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28th April 2010
DERWENTSIDE HOMES

SOWAT GROUP

FEEDBACK FROM MYSTERY SHOPPERS

1.0   
Contact

1.1   
Phillip Curran - Performance, Strategy & Service Improvement Officer is available at p.curran@derwentsidehomes.co.uk or telephone 01207 524216.

2.0   
Background

2.1
As part of our commitment to improving the quality of services to our customers we have set up the SoWat Group. The SoWat Group is responsible for mystery shopping our services to drive forward service improvement. The group inspect estates and mystery shop services through phone calls, writing letters, emailing and visiting our offices. The group will also be responsible for inspecting void properties before allocation. They will base their judgements on our agreed service standards and our lettability standard.

2.2
The group consists of several tenants who at different consultation events expressed an interest in getting involved. After the first meeting 15 tenants furthered their interest in getting involved. Eleven group members attended training sessions on estate inspections (including a mock inspection with staff) and mystery shopping exercises, which include letter writing, sending emails, telephone calling and visiting our HQ. All mystery shopping took place the week beginning 12th April 2010. 

3.0 Mystery Shopping of Independent Living for over 55’s
3.1
Our SoWat Group carried out a mystery shop of the services provided through our Independent Living for over 55’s. The shoppers were asked to visit Oakwood, Towneley, Derwentdale, Stanley and Castle Courts to assess the standards of service being provided. The shoppers agreed in advance a specific question to help them make their assessment which was: 
“I live alone in my own property but the stairs are becoming difficult and the house is too big. I am interest in renting a flat, what do I need to do?”

3.2
The shoppers were also asked to make telephone calls to Towneley Court and Stanley Court to ask for advice about the service. 

3.3
Feedback from the mystery shops is set out below:
3.4 Feedback from visit to Oakwood Court:   

3.5
The support officer answered all the questions clearly and the shopper was given a tour of the building, pointing out amenities and what is available at the Court. The shopper received a full explanation of Choice Based Lettings. The officer answered all questions, greeted the shopper well, was wearing identification and was polite. Feedback from the shopper was that they were very happy with the high standard of service received. The support officer was knowledgeable and cared about the shoppers needs.   

3.6
The only minor concern was that the officer said the application form would have to be returned to Greengates House and advised they would need a large envelope. whereas they could have been advised that the application could be returned to the court so it could be passed on or a self-addressed envelope supplied to the applicant.

3.7 Feedback from visit to Towneley Court:
3.8
At the time of the visit the support officer was not on site or available to talk to. The shopper did speak to a resident who said they could get information from Derwentside Homes at Greencroft. 
3.9
Due to this, the feedback from the shopper was that information should have been available on the notice board explaining when the support officer is on-site and available including information that someone may not be available between 12 and 2pm due to lunch. The shopper also pointed out that it was difficult to get the court and that signage was poor from the main road. The shopper also felt that the court was quite bare from the outside and did not provide a welcoming atmosphere. The apparent lack of ‘community’ may make some customers feel a bit lonely.
3.10 Feedback from visit to Derwentdale Court:
3.11
At the time of the visit the support Officer was not on site. The shopper was able to gain access into the court and signed in and out. Feedback from the shopper was that information should have been available on the notice board  explaining when the support officer is available. The shopper pointed out that in their view access to the building was poor for those with mobility problems and that a lack of signage from the main road made it difficult to find the court. The shopper felt that the court was quite bare from the outside and did not provide a welcoming atmosphere but did offer a more community feel than Towneley Court.
3.12 Fedback from visit to Stanley Court:
3.13
At the time of the visist the support officer was on site but was busy with some other issues. The officer was quite happy to make an appointment with the shopper to call back and so she could speak to them about their needs. 

3.14
The shopper took up this appointment and on her return got advice on how to apply, about the CBL system and how to complete the application form. The shopper was advised about aids and adaptations if she wanted to stay in her own home, and was given contact information for social services and age concern. The shopper was given information on the charges for the flat and contact details for DCC for housing benefit as so she could find out if she was eligible. In general, the shopper was happy with the friendly and helpful service she received and felt the officer was professional. The shopper commented that they were so impressed they took away an application to be completed and considered for a flat.

3.15
Feedback from visit to Castle Court:
3.16
At the time of the visit the shopper was able to speak to the support officer who explained all about the scheme, CBL and the how to bid for a property. The Officer explained about the rent and what the support officer duties were on a daily basis including information on care connect. It was also mentioned that we are awaiting a decision on the future of Castle Court from Durham County Council as they owned the building and Derwentside Homes managed it on their behalf. 
3.17
The possibility of adaptations to the shoppers own home was discussed and she was advised that Derwentside Homes would be helpful and age concern would also be good for help and advice.
3.18
The support officer introduced herself and invited the shopper into her office and although no identification was visible, the shopper felt at ease, welcomed and enjoyed a tour of the building. The shopper could clearly see a rapport between the residents and was told Oakwood Court was not too far away. The shopper felt that the entrance to the court was difficult to find and a member of staff from DCC had to direct her to the scheme. Clear signs to the entrance would improve this.
4.0
Telephone calls to Towneley and Stanley Court
4.1 Mystery shoppers were asked to telephone courts to ask:
“A friend of the family lives at Wakefield, he lives alone and wants to move up to the area. I know he practices his faith and has a pray mat, would he be able to apply for housing and would he fit in?”

Or

“My brother’s health has deteriorated recently and he would want to bring his mobility scooter to the court, would this be a problem? I have also seen some information advertised that help you move, what is this all about?” 

4.2
The next section gives feedback from the mystery shopping telephone calls.

4.3
Feedback from calls to Towneley Court:
4.4
Shopper was unable to contact the support officer on landline and mobile phone despite trying several times. There was no option of leaving a message on landline or mobile so the Officer would know to call back.
4.5 Feedback from calls to Stanley Court:

4.6
The first question was answered well without any problems. It was explained that we do not discriminate on any grounds and everyone is treated with respect. It was also explained that customers have the privacy of their own flat although communal areas can be used by all residents. It was also explained to the shopper how they could apply and how CLB worked. They were also offered the opportunity to make an appointment to visit the courts in the area to see which one would suit their needs.

4.7
Second question was asked by a shopper and they were told the court currently does not have any facilities for scooters. The shopper was advised that Derwentside Homes were developing plans to accommodate scooters. The relocation pack was explained as it would help people and relieve the stress of moving. 

4.8
Feedback from the shopper was that the support officer was patient and understanding to their needs. They felt the support officer had a good understanding of the clients needs and were happy to explain as much as they could.
5.0
Issues and concerns from the evidence
5.1
It is clear that the level of service given to the mystery shoppers was not consistent at all Courts. Shoppers did not receive information on advice on aids and adaptations other than that Derwentside Homes would be able to help.

5.2
This mystery shopping gives us some indications as to where improvements can be made to service delivery. 
5.3
Some suggested improvements from feedback given are:
· Officer’s complete application forms with customers or customers can return application to court. Self addressed envelopes made available so customers can return to HQ.

· Boards available for customers to see when support officer is available. Also information on the support officer, photo etc which is currently on website. This explains and identifies who the warden is with a back ground on the scheme.
· Signage to courts from the main road.

· Welcoming look of courts i.e. flowers

· Ability to leave message on answer machine so support officer can call the customer back. Mobile and landline answer machine. Corporate sheltered accommodation greeting?
· Identification to be worn at all times.

· Leaflets available on access to Derwentside Homes’ services and other services i.e. Durham County Council services.

· Leaflet on individual courts explaining what is available and charges.
· Consistent approach to advice and information across all courts. This will ensure every customer receives the same level of advice and service at each court.

· Do officers see themselves as Derwentside Homes? One question answered suggested Derwentside Homes would be able to help with aids and adaptations but the support officer is Derwentside Homes.
· Re-fresher training on what services are available here at Derwentside Homes. This could be listen skills, listen to the question and answer i.e. one of the questions had two parts, although only one officer answered the full question.

· Do support officer know we have changed our language line details? Benefit calculations can be done online? What involvement opportunities are available to tenants who become our customers? Furniture schemes and support services which are available to tenants?
· No mention of support plans and reviews which will be carried out.

· Meeting the service standards i.e. alarms and lighting – Should tenants be sent a questionnaire to ask if this is carried out or random sample of telephone calls and visits to assess these standards?
6.0 Next step

6.1
Officers including Older Persons Supervisor to meet with shoppers and discuss and agree an improvement plan to cover the issues highlighted in the above report. Suggestions above are only suggestions which we need to consult with staff and the group to ensure we can deliver these. More examples can be added or removed when further consultation is carried out to fill the gaps in service delivery. We also need to monitor this plan including reporting progress back to the group to ensure we are delivering improvements and if we are unable to deliver the reasons for this.
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