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Social Networks in Practice
Local Authorities and Homeless Applicants


	Falkirk Council – multi-factor assessment using a matrix

	Context
Falkirk council receives around 2500 homeless applications a year. Around 57% of housing allocations go to homeless applicants, and the tenancy turnover is around 500 a year.  After an initial homelessness assessment, homeless applicants are given a more in-depth social needs assessment. This is done in a matrix framework in which workers consider a range of factors which may affect an applicant’s ability to sustain a future tenancy and what level of support they may need.  The matrix provides examples of different levels of need in each of twelve fields, to enable workers to ‘score’ applicants consistently. The scores lead to a banding of red (vulnerable, high support needs), amber (some support needs) and green (stable, self sufficient). 
Homeless applicant’s typical journey
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Social networks:
Assessment – a process of gathering information on a range of factors, within a target period of 28 days
The support needs assessment explores twelve fields. One of these specifically explores social networks in the field of ‘social interactions’, as follows:
1 = no problem /thriving

2 = mild problem but safe / self sufficient

3 = moderate problem but stable

4 = serious problem and at risk

5 = in crisis and at serious risk

Contact with services, recreational and educational activities, healthy appropriate relationships

Budgeting for recreational activity, planned social life with friends

Some steady relationships. Daily contact with friend or support agency

Some social contact or inappropriate friendship group and problems with relationships

No social contact or current abusive relationship

Assessment officers use the Support Needs Assessment in conjunction with the Homelessness Assessment – the Homelessness Assessment indicates if other agencies are involved or if specific needs are present (e.g. domestic abuse; social worker involved). The Support Needs Assessment involves gathering information over a period of time, from their discussions with the applicant and by seeking information from other agencies who are in contact with the applicant (with the applicants permission). Other aspects of social networks are explored in other fields, including an assessment of the applicant’s self esteem (confidence, skills and independence), emotional health and personal safety.  Applicants are given a score on the overall matrix (low = positive) which fits within a banding system of red (vulnerable, high support needs), amber (some support needs) and green (stable, self sufficient) system. 
Support workers – support planned according to level of need and type of accommodation, focused on improving tenant progress
The matrix guidance for assessment officers reminds them of local agencies who can receive referrals if specific issues are identified (e.g. mental health; addictions). The council has mapped accommodation and support options for each of the red/amber/green levels. There is a specific reminder to staff in the guidance to “ensure that, where appropriate, temporary accommodation offered is near family, friends or support structures”. The map also reminds people to make specific referrals, where appropriate, to Women’s Aid, the Support Teams for addiction, mental health and rough sleeping, or to the Benefits/welfare team.

Where people are offered temporary accommodation in the council’s own accommodation, and Accommodation Officer will be responsible for providing regular contact visits to support tenants to engage with local services. Where people are accommodated with a social housing provider, a support package is agreed to meet the person’s needs. The support provider and /or the Accommodation Officer works to help the tenant develop their skills and independence in order to sustain their tenancy and achieve a higher ‘score’ for their move into permanent accommodation. Their progress is monitored by a Review Officer, who will oversee future offers of permanent accommodation. The Accommodation Officer will maintain contact until a tenant is offered permanent accommodation and introduced to their Neighbourhood Manager. 
Consistency of approach – matrix shared with key council services and partner service providers
All contracted service providers for the council use the matrix to guide their support work with the tenant. The Support Needs Assessment provides them with an initial overview of the tenant’s needs, and a baseline for their work. They can also use it to indicate to the council that a person’s support needs are increasing (e.g. due to adverse circumstances). 
Within the council, the social work services also use the matrix (with slightly different narratives for scoring) which they use when working with clients relating to housing need – see the case study ‘Falkirk Council – social networks support in throughcare’.


	Challenges for Falkirk relating to social networks of individuals

	Falkirk Council is continuing to refine the matrix and the process of supporting tenants. In relation to ensuring that people’s social networks are used and strengthened within this process, the council identifies:
· Although there are a range of supported accommodation providers in the different areas of Falkirk, as a small council there is always the challenge of finding the right kind of tenancy and support in a preferred location (i.e. close to the tenant’s social networks)

· The local voluntary sector is small, with some areas of work very limited. The council would like to increase local options for befriending and mediation services for individuals who need support to build or repair their social networks, but has limited resources to commission this from scratch

	Features to learn from

	· The matrix and related support/accommodation mapping provides a useful framework for ensuring that each tenant’s support needs are considered, including aspects of their social networks.  The guidance explicitly encourages assessment officers to consider people’s social networks when allocating temporary accommodation.
· Sharing the matrix across support providers and other council services is an important approach to achieve integration of support. The matrix provides the opportunity of routing people towards specialist attention in relation to domestic abuse, rough sleeping and addiction to make best use of these roles.
· The role of the Accommodation Officer, their frequency of visits and level of support, is flexible for people in temporary accommodation. This allows for the fact that people’s needs may change over time while awaiting permanent accommodation, and also allows for early intervention to prevent tenancy difficulties if a person starts to experience problems.
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