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Specialist Infrastructure Development - End of Project Report


Building the Capacity of National Homeless Infrastructure

	Introduction


The ICT Hub is committed to meeting the needs of groups from diverse backgrounds and reaching the hardest to reach groups in the voluntary and community sector.
Homeless Link was chosen as lead delivery partner for this commission due to their experience of providing capacity building services to a network of organisations, thus ensuring this work would reach a significant number of Homeless organisations across England.

Recognising this challenge, the ICT Hub developed a programme of work in partnership with Homeless Link to identify the specific needs of Homeless groups as regards ICT.
Between April 2007 and March 2008, the ICT Hub worked with Homeless Link to consult existing and identified networks and establish working groups as to their understanding of and requirements regarding ICT.
This resulted in the delivery of a programme of work to disseminate the ICT Hub’s resources to as many Homeless groups as possible through the provision of suitable workshops and events to the target audience.
	Background


In phase 1 of the ICT Hub’s programme of work to March 2007 the ICT Hub carried out a number of small scale commissions to find out how best to reach ‘hard to reach’ groups. This research identified that hard to reach groups were best reached if the ICT Hub worked in partnership with a trusted intermediary, and the resources were repackaged (not redeveloped) as relevant to the target audience.

The ICT Hub has chosen Homelessness as one of 6 ‘hard to reach’ themes it wishes to fund from its hard to reach fund. These themes were decided upon, giving consideration to the ICT Hub’s desire to work with groups it had not historically worked with before, the extent of the route to market, and how linked in relevant national infrastructure was to the ChangeUp programme.

The ICT Hub has also been mindful of the CapacityBuilders priority areas and considered the ‘Improving Reach’ projects funded by Capacity Builders, both regionally and nationally, when determining which 6 areas to work in.

	Aim of the commission


The overall vision of the commission was to effect systematic and practical changes in the way that Homelessness voluntary and community organisations use and benefit from ICT.  The aim of the commissioned work has been to provide Homelessness frontline organisations and their networks with access to the ICT Hub’s products and services, serving to capacity build specialist national infrastructure and ensure they are connected to the ChangeUp programme and funded ICT support services.
Through this project Homeless Link – the national umbrella organisation for the sector – supported frontline homelessness agencies across the country to make more effective use of their existing ICT capacity and to access additional resources, in particular the Regional ICT Champions.  The project primarily aimed to effect systematic and practical changes in the way that homelessness voluntary and community organisations use and benefit from ICT.

The main project objectives were:

· To consult homelessness organisations on their use of ICT

· Based on the consultation, to deliver a programme to support the sector to improve use of ICT

· To improve the way that frontline homelessness organisations and their networks access the ICT Hub’s products and services

· To strengthen Homeless Link’s links to the ICT Hub and the ICT Regional Champions and make these resources available to the homelessness sector

· Report on programme to feed into future capacity building work by Homeless Link and ICT Hub

The project targetted small and medium sized organisation running day centres, services in rural areas and hostels with ITC access for service users.  Through supporting agencies both to improve their use of ICT in their service delivery and to enable their service users to make the most of ICT resources in their journey to independence, the inclusion of training and development activity greater enhanced impact.  Homeless link also developed new pages on their existing web resources such as their good practice handbooks and the ‘develop your service’ section of their main website, linking to relevant ICT Hub and other resources.

	Background on lead organisation


Homeless Link is a national membership organisation for frontline homelessness agencies In England.  Their mission is to be a catalyst that will help bring an end to homelessness.

Members are frontline homelessness agencies, statutory organisations and individuals interested in homelessness or who work or research within the homelessness sector. 

The key functions of Homeless Link to its members are representation; technical aid and capacity building; issue and policy development; and service co-ordination.
	Project summary


Homelessness ICT Connections:
Historically, the access and use of ICT and new technologies within the homelessness sector has been limited. Often ICT has been utilised in ineffective ways and frequently this has incurred large financial costs.

There has been a movement towards increasing service user skills in order to gain better access to education, training and employment opportunities. Gaining accredited ICT skills is one way of achieving this.

The purpose of this project has been to highlight areas of good practice in service user skill development, outcomes measurement and informal uses of technology. A key element of this project is to provide low cost, reliable alternative resources for small to medium sized agencies to improve their ICT.

The beneficiaries of the project have, in general, been small to medium homelessness sized organisations from across Homeless Link’s membership. However, there has also been some contact with larger organisations representing multiple projects (e.g. St Mungo’s, Crisis and the Big Issue). 

The event in Leeds was attended by 20 delegates while the London event contained 30. 

The work on the website has wider implications for Homeless Link members through the online resources, articles in our membership magazine, “Connect” and through direct mailing via our members Link. 

It is intended that this information be filtered down into projects and their operation so that skills, hardware and software can positively impact on service users’ experiences of the agencies they access. The service users accessing the projects that are Homeless Link members span all age groups, genders and nationalities. 

	Project aims and achievement of objectives


The aims of this project were three-fold:

· To understand ICT requirements of the homelessness sector

· To co-ordinate dissemination programme of ICT Hub materials


· To develop regional workshops to disseminate materials


All aims were fully achieved.

This project had 3 main objectives:

· To research and scope ICT needs for homelessness agencies

· Dissemination of ICT Hub materials

· To run regional workshops

The first objective received very positive feedback from participants, with preliminary=y research being conducted through surveying and interviewing.

An online survey was sent to all members regarding issues of ICT use, ICT training and responsibility and perceived ICT needs. Additionally, informal interviews with small to medium sized organisations took place with agencies in English regions. 

The conclusions of the report were:

· There is a need for more training and information dissemination in all areas.
This can be offered through regional and national signposting events, talks from specialist voluntary ICT service providers and appropriate direction online through a central website. Aim to train staff at all levels to better involve support staff and front line workers with the ICT systems.

· There is a significant use of ICT by staff but there is a high demand from services for website and database support

Signposting to providers and good practice information. Complete assessment of needs to develop appropriate ICT systems for the organisation. 

· Financial investment is substantial to cover ICT issues including breakdown costs

Connecting organisations to lower cost and volunteer ICT groups to reduce financial pressures. 

· The internet is the future
Resource signposting and training around possibilities for service development that the internet offers. 

Subsequently these conclusions were used as the basis for the types of resources that would be disseminated through workshops, direct support and the website.

The second objective was also well received, with the production of a Homeless Link website resource and the posting of relevant materials to it.

At the homelessness regional events the ICT Hub materials were central to both presentations and workshops. In London, ICT Regional Champion Miles Meier presented on the best ways to use ICT Hub materials both in terms of hard copy booklets and the online resources. The interactive workshops in Leeds were directed by the contents of ICT Hub materials and discussion was focused on the key topics that impact on Homelessness sector use if ICT.

The materials most utilised at the events were:

· A Guide to Managing ICT

· How to Cost and Fund ICT

· Suppliers Directory

· New Media Guide

· LASA Knowledgebase

Resource materials were posted on request to agencies who wanted to be involved in the project or who were unable to attend the scheduled events. Homeless Link regional managers have worked closely with the project and have advertised the materials to agencies with an interest in developing their ICT capacity. Other informal meetings with agencies have taken place where materials have been distributed to help support their work with other related service user projects. 

The Homeless Link website also now links to key ICT Hub resources for members to access.

The final objective also received a very positive response, with feedback forms and informal feedback proving this.

Homeless Link held two regional events, the Yorkshire and Humber event in Leeds had 21 attendees and the London event had 28. These represented 33 different agencies.  

97% of these found the events good or exceptional. 84% of the attendees stated that the events would benefit their organisation a lot or quite a lot.

The workshops were designed to meet the needs of the regions: in terms of London, the focus was on supplying information related to staff issues (e.g. outcome monitoring and costing ICT).  For Yorkshire and Humber, the focus was placed on seeking low cost alternatives and to encourage discussion of best practice between local agencies. 

These objectives were successfully met through appropriate presentations and interactive workshops. 

The evaluation forms also offered some informal feedback:

· “Excellent focused event which I found very worthwhile”

· “Very well organised and run”

· “Gained valuable knowledge that will help kick off new ICT projects within budget”

· “Do more events like this!”

Homeless Link also gave workshops at the Mental Health (22nd February) and Rural (5th March) ICT Events to support and promote cross sector working. These events also helped to explore the similarities and differences to ICT development between the homelessness sector and other sectors. These workshops were very successful at engendering cross sector debate and promoting closer partnership working.

	Lessons learned


Researching ICT Use:
There was a good response to the initial survey and interviewing which identified clear areas of perceived needs by Homelessness agencies. These needs closely fitted with those expressed by other agencies in the third sector (i.e. outcome monitoring, funding projects and website maintenance).  This research provides a comprehensive and suitable basis for the structure of the regional events. 

Examining the issues for the smallest agencies was difficult to research as often staff time is limited and ‘accidental techies’ are very common. Often these agencies don’t have allocated provision for ICT and so finding out precise details of need was challenging. In many examples, the agency was unaware of the starting point to meet their requirements. 

There was also a challenge in encouraging service providers to look at other issues outside of the key topic of funding and staff provision. Service user needs can be met through the use of ICT and this project has found it important that homelessness organisations examine this. 

The research element of the project would gain from an increase in qualitative data. To achieve this, the formation of small research forums/meetings to encourage more group discussions in order to examine regional needs, needs for different sized agencies and the varying needs of differing providers (e.g. working with young people, substance use)

Co-ordination of workshops:
The Yorkshire and Humberside and London regional events (6th and 14th February respectively) had 49 numbers in attendance from 33 organisations.  The events encouraged debates on a number of ICT related issues, the most pertinent centered on outcome monitoring, costing and funding project and access to training. 

The information dissemination was a success with positive feedback on both the verbal (from presentations) and written materials. They were pitched at the correct level and to the needs of the agencies attending.

The workshops also offered an opportunity for homelessness agencies to talk face-to-face with ICT providers and professionals that, historically, they have not met or contacted. The events allowed the organisations to network and talk about methods of good practice that was applicable to their organisation and the region as a whole.

The biggest challenge was gaining sufficient numbers of attendees in the North East and South East regions. Although there was widespread marketing and contact with all Homeless Link members and other sector projects, this did not raise sufficient interest. 

As a result of the reduced numbers, we offered direct support which was a success with some of the interested projects. With reduced numbers, smaller forum style events would be suitable. It would be important to identify the key contributors from selected organisations and invite them to a forum with specific remit (e.g. outcome monitoring, website development)

Extra events working jointly across sectors (e.g. with mental health services, substance use support services) would be beneficial to agencies working with people with multiple needs. 

In order to widen the impact of the events, a greater inclusion of Supporting People managers from local authorities would be beneficial to discuss the future of outcome monitoring in the sector.

Dissemination of materials:
There have been consistent good channels of communication with agencies interested in developing their ICT. The project has been widely marketed and updated in our member magazine ”Connect”, throughout regular Members Link mailing and via the Homeless Link website. 

There are currently few sector specific resources for ICT and the lack of engagement between ICT agencies and the homelessness sector means that understanding of the needs of homelessness projects is limited. 

The culture of “Accidental Techies” is common throughout the homelessness sector and high staff turnover can mean that knowing what materials to disseminate and to who is a major challenge.

It would be valuable to increase the co-ordination with the ICT Hub regional managers to increase network of service providers that would be able to meet the needs of homelessness agencies. 

An increase in disseminating examples of good practice from other sectors would also be of benefit as it would give an impetus into the future of ICT use by homelessness organisations. 

The initial research assessing the needs of member agencies helped to identify the areas in which ICT development and support is needed. Subsequently the ICT Hub resources were distributed and used by members for future funding bids and ICT management.  

The events raised debates and discussion between agencies on a wide range of issues that has not taken place before. Most notably, discussion over the future of outcome measurement raised debate over the benefits of a standardised database over a bespoke system. Outcome monitoring is increasingly becoming a focus for homelessness agencies and so the feedback from this will aid those developing these systems. 

Feedback from these events, both formal evaluation and informal responses have shown that they were very useful to agencies. 

The project has put small agencies in contact with key ICT providers (e.g. Resource Information Service, IT4Communities and the Charitable Technology Trust) they were not aware of and has now opened a channel of communication that can allow appropriate low cost support. 

Finally, the project has raised awareness of regional and national good practice. In particular there has been a focus on projects that have produce positive outcomes for both staff and service users with limited ICT resources. These examples have subsequently inspired other agencies to examine whether they can do the same.

	The future of the project


Although this project was commissioned as a short term piece of work, sustainability has been a key feature of throughout the project planning. 

The resources have been added to the Homeless Link website as a central hub of information to be regularly maintained and updated when necessary. Homeless Link regional managers will also continue to promote the materials, in particular the LASA Knowledgebase and Suppliers Directory. They will also direct agencies to ICT Hub regional champions in their respective regions.

The ICT materials fit directly into current projects around service user involvement, and education, training and employment. In these examples ICT plays a key part in gaining accredited qualifications and raising basic skills (including literacy and numeracy) which acts as a path back to work. 

ICT is also a key part of the Places of Change programme currently taking place which is actively improving services for homeless people through investment and training. 

The ICT project also fits into Homeless Link’s wider aspirations of promoting cross sector and partnership working. This includes promoting working with local colleges and universities to gain volunteers and other forms of support. ICT unites Homelessness agencies with other forms of support – the example of Mortar being a good example of the links between mental health and homelessness.

The project will also promote the value of good practice visits between organisations: Homeless Link, through ICT Connect, are due to facilitate  one of these meetings on the 18th March where an agency based in Bradford are visiting Jamie’s Computers in Southampton to discuss social enterprise and ICT. 

	Key partners


Craig Weeks and Irmani Darlington were project leads at Homeless Link.

Matt Legg, Commissioning and Corporate Development Manager at NCVO was project lead and commissioning agent for NCVO.

In the development stage of the project, homelessness organisations were approached as examples of good practice of the use of ICT. These included St Mungo’s Bridge Training Centre (Barriers to service user use due to funding issues), Crisis Skylight, Newcastle (Informal uses of ICT)  Sunderland YMCA (Using limited resources to maximum effect), Mortar (Using ICT with Psychological interventions to end repeat homelessness) and BHT Service User Involvement Project (ICT and Service User Participation).

For the regional events, presentations were given by ICT Hub members and regional champions on the role that the ICT Hub resources can have for homelessness organisations (Matt Legg, Vicki Halliday and Miles Meier).

The Resource Information Service discussed ways of outcomes monitoring and highlighted the use of the LINK database system.

IT4Communities examined the ways in which professional ICT volunteers can support homelessness organisations to get appropriate cost-free support for their needs. UKOnline offered support to agencies wishing to increase their service user training provision including the use of MyGuide email, search and basic online training facilities.

The Charitable Technology Trust presented information on obtaining lower cost software and methods of online donation. 

As part of regional working, the project also worked with COSMIC at the rural ICT event. 
	Case studies


Case studies on Service User Involvement Project, Brighton Housing Trust and Mortar resulting from this project can be found on the ICT Hub - www.icthub.org.uk
	Podcast


Podcasts from these events are available on the ICT Hub website - www.icthub.org.uk
Podcasts from one of the workshop events held on 14th February 2008 in London includes interviews with:

· Craig Weeks, Homeless Link
· Richard Andrew, Homeless Link

· Jane Finucane, Resource Information Service

· Gordon MacBean, Connections at St Martins
Report compiled by:
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