline staff member for any follow-up
enquiries

We want a clear statement
regarding what the housing
service provides

A code of standards that is offered to all people who present as homeless
or for housing advice, explaining “this is what you can expect from me,
this is what I expect from you,” this can be extended to what can be done
for the client and what cannot, what the service needs from the client etc.

We want more joined up work

Link in with other internal departments and external agencies
Cross-organisational training

We want good quality temporary
accommodation (when needed)

Consider the suitability of accommodation offered to service users (e.g.
Consider substance misuse needs)
Ensure that temporary accommodation is suitable and of a good
standard and is accessible for service users
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We want more homelessness
prevention

Start working with people earlier to prevent homelessness

We want a quick as possible
decision time

Ensuring that written information on why decisions are made is
presented clearly
Review policies and streamline services so that decision times can be
reduced as much as possible

We want to know that we have
a choice whether to input into
services and when

Clearly advertise in accessible formats service user involvement
opportunities to service users
Hold focus groups (and other means of communication) with your service
users to find out how they would like to be involved in your service

We want a choice of how and
when to into service delivery and
design

Give service users an opportunity to input in a number of ways such
as documentation review, focus groups, mystery shopping, email
communication, suggestion boxes in frontline offices etc...

We want to be reassured that our
input is making a difference

Give feedback to service users on their involvement
Demonstrate how input has made a difference

We want you to show your
support to the Equal Ground
Standard

Display the framework in the office in an accessible format
Provide hard-copies in reception
Place the Equal Ground Standard on your website
Ensure that the Equal Ground Standard is embedded in management
and that there is a Equal Ground Standard champion within the
organisation to lead and maintain the standard
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Appendix 2: Service User Feedback Form
Housing Service Feedback
In order for us to understand the effectiveness of our service we would appreciate it if you would complete this brief
evaluation form which rates the service you have just received. All of your answers are strictly anonymous. Please
speak to a member of staff if you would rather feedback your views via a different format.
Please read the statements below and indicate the extent to which you agree using the 5-point scale provided.

1

2

3

4

I was spoken to politely and respectfully by staff.

Strongly agree

Tend to agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Tend to disagree

Strongly disagree

1

2

3

4

5

The information I was given by staff was clear.

Strongly agree

Tend to agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Tend to disagree

Strongly disagree

1

2

3

4

5

I was informed about how I could get involved in improving the service.

Strongly agree

Tend to agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Tend to disagree

Strongly disagree

1

2

3

4

5

I was advised where to go if I needed help with other matters the service could not help me with (leave 		
blank if not applicable).

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

1

2

3

4

5
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What service did you want from us? For example, how did you want us to help you?

What service did we actually give you? For example, how did we help or advise you?

Were you satisfied with how we helped or advised you?

Could our service be better? If so, how?

Thank you for taking the time to feedback your thoughts.

Optional section - leave out if service has no Citizen Panel.
We are always looking for people to help us improve our service. Our Citizen Panel is a group of service users who
tell us how we can make changes to improve the service that people receive. If you think you might be interested in
taking part please fill in your contact details and someone will be in touch to talk to you to talk further about it.
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