Scottish Social Networks Forum

Social Networks in Practice
Local Authorities and Homeless Applicants


	Midlothian Council

	Context
Midlothian Council is a small local authority with a population of just under 80,000 (the second smallest mainland authority in Scotland). The area has 6 towns and in its rural areas, villages and farm settlements. Social housing in Midlothian is characterised as high demand and low turnover, and in the last decade homeless applications have almost tripled. A building programme for council housing and other social housing is underway. The council has limited emergency accommodation available, and until recently occasionally used out of authority bed and breakfast providers. The council has increased hostel provision to provide supported accommodation to young people who need temporary accommodation while awaiting permanent housing.  Almost 900 people last year presented as homeless to the council’s housing section (a 15% increase on the previous year and with increases projected to continue), the majority of these are young people.
Homeless applicant’s typical journey
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Social networks
Assessment – brief, focused on paperwork and procedure and immediate needs of the applicant
During assessment of the homeless application, applicants are asked about ‘suitable areas’ where they would prefer to be housed, for reasons such as family or social support. However, they may also be asked to provide ‘proof’ of this. This may be difficult for some people – first to think through and respond to a question in a homeless assessment on these aspects of their lives (who supports them, in what way, how this support is given) which they have not reflected on before;  secondly to provide ‘proof’: many aspects of social support are intangible and may also be diffuse (e.g. simply knowing and being familiar in a neighbourhood where ‘mates’ are always around if you need them).
The assessment paperwork is strengthened by the local knowledge of homeless case workers, and their experience in enabling applicants to understand the process and consider their own support needs; and by using their own judgement of the person’s circumstances, for example, trying to accommodate pregnant young women near their families even if there has been a family breakdown initially over the fact, to ensure there can be support after the birth if the relationship is mended.
Support worker – flexible, offered quickly and sustained during the applicant’s ‘journey’
Midlothian Council contracts Aspire to provide support services for vulnerable people, including homeless people. Aspire has a strong and visible ethos of inclusion within community and family networks, and empowerment of individuals. An ‘average’ package of support is 2.5 hours per week, for 3-6 months, but in practice support can be increased to daily, and extended to a longer term, if the individual needs this.  Again, applicants offered this support during a first interview may at first refuse, unable to see the need for, or value of the support. They can change their mind at any point and be allocated a support worker – occasionally a request is made when an individual meets others who do have a support worker and find the relationship beneficial. 
The Aspire support worker will use a range of approaches which help the individual think about their social networks and to develop social networks if they need this:

· A community mapping exercise when a person is provided with accommodation – working with them to discover local places for shopping, services and facilities, generally becoming familiar with their area and knowing their way around
· Building a relationship over time to understand the individual’s coping skills, networks of support, and ability to sustain a tenancy, and to help them develop these
· Accompanying the individual to the nearest welfare rights agency and Citizen’s Advice Bureau, so that the individual knows how these work and can approach them again if they need help

· Helping the individual communicate with services, helping them prepare of advocating for them when necessary

Problem solving approach

Housing officers are prepared to try different temporary accommodation options to suit individuals’ circumstances, and will use the knowledge and advice of the individual’s support workers (including health visitors etc), to find, as far as possible, a temporary housing solution that can be sustained until permanent housing can be offered.  Allowing an individual to be near their networks of support is part of this flexibility. 


	Challenges for Midlothian relating to social networks of individuals

	· Midlothian housing officers are working with a difficult picture of limited emergency and temporary housing options and low turnover of permanent stock.  Applicants may be advised that their preferred areas are unlikely to lead to being permanently housed in a reasonable period of time. Preferences will therefore be weighted by availability rather than suitability (i.e. proximity to existing social networks).
· The public transport network in Midlothian can transform a fifteen minute car journey between towns to a two-bus epic voyage of a few hours. This can leave people stranded in unfamiliar places with their networks of support made inaccessible to them.

· There is no mediation service in Midlothian, reducing the opportunity to support young people in particular to rebuild relationships with family/carers and return home.


	Elle’s experience

	Elle is 18, and presented as homeless after a breakdown in her relationship with her mum. Elle is from Mayfield, a distinct community on the outskirts of the town of Dalkeith, where she had lived since she was 12. Before becoming homeless, Elle was very involved in local youth provision as a volunteer.
On presenting as homeless, Elle was placed in B&B accommodation in Bonnyrigg.  There is no direct bus link from Bonnyrigg to Dalkeith. Elle describes her time in the B&B as “like being stuck in prison, completely boring and no-one can come and see you”.  The restrictions in the B&B meant that Elle’s mum could only visit her in the public lounge.  Elle was moved to temporary accommodation in a private tenancy quite quickly, but this was also in Bonnyrigg. On the positive side, Elle found that no longer having to live with her mum helped them both to get on a lot better.

Elle was visited by a support worker from Aspire frequently while in the private tenancy. Although the Aspire worker showed her around the area and took her to local services and facilities, Elle was very unhappy – “I couldn’t see my mates because of the buses being rubbish, all my mates were in Mayfield, and my mum who helps me a lot. I just felt like a pure loner”.  Elle was only able to maintain her volunteering because one of the projects she was involved with collected her and dropped her off again by car. She started to lose contact with the other one because of transport difficulties.

At the same time, Elle was not really coping with her tenancy. She felt the two-bedroom flat was “too big and too much to cope with”. She relied on her support worker to help her with the huge number of forms to fill in and things to get sorted out, to go shopping with her and generally cope with independence. Both Elle and the support worker felt it wasn’t really the best option for Elle. The housing service offered another option of a place in a hostel for young women in the Mayfield area.

“It was fantastic, I could see my mum around the corner whenever I want, see my mates, I just feel people know me in Mayfield”.  Elle prefers this supported accommodation and finds it a better way to learn the skills of independent living. While the Aspire support worker has reduced her contact time, she still helps Elle with some tasks, which Elle feels she does better than her mum, and with less friction involved. But she now goes shopping with her mum and relies more on her mum and her mates for social and emotional support.  She prefers the fact that there are other people in the hostel with her. Elle feels she will stay in this temporary accommodation until she gets a permanent offer of accommodation. 
During this difficult period Elle has sustained her volunteering and attended a college course, both of these important for her social networks and personal development; both made possible because of the flexible adult support she has received in the projects and through Aspire.

Features of Elle’s social network support during her period of homelessness and temporary housing:
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	Features to learn from

	· The limited options available to housing officers and homeless applicants requires the housing service to think carefully about offering housing to applicants where they can maintain their links with social networks. In Midlothian, this requires knowledge of the public transport networks, not just accommodation options.
· Responding to immediate need is clearly a priority in every case. Midlothian’s limited options also require flexibility in working with support workers to continue to assess what works for the individual and find other options where this needed and when this is possible.

· The contracted support service in this case, Aspire, is very ‘social networks’ aware. Support workers use approaches to help individuals engage with their community and with services.  The contracting service (the social work department) is willing to be flexible on packages of support according to need.  
· Allowing applicants to opt in to having a support worker at any time means there is less emphasis on the first homelessness assessment process to try to decide on a person’s support needs and getting them to accept help.
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