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Mystery Shopping Project Summary of Findings

Introduction

The South East London Housing Partnership (Bexley, Bromley, Greenwich, Lewisham, and Southwark) commissioned Brent Homeless User Group (B.HUG) to deliver a Homelessness Mystery Shopping project in February 2009. The project sought to confirm and compare the manner in which front line Housing Advice and Homelessness Prevention services are delivered across the five SE London boroughs. This paper provides a summary of the findings from the project and the recommendations made by B.HUG. 
Project Brief

The SE London homelessness group sought to obtain a clear picture of the range and type of advice given and of the action taken by front line staff responding to contact from those who are homeless or threatened with homelessness. The project did not aim to test interpretation of the law, but instead focused on the approach to service delivery. 
The project objectives were to assess:

1. All aspects of the ‘the personal experience’

2. Each borough’s approach to meeting the needs of all members of the community 
3. How easy it is to access the Service

4. Customer Care

5. The response to the diversity of Community (language, special needs)

6. What information/help is given

7. Content/quality of any written information provided

Eight case studies were devised and agreed with the South East London Homelessness Co-ordinator, on behalf of the homelessness group. The case studies covered a range of housing needs and issues and ensured that the diversity of participants was maximised. It was agreed that the mystery shopping in each borough would be comprised of eight visits, four telephone calls, and two emails. The mystery shopping visits, telephone calls and emails took place across the five boroughs during February and April. Shoppers approached each borough directly, either in person or on the phone or by email. 

Findings
The final report presented the findings of the project and gave a unique insight into the advice given and the action taken by front line staff responding to contact from those who are homeless or threatened with homelessness; one that was captured through the eyes of people with similar life experience to real service users, rather than through the eyes of housing professionals or general mystery shoppers. 

There were many examples of shoppers being offered very helpful advice and assistance and evidence of a positive commitment to the provision of appropriate support and advice such as:
· Commitment to assist homeless people

· Contact details easy to find

· Quick response to email enquiries

· Immediate provision of interpreting service

· Provision of children’s facilities

· Pleasant and comfortable waiting areas

· Provision of drinking water

· Display of relevant and useful information in a variety of formats

Whilst many examples of good practice exist, there were inconsistencies in help and advice and in the quality of services available to homeless people across the South East London boroughs. The outcomes demonstrated that, for each case study, whilst there were similarities in the approach taken to the provision of help and advice by participating boroughs, there were also a number of differences. These differences ranged from practical, ‘housekeeping’ issues about the way front line services were managed and the quality of reception areas, to variation in the support available for those with special needs and significant variations in front line assessment procedures with regard to each borough’s response to personal circumstances. 
Findings include:

· Lack of ID

· Discrepancy of advice given / unsuitable advice given

· Lack of privacy

· Waiting times 
· Lack of explanation of processes

· Lack of / inadequate signposting

· Lack of language / interpreting provision 

Recommendations

The Homelessness Group was encouraged by the positive findings of the report but is also keen to address some of the issues raised in relation to customer care and accessibility. They are taking on board a number of recommendations made by B.HUG that will significantly improve customer experience, through the development of a sub-regional Charter of Homelessness Services. This Charter will be available to view in all Housing Options centres in the sub-region. The group is also considering commissioning B.HUG to carry out a similar exercise in 12-18 months focusing particularly on the weaker areas identified.
